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Preface to the
Second Edition

C ontent analysis is potentially one of the most important research techniques
in the social sciences. The content analyst views data as representations not
of physical events but of texts, images, and expressions that are created to be
seen, read, interpreted, and acted on for their meanings, and must therefore be
analyzed with such uses in mind. Analyzing texts in the contexts of their uses
distinguishes content analysis from other methods of inquiry.

Methods in the natural sciences are not concerned with meanings, contents,
intentions, and references. These scientists hardly reflect on their own concep-
tions of nature, excluding their conceptions from their object of study by dis-
missing them as subjective in contrast to what can be determined through
detached observation and objective measurement. Where social researchers adopt
natural scientific methods of inquiry, the epistemology that is inscribed in such
methods prevents them from addressing what matters most in everyday social
life: human communication, how people coordinate their lives, the commitments
they make to each other and to the conceptions of society they aspire to, what
they know, and why they act. Certainly, content analysis is not the only research
method that takes meanings seriously, but it is a method that is both powerful
and unobtrusive. It makes sense of what is mediated between people—textual
matter, symbols, messages, information, mass-media content, and technology-
supported social interactions—without perturbing or affecting those who handle
that textual matter.

In the first edition of Content Analysis, published in 1980, I suggested that
content analysis was at a crossroads. Content analysts at that time had a choice:
They could continue their shallow counting game, motivated by a journalistic
fascination with numbers and a narrow conception of science in which quantita-
tive measurement provides the only evidence that counts (Lasswell, 1949/1965b),
or they could refocus content analysis methods on social phenomena that are
both generated by and constituted in texts and images and, hence, need to be
understood through their written and pictorial constituents. Although the logic
and methods that I presented in the first edition of Content Analysis have survived
their challenges, the textual fabric of contemporary society has undergone radical
transformations, due in no small part to the ongoing information revolution. The
increasingly widespread availability of electronic, and hence computer-readable,
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texts concerning virtually everything that matters to society and its members
has moved content analysis, particularly computer-aided text analysis, into the
center of how society examines itself.

In the 1980s, content analysis was a research method that had entered the
psychological and social sciences, but was used mainly in journalism and commu-
nication research. At that time, the amount of human effort required to collect,
transcribe, and code textual data made content analysis a time-consuming and
labor-intensive effort. Today, content analysis has become an efficient alternative to
public opinion research, a method of tracking markets, political leanings, and
emerging ideas; it is used as a way to settle legal disputes and as an approach to the
exploration of individual human minds—not to dwell on the many improvements
that content analysts have made in traditional content analytic inquiries of the mass
media. Despite remarkable progress, content analysts can hardly claim to have met
the challenges of this new era. The imagined analytical potential is far ahead of what
can be done today, fueling the work of many developers of new analytic tools.

Although the outline of this new edition remains essentially unchanged from
that of the first, this volume clarifies numerous methodological issues in content
analysis and responds to the technique’s latest challenges. Accordingly, I have
substantially rewritten all chapters, addressing developments that have taken
place since 1980, especially Chapter 12, on computer-aided text analysis, and
Chapter 14, a practical guide, which incorporates my experiences in teaching and
consulting on academic and commercial research projects. I have also substan-
tially revised my earlier discussions of the epistemology, logic, and methods of
content analysis.

I thank my students at the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for
Communication for their open minds and my colleagues for presenting me with
the challenging problems of their content analyses. I would also like to thank
numerous readers of the first edition—both students and practicing content
analysts—for sharing their comments and criticisms, and Sage Publications for
giving me more space for this edition.

The first edition of Content Amnalysis has been translated into Italian,
Japanese, Spanish, and Hungarian, and during the 23 years since its publication,
it has reached an enormous audience. It has been widely adopted as a text in
social science, humanities, and business curricula. It has served researchers as a
guide to the design and execution of large and small content analyses, and it has
provided a standard for justifying as well as critically evaluating content analy-
sis findings. When I travel to national and international conferences, I continue
to be amazed and pleased to meet researchers from all over the world who tell
me how studying this text has helped them in their current inquiries. This
new edition is written for the same wide audience of practicing researchers, social
scientists, and students.

—Klaus Krippendorff

Gregory Bateson Term Professor for Cybernetics, Language, and Culture
The Annenberg School for Communication

University of Pennsylvania
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Introduction

he term content analysis is about 60 years old. Webster’s Dictionary of

the English Language included the term in its 1961 edition, defining it as
“analysis of the manifest and latent content of a body of communicated material
(as a book or film) through classification, tabulation, and evaluation of its key
symbols and themes in order to ascertain its meaning and probable effect.” The
intellectual roots of content analysis, however, can be traced far back in human
history, to the beginning of the conscious use of symbols and voice, especially
writing. This conscious use, which replaced the magical use of language, has been
shaped by the ancient disciplines of philosophy, rhetoric, and cryptography.
It has also spawned religious inquisitions and political censorship on the part
of ruling establishments. Today, symbolic phenomena are institutionalized in art,
literature, education, and the mass media, including the Internet. Theoretical and
analytical concerns are found in such academic disciplines as anthropology, ling-
uistics, social psychology, sociology of knowledge, and the comparatively younger
field of communication studies. Many practical pursuits have grown from these
fields: psychotherapy, advertising, politics, the arts, and so on. Virtually all disci-
plines within the whole spectrum of the humanities and the social sciences, includ-
ing those that seek to improve the political and social conditions of life, are
concerned with the functions and effects of symbols, meanings, and messages. In
recent years, the emergence of the information society has moved the minutiae of
communication—texts, contexts, images, interfaces, and, above all, information—
into the very center of researchers’ attempts at self-understanding,.

However ancient the roots of analyzing symbolic and textual matter might
be, today’s content analysis is significantly different, in aim and in method, from that
of the past. Contemporary content analysis has three distinguishing characteristics.

First, content analysis is an empirically grounded method, exploratory in
process, and predictive or inferential in intent. Many of our current concepts
relating to language are of Greek origin; for example, the words sign, signifi-
cance, symbol, and logic all have Greek roots. However, the ancient Greeks’
interest in language was largely prescriptive and classificatory, not empirical.
Aristotelian logic set the standards for clear expression, and much of rhetorical
theory was directed toward a normative conception of persuasive argumentation.
Science that explores rather than declares is a relatively recent accomplishment.
Only a century ago, George Boole and his contemporaries believed that the brain
works according to (Boolean) logic and that human conduct is entirely rational.
However, computers built on this logic turned out to be rather disappointing
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thinking machines. Empirical research in psychology is replacing Aristotelian
categories in favor of a “psycho-logic.” And we no longer measure human
communication against the ideal of transmitting information. Instead, we inquire
into what happens to the relationships between people who converse with one
another.

With new conceptualizations and an empirical orientation, contemporary con-
tent analysts join other researchers in seeking valid knowledge or practical sup-
port for actions and critique. However, unlike researchers who employ other
empirical techniques, content analysts examine data, printed matter, images, or
sounds—texts—in order to understand what they mean to people, what they
enable or prevent, and what the information conveyed by them does. These are
questions for which natural scientists have no answers and for which their meth-
ods are generally insensitive.

Second, contemporary content analysis transcends traditional notions of sym-
bols, contents, and intents. This may be seen in the evolution of the concept of
communication, in how the development of media technologies has shaped our
attention to communication, and in the role of culture in assigning significance
to what is being analyzed. I would argue that in recent years our awareness of
communication has undergone four conceptual revolutions, as described below,
and probably is in the midst of a fifth:

B The idea of messages: the early awareness not only that verbal discourse is
movable when written, but that writing has predictable effects. This aware-
ness emerged in ancient Greece when messengers were used as the carriers
of significance, history became documented, laws of the land were laid down
in writing, and written instructions built organizational structures, directed
events, and influenced (and possibly deceived) their receivers or the public.
The concept of a message was a precursor of the rhetorical exploration of
language. Tropes, syllogisms, and meanings came to be thought of as inher-
ent qualities of speeches, letters, or documents. But a message is the
metaphorical container of all these, a “container of content,” a vehicle for
shipping meanings from one place to another—for example, when we now
leave a message for someone on an answering machine or say that a message
was meaningful (full of meanings) or meaningless (void of meanings).

B The idea of channels: the awareness of the constraints that every medium
imposes on human communication. This awareness came with the
increased reliance on different media of communication and served to
explain their limitations: The alphabet limits what one can say in writing;
the telephone confines communication to sound; and a television station
can air no more than what is transmittable without interference from other
stations, appealing to large audiences, and deemed profitable by its spon-
sors. The channel metaphor conjures images of canals and pipes with
restricted capacities for shipping messages (with their contents) of certain
forms and volumes.
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M The idea of communication: the awareness of the relational space between
senders and receivers, of the processes through which interpersonal rela-
tions are negotiated, social structures are constituted, and members of large
populations come to know about each other. This awareness developed as
an offshoot of the growth in mass media. By producing and disseminating
identical messages—news and entertainment—to everyone, the mass media
promised to be an agent of sharing, of building community relationships,
of democratization, ideally, worldwide. Modeling themselves on the idea of
mass production, the mass media also made us aware of where this one-
way model failed: in interpersonal conversation, point-to-point telephone
communication, public debate, and dialogue. In U.S. culture, mass-media
technology has become synonymous with progress, and communication is
understood as the cure for most social problems—for example, we often
blame lack of communication or miscommunication when interpersonal as
well as national conflicts arise.

B The idea of systems: the awareness of global, dynamic, and technologically
supported interdependencies. This idea emerged with the growth of com-
munication networks—telephone nets, wire services, mass-media systems,
and most recently the Internet—transforming commerce, politics, and
interpersonal relationships, creating networks whose properties have so far
defied attempts to theorize them adequately. Unlike the one-way mass
media, systems are marked by the interactivity and simultaneity of parallel
communication on a massive scale and with the potential of nearly univer-
sal participation.

B The idea of computation: the awareness of the algorithmic nature of certain
routine cognitive and social processes and their implementation in increas-
ingly powerful computers. The processing of digital data in place of cogni-
tive and social practices, along with the ability to reproduce these data
in visual and textual forms for reading, rearticulating, and disseminating
by and to ideally everyone, is encouraging an entirely new literacy that
undercuts traditional organizational structures, including national bound-
aries. The fluidity and enormous complexity that computation has intro-
duced into almost all spheres of life amplify the possibilities for scientific
exploration as well as present unprecedented challenges for collective
understanding.

This rather sketchy history of communication suggests that researchers who are
concerned with texts can no longer focus only on symbols or representations, nor
can they limit themselves to questions about “who says what, through which
channels, to whom, and with which effects” (Lasswell, 1960). The popular and
simplistic notion of “content” has outlived its explanatory capabilities as well:
content, the what of a communication, an entity that authors think they enter into
messages and ship to remote receivers, who remouve it for what it is and henceforth
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share it among others. This bizarre notion leads to authors as authorities of what
they put into messages and to the conception of content analysts as experts who
provide objective accounts of what messages were intended to convey or actually
contain.

The virtuality of electronic media encourages short-lived access to messages
that, without knowledge of their human authors, calls for a new technological
basis for trust. It coordinates the lives of many people, overcoming old distinc-
tions among channels of communication, obviating physical distances, and push-
ing capacities of the human participants to their limits. This erodes the validity
of traditional communication theories, all the while enabling computer systems
to thrive in this new environment. It is these computer systems that simulate and
coordinate parts of the very social processes that researchers wish to understand.
This is a radically changing world in which texts play distinctly new roles.
Newspaper accounts, public opinion polls, corporate reports, files in government
agencies, credit information, bank transactions, and, above all, huge textual data
archives—all are now linked into networks that can be analyzed from numerous
positions. In effect, the social systems that we conceived of as explaining society
are now holographically retreating into our computers. This development calls
for a redefinition of content analysis, one that aligns content—the target of the
research—with how contemporary society operates and understands itself
through its texts.

With the container metaphor rendered useless, perhaps the term content
analysis no longer fits the realities of contemporary society. For better or for
worse, I continue to use the term in this book, but I also plead with readers to
oppose unflinchingly the naive and misleading entailments of the pervasive con-
tainer metaphor.

Third, contemporary content analysis has been forced to develop a methodol-
ogy of its own, one that enables researchers to plan, execute, communicate,
reproduce, and critically evaluate their analyses whatever the particular results.
Content analysts have had to develop such a methodology for three reasons:

B Content analysts now face larger contexts. The shift in interest from small
collections of printed messages to systems and then to electronic texts and
images circulating in the environment of content analysts is tied less to the
nature of textual data than to the increasingly complex worlds that produce
and are sustained by these data. This shift calls for theories and conceptions
that earlier content analysts did not need. Although content analysts have
frequently lamented the lack of general theories that could justify their
work, progress in implementing more specific or micro-level theories is
encouraging. This is especially true where content analysis has migrated
through disciplines that were not previously concerned with textual data,
such as the cognitive sciences and artificial intelligence.

B Greater numbers of researchers need to collaborate in the pursuit of large-
scale content analyses. This observation is a correlate of the growing sample
sizes of relevant texts, the analysis of which easily exceeds what individual
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analysts can handle. It implies that content analysts must work together, in
parallel, and as research teams. Teamwork, however, needs to be organized
reliably. Both the social problem of coordinating researchers and the
methodological problem of assuring replicability tend to be solved through
the adoption of a language whose vocabulary enables researchers to clarify
the analytical procedures they use, negotiate the individual responsibilities
of the participants, assure agreement on the analytical categories, and eval-
uate the performance of team members.

B The large volumes of electronically available data call for qualitatively dif-
ferent research techniques, for computer aids. Such aids convert large bod-
ies of electronic text into representations if not answers to research
questions that content analysts need to understand. However, exactly what
sophisticated text analysis software does—aside from promising to carry
out the more labor-intensive clerical parts of processing textual data—is
often difficult to retrace and inaccessible to the average content analyst.
These computer aids participate in content analysis much as human ana-
lysts do. They become part of its methodology, with transparency being a
major issue.

To be clear, methodology is not a value in itself. The purpose of methodology
is to enable researchers to plan and examine critically the logic, composition, and
protocols of research methods; to evaluate the performance of individual tech-
niques; and to estimate the likelihood of particular research designs to contribute
to knowledge. Every researcher must become proficient in defining the terms of
an analysis and justifying the analytical steps taken to a skeptical friend or ques-
tioning colleague. Methodology provides a language for talking about the process
of research, not about subject matter. In the history of scientific pursuits, the
development of methodology has always been a major accomplishment. For
example, for thousands of years humans preserved history by retelling or chant-
ing stories, since the Iliad in writing, before the historian Leopold von Ranke, only
a century ago, gave the “document” the methodological status it now has in the
academic study of history. Similarly, scholars practiced “content analysis” well
before Berelson and Lazarsfeld (1948) undertook the first codification of this
method. Although many observers have argued that each content analysis is
unique, possibly focusing largely on its subject matter, I would argue that all con-
tent analyses share a procedural logic and need to be justified through the use of
socially acceptable criteria. These commonalities form the substance of this book.

I disagree with the frequent contention that content analysis is “nothing more
than what everyone does when reading a newspaper, except on a larger scale.”
Content analysis may have been that way, in its early, journalistic stage, and its
methodology does not rule out such readings, but this narrow definition is no
longer sufficient today. As newspaper readers, we are perfectly justified in apply-
ing our individual worldviews to texts and enacting our interest in what those
texts mean to us; in fact, we cannot do otherwise. But as content analysis
researchers, we must do our best to explicate what we are doing and describe
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how we derive our judgments, so that others—especially our critics—can replicate
our results.

This book, then, introduces readers to ways of analyzing meaningful matter,
texts, images, and voices—that is, data whose physical manifestations are sec-
ondary to what they mean to particular populations of people. The chapters are
grouped into three main parts. Part I, “Conceptualizing Content Analysis,”
begins with a brief chapter on the history of content analysis. In Chapter 2, I
develop a definition of content analysis that distinguishes this technique from
other methods of inquiry, and in Chapter 3, I present a discussion of some of the
ways in which content analysis has been applied. The chapters in Part II,
“Components of Content Analysis,” outline the procedures used in content
analyses, beginning with their procedural logic and moving naturally from uni-
tizing to sampling, recording/coding, data languages, and analytical constructs.
The chapters in Part III, “Analytical Paths and Evaluative Techniques,” trace sev-
eral paths through content analysis protocols. In this part of the book, I discuss
analytical constructs that enable researchers to draw inferences from data, the
use of computers and computational techniques, and the two principal criteria
used in evaluating content analyses: reliability and validity. In the final chapter,
I provide a practical guide that summarizes the foregoing discussion from a prac-
titioner’s perspective.

Readers who have never done a content analysis may want to begin by read-
ing Chapter 1, on the history of content analysis, and Chapter 3, on the uses of
this technique, to get a sense for whether or not it suits their research interests.
If it does, they should familiarize themselves with the conceptual foundations of
content analysis by reading Chapter 2. Beginners in content analysis are advised
to start with a small pilot project, to get a feel for what is involved in conduct-
ing a larger study. Methodology without some practice is empty. The guidelines
in Chapter 14, although written as a summary, could also serve as a start. In this
chapter, readers will find many helpful references to pertinent chapters in this
volume, which may answer emerging questions and place these answers within
the context of larger methodological issues. Beginning researchers will soon real-
ize that analyzing text is not a mechanical task, and neither is designing a con-
tent analysis. Both undertakings require creativity and competence.

Readers who have had some experience with coding will acquire a larger per-
spective on what they had been doing. As the table of contents suggests, coding
is only a small part of content analysis—despite popular misconceptions. In fact,
only Chapter 7 is devoted to issues of coding or recording, something researchers
need do only when their data or texts are unwieldy. By coding/recording textual
matter, one learns to appreciate both the conceptual problems involved in impos-
ing analytical categories on ordinary readings of text and the ways in which com-
petent researchers have managed to solve such problems. Designing a content
analysis is something different, however. I recommend that readers who have had
experience with coding expand on that experience by examining the chapters
offered here about all the other components of content analysis, adding these to
their conceptual frameworks. Such readers might well look into Chapter 12, on
computer aids, to gain an alternative perspective on coding.
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Readers who have already undertaken content analyses or similar text-based
research will discover in this book alternative paths for such inquiries and a
vocabulary that they can use in deliberating about what is involved in analyzing
texts—not as observations of naturalistic phenomena, but as data whose signifi-
cance stems from the meanings that others bring to their readings. Those who
think they know what content analysis is are advised to start with Chapter 2, on
the conceptual foundations of content analysis. This chapter discusses the ways
that researchers talk about content and exposes readers to the larger perspective
they will need in order to conceive a content analysis or critically evaluate the
content analyses of others. As a condition for publication, scholarly journals
increasingly demand some demonstration of why a content analysis should be
taken seriously. In the past, content analysts relied heavily on conceptions of con-
tent as “contained” in messages, as discussed above, or “inherent” to texts. This
settled the thorny issue of multiple text interpretations by fiat and consequently
disabled explicitness about the researchers’ procedures. Several research tradi-
tions—such as interpretive research, discourse analysis, literary scholarship, and
rhetoric—tend to be plagued by similar conceptions. Researchers from these tra-
ditions would greatly benefit from explicating their approaches, checking their
results against the work of others, and evaluating the social consequences of their
findings outside their own schools of thought—as I am suggesting.

For experts in content analysis, this book raises several epistemological ques-
tions that practitioners rarely ask, transforms them into methodological ones,
and provides new solutions to practical problems.

Readers who must make decisions concerning whether or not to trust the find-
ings of content analyses and other text-based research—for instance, judges in
courts of law, practitioners in the fields of public relations and advertising, and
reviewers of research submitted for funding or publication in scientific journals—
will find the vocabulary of this book useful as they need to weigh the quality of find-
ings and make informed recommendations for improvements. Such readers will find
the discussions in Chapters 2, 11, and 13 (on conceptual foundations, reliability,
and validity, respectively) especially applicable to their evaluative endeavors.

While this book may serve as a handbook for various practitioners, it grew
out of my experiences in teaching courses and seminars in content analysis, and
I conceive of it foremost as a textbook for advanced undergraduate and begin-
ning graduate students. Teachers and their students may not want to work
through all the chapters in their numerical order; for instance, those intending to
use computers will find Chapter 12 more important than Chapter 7, on record-
ing/coding, and may omit Chapter 11, on reliability issues. Students with specific
projects in mind may pass over sections that may not be useful to their projects.
However, readers should not rule out chapters as irrelevant before knowing the
possibilities they offer.

Finally, for me, the book will have achieved its purpose if it helps to make the
newly acquired wealth of textual data accessible to systematic analysis, if it
improves the social significance of research in the humanities and the social sci-
ences, and if it furthers the development of methods of inquiry into the realities
that human communication constructs.



