
Preventive Veterinary Medicine 221 (2023) 106061

Available online 28 October 2023
0167-5877/© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Method in limbo? Theoretical and empirical considerations in using 
thematic analysis by veterinary and One Health researchers 

Mathew Hennessey a,*, Tony Barnett b,c 

a Veterinary Epidemiology, Economics and Public Health Group, Department of Pathobiology and Population Sciences, Royal Veterinary College, UK 
b Veterinary Epidemiology, Economics and Public Health Group, Department of Pathobiology and Population Sciences, Royal Veterinary College, UK 
c Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa, London School of Economics, UK   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Thematic analysis 
Qualitative research 
Qualitative methods 
Methodology 
Veterinary 
One Health 

A B S T R A C T   

This article spans a number of theoretical, empirical and practice junctures at the intersection of human and 
animal medicine and the social sciences. We discuss the way thematic analysis, a qualitative method borrowed 
from the social sciences, is being increasingly used by veterinary and One Health researchers to investigate a 
range of complex issues. By considering theoretical aspects of thematic analysis, we expand our discussion to 
question whether this tool, as well as other social science methods, is currently being used appropriately by 
veterinary and human health researchers. We suggest that additional engagement with social science theory 
would enrich research practices and improve findings. We argue that considerations of ‘big theory’ - ontological 
and epistemological positionings of the researcher - and ‘small(er)’ theory, the specific social theory in which 
research is situated, are both necessary. Our point of departure is that scientific discourse is not merely con-
struction or ideology but a unique and continuing arena of debate, in part at least because of the elevation of self- 
criticism to a central tenet of its practice. We argue for further engagement with the core ideas and concepts 
outlined above and discuss them in what follows. In particular, and by way of focusing the point, we suggest that 
for veterinary, One Health, and human medical researchers to use thematic analysis to its maximum potential 
they should be encouraged to engage with both broader socio-economic theories and with questions of ontology 
and epistemology.   

1. Introduction 

This paper spans a number of theoretical, empirical and practice 
junctures at the intersection of human and animal medicine and the 
social sciences. It does this through consideration of how both human 
and animal health practitioners and researchers deploy various types of 
“social science” techniques, including thematic analysis, to understand 
how their practices and interventions are experienced by those involved 
in human and animal health (Biro et al., 2019; Burckhardt and Ander-
son, 2003; Kemp et al., 2021; Nashef et al., 1999; Webb et al., 2017). 

In recent decades, particularly with the turn to interdisciplinary 
cooperation (for example in relation to the questions raised by the One 
Health approach (Abbas et al., 2021; Atlas, 2013; Barnett et al., 2020; 
Craddock and Hinchliffe, 2015; Ebata et al., 2020; Evans and Leighton, 
2014; Galaz et al., 2015; Gilbert et al., 2017; Godfroid et al., 2013; 

Lapinski et al., 2015; Mackenzie et al., 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 2013; Rüegg 
et al., 2018; Woods et al., 2017)), veterinary researchers have begun to 
use qualitative and mixed methods. These are usually borrowed from a 
broadly defined range of social sciences. Some of the qualitative 
methods deployed within veterinary and One Health research spaces 
include thematic analysis (e.g., Doolan-Noble et al., 2023; Hennessey 
et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2022), content analysis (e.g., Geiger and Hov-
orka, 2015; Hennessey et al., 2023), interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (e.g., Dickson et al., 2019; Whitnall and Simmonds, 2021), 
grounded theory (e.g., Gaida et al., 2018), and ethnography (e.g., Høg 
et al., 2018; Schneider, 2017). While out of the scope of this paper, we 
recognise that the usual base data in qualitative studies - language, texts, 
utterances1 –- require framing and re-framing. We note in particular that 
consideration of utterances, metaphors, gestures etc are complex when 
working within common language communities but are multiplied many 
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times when working across language communities. Other research 
within the veterinary and One Health spaces does engage with these 
topics, using techniques such as conversation and discourse analysis (e. 
g., Chomyn et al., 2023) and make language a key research focus. 

Thematic analysis (TA) is one of the more commonly used tools for 
qualitative life sciences with numerous authors citing the work of Braun 
and Clarke (Braun and Clarke, 2006) in their research. While tracing the 
origins of TA is difficult, this method of qualitative analysis has been 
attributed to a range of authors. For example, Holton (1973) and Dapkus 
(1985) used thematic techniques to write, respectively, about the history 
of physics and human experience of time. For a more in-depth history of 
TA see Braun and Clarke (2022). 

A literature search using Web of Science and the following search 
terms: ((TS=(veterina* OR "animal health" OR livestock OR pet* OR 
poultry OR aquaculture)) AND TS= ("thematic analysis")) yielded 444 
articles. Further screening of these titles left 296 articles (Table 1). Ex-
amination of these by date of publications revealed a marked increase of 
TA use over the last decade (Fig. 1). These literatures have used TA to 
examine a range of problems. The following examples include but do not 
exhaust our findings: disease risk in livestock production (Hennessey 
et al., 2021), challenges of implementing disease surveillance systems 
(Abuzerr et al., 2021; Johnson et al., 2018), veterinary employee 
retention (Adam et al., 2019; Montoya et al., 2021) and professional 
experiences (Doolan-Noble et al., 2023), and student experiences of 
education (Sutton, 2007). 

Examination of these qualitative approaches reveals a range of 
methods for collecting and interacting with “data”. These provide both 
opportunities and challenges for researchers. Here, the term “data” is 
placed in inverted commas to draw attention to a key argument in this 
paper, that “data” does not have validity independent of any theoretical 
considerations, particularly, in this context, its location in relation to the 
broad range of social science theories. Here we argue that TA in veter-
inary and One Health research could benefit from additional explicit and 
informed engagement with such theoretical considerations. Doing so 
could move TA from being an occasionally reductive process to one 
which is richly embedded in social theory and which thus recognises 
that how we approach research problems requires at least a passing 
awareness of what in the Francophone world is described as its 
problématique, a point on which we elaborate below. 

With this in mind, we develop our argument as follows: in section 
two we situate it within a broad introduction to social theories. In sec-
tion three we discuss ‘big’ general theories and methodological con-
siderations while in section four we discuss ‘small(er)’ (sometimes 
described as ‘middle range’) social theory and the creation of meaning. 
In section five we suggest how these considerations can be used to select 
an appropriate way of conducting thematic analysis and thus improve 
the quality of investigations and deepen interdisciplinary 
understanding. 

2. Grappling with theory and identifying an object of study 

Social theories can be thought about in terms of ‘big’ theory. This is 

theory which deals with methodological concepts of ontology, episte-
mology and history. It can also be thought about in relation to ‘small(er)’ 
social theory. This is theory which informs the method and situates 
research within a broader context. Here, the words method and meth-
odology require particular attention because, while overlapping, they 
are not synonymous. Method is how we do research and methodology is 
how we think about how we do research. Methodology is the theory of 
methods; what they do, why they are to be used, their advantages and 
limitations. Furthermore, it is important to understand how a research 
problem is “framed” and in particular its problématique2 (Dudoignon 
et al., 2014; Klein, 2003). To recognise the problématique of a piece of 
research is to understand the choice of what to study, how to study, and 
the methods to be deployed. Here, the relation between the researcher 
and the researched involves self-reflection concerning choice of prob-
lem, methods, and the angle adopted to frame the research in relation to 
the broader context. Thus, for example, to frame a veterinary problem 
such as chicken production in relation to One Health is to adopt a very 
different approach to that where the researcher thinks only about one 
aspect of the system. This could entail study of the health of chickens 
from hatching to slaughter without, for example, thinking about risks of 
zoonotic disease emergence (Barnett and Pfeiffer, 2014; Høg et al., 2021, 
2018; Liverani et al., 2013; Moyen et al., 2021) or sustainability (Vaarst 
et al., 2015). 

“Framing” (Kornmesser, 2017; Poldsaar, 2010; Schmidt, 2011) may 
be understood as the way we define the problem we seek to address, thus 
arriving at a defined “object of study”. Framing an “object of study” is at 
once a personal and also an extremely general process engaging ques-
tions of ethics, political beliefs, and assumptions about how societies and 
economies are structured and located historically. It is personal because 
it relates to funding sources (Barnett et al., 2020), personal interests, 
opinions, experiences, insights, biases, beliefs etc. It is general because 
each of us is situated within a matrix of personal and epochal “history”, 
existing ideas, both accepted and rejected, structures of social and po-
litical power, not least the micro-politics and history of a research lab-
oratory and, of course, our career (Kuhn, 1962; Pirozelli, 2019; Read and 
Sharrock, 2015). Examples of “bias” may include a wide range of phe-
nomena such as once taken-for-granted assumptions that women have 
nimble fingers as compared to men and are therefore better suited to 
certain tasks (Elson and Pearson, 1981). Other examples of “bias” as part 
of “everyday knowledge” at particular times might include “race theory” 
and the “science” of eugenics (Lombardo and Dorr, 2006; UCL, 2021) 
and– as implied in the title of this paper – the interlinkage of animal and 
human health. 

Considerations of both personal and general framing can be 
approached through reflexive practices. Reflexivity in qualitative 
research provides opportunities to contextualise and understand one’s 
standing in the world and the relationships which exist between the 
researcher,the researched, and the research product (Dodgson, 2019; 
Markham, 2017). It is beyond the scope of this article to delve into 
reflexivity itself, a topic which has been covered by others (e.g., Braun 
and Clarke, 2022; Mauthner and Doucet, 2003; Olmos-Vega et al., 2022; 
Palaganas et al., 2017; Wilkinson, 1988). It should be noted that through 
reflexive engagement, researchers should also question the frames used 
during the research process. Thus, framing, and the identification of an 
object of study, is necessarily a dynamic and continuous process. 

3. Big theory: methodological considerations 

Engaging with big theory requires consideration of ontology, epis-
temology and history. Ontological considerations force us to address 

Table 1 
The ten most common journals for veterinary articles using thematic analysis.  

Journal Number of articles 

Frontiers in Veterinary Science  33 
Veterinary Record  26 
Preventive Veterinary Medicine  19 
Animals  17 
Journal of Veterinary Medical Education  16 
Anthrozoos  11 
Journal of Dairy Science  11 
Plos One  10 
BMC Veterinary Research  9 
Others (n = 99)  145  

2 We use this term to emphasise that, rather like the term “framing”, a 
research problem involves consideration of what may be described as the angle 
of attack or approach to a research problem and the relation between the 
researcher, the object of research and the researched. 
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how we understand reality; what are our conceptual components, our 
analytical categories and how these entities relate to each other. 
Engagement with epistemology requires that we reflect on how our 
claims to knowledge are constructed in relation to our assumptions as to 
its origins and framing. These questions concerning assumptions may 
often impinge upon the location of our problem in relation to its (and 
our) place in history. 

Such challenging considerations help position our approach to and 
our understanding of the difficulties of accessing/defining reality. Of 
course, “reality” is a problematic concept. It has particular salience 
when research is undertaken within an interdisciplinary framework and 
across cultural contexts, territory where methodological frames of 
reference, analytical categories and underlying “grand theories” may be 
unstated and unexamined. We pursue this theme further below. For now 
we continue the discussion through a brief consideration of some 
important background issues affecting how we perceive any object of 
study. We recognise that the following concepts are challenging and 
complex and note it is beyond the scope of this article to describe them in 
detail, and encourage further reading (Braun and Clarke, 2022 is a good 
starting point). Researchers may decide to take a realist ontological 
position and treat data in a (post)-positivist manner. This creates a so 
called “small q” qualitative paradigm more closely aligned with quan-
titative work, where one may believe a single truth can be discovered by 
the research method (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2009). Or we may choose 
a relativist ontological and a contextualist or constructivist epistemo-
logical position – a “Big Q” qualitative paradigm - where we entertain 
the assumption that we, the researcher, and those being researched in 
some sense create “truth”, “mythical realities”, or "imaginaries" during 
the process of data collection and analysis (Bishop and Shepherd, 2011). 
This assumption is one which is most likely to create challenges in 
working in an interdisciplinary manner between the life sciences and the 
social sciences. 

The sceptical reader may, quite reasonably, enquire why it is 
necessary to think about these apparently abstruse and certainly difficult 
questions? The answer is because they are important if we are to work 
across disciplines and pay attention to their different framings and 
histories. 

On a practical level, this positioning may appear as simply a way to 
select the most “appropriate” method of thematic analysis. We examine 
this aspect below. Decisions as to “appropriateness” can have profound 
implications, not least importing unconscious biases and associated 
uncritical assumptions as to what is considered “normal” taken-for- 
granted knowledges. On a deeper level, thinking about these concepts 

may help to transform/unravel our ways of thinking about “science”. 
During their education, researchers working in the human, veterinary 
and One Health fields are likely to have had continual, indeed profound 
and very long, exposure to the quantitative paradigms of reductionism, 
positivism/realism, objectivity, and the ways in which these remove, 
expose or at least reduce bias. Such training develops a particular 
“taken-for-granted” perspective on the world. As a corrective, use of 
ontological and epistemological conceptual instruments challenge and 
hopefully help us to embrace and use qualitative methodological 
research processes properly, thus understanding the implications of 
taking this or that scalpel to a particular version of reality. 

“Science” as an idea and set of practices occupies a dominant, aspi-
rational and, indeed, legitimating position in relation to the production 
of “knowledge”. It is also hugely contentious in some quarters, partic-
ularly at present when various conspiracy theories and their sequelae, 
for example opposition to vaccination as a part of public health in-
terventions, seem to be increasingly prevalent. There is no space here to 
discuss the nature of “science” other than to note that it is not restricted 
to slavish inductivism but at its best is informed by imagination, theory 
and creative curiosity (Rovelli, 2015). And it is in this context that we 
remind readers that the life sciences are largely located within an in-
tellectual space derived from general agreement (while noting that there 
remain active and important debates within this broad consensus) about 
such “grand theories” as evolution, the post-Crick, Watson and Franklin 
foundations of modern molecular biology, and most recently application 
of Bayesian-informed artificial intelligence to understanding the cell 
(Angermueller et al., 2016; Rawlings and Fox, 1994; Sapoval et al., 
2022). 

To a large degree this is not true of the social sciences: and for good, 
if uncomfortable, reasons. The social world is deeply tied to the creative 
and constructive processes of “the mind” (Minshew, 1997; Nagel, 1974; 
Wellman, 2015) and therefore intrinsically “political” in both the “Big P” 
and “small p” senses of that word. Different socio-economic theories, 
and different traditions of such theory, often capture distinct accounts of 
the worlds we experience, identify different entities of concern, different 
conceptualisations, and, in research, different “objects of study”. 

Thus, these ‘big’ and ‘small(er)’ theoretical considerations can assist 
us in framing the process of knowledge construction, be this within a 
qualitative or quantitative research paradigm. Here, whether we treat 
meaning and consciousness as data or not, how we understand value 
systems in which we exist and use these to frame our objects of study, 
and how we approach theoretical frameworks through induction or 
deduction, and indeed whether we are able to “understand” the 

Fig. 1. Annual publication of veterinary literature using thematic analysis since 2007.  
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consciousness of others, is unresolved. Our own, current, theoretical 
positioning may be summarised ontologically as critical realism and 
epistemologically as contextualism. Both are informed by a combination 
of standard scientific veterinary training, political economy, the broad 
social sciences and a clear and continuing commitment to the value of 
critical scientific engagement. Our position is characterised in Fig. 2. 
This schematic endeavours to locate the issue of knowledge construction 
within a multidimensional problem space. 

Within this knowledge construction space, it will be clear that terms 
such as quantitative and qualitative methods and the data they produce 
do not refer to unambiguous categories but to continua of methodo-
logical, method and theoretical practices and assumptions. The key 
point is that “data” only exist/are brought into existence as a response to 
the questions we pose about a phenomenon and the nature of the “re-
ality” within which that phenomenon is located. Furthermore, the 
relation of these questions to specified and refined theoretical concepts, 
their indicators, and finally the operational definitions determine how 
we engage that “reality” (Rose, 1982). In the case of the social sciences 
these tools may range from the so-called “participant observation” of the 
ethnographer, through focus group discussions with key informants, to 
large data banks of official statistics collected by means of carefully 
constructed questionnaires, and even data derived from satellite obser-
vations of indicators of human and animal movements. 

The point is that “the social” is in its very nature concerned with 
relationships. In other words, analysis using social sciences should 
depart (but does not always do so) from the base recognition that social 
concepts, including such apparently fundamental concepts as “status 
groups”, “class”, “gender”, “culture”, “profession”, “vet”, “client”, 
“medication” and much more, should always be understood to exist as 
relationships rather than “things”. For this reason, any “themes” 
generated via TA should be thought of as imbricated in, produced by, 
existing only in, relationships. This point is both epistemologically and 
ontologically significant. It points to ways in which social theory reso-
nates with perspectives drawn from theoretical physics, but which 
should also apply equally to social theories. Carlo Rovelli suggests that 
“20th-Century physics is not about how individual entities are by 
themselves, their ”thingness” (Rovelli, 2015; van Fraassen, 2010). It is 
about how entities manifest themselves to one another: it is about re-
lationships. In the context of this paper, such an approach also prob-
lematises the idea that social science research might involve the mere 
identification or extraction of “themes” from empirical investigations. 

This would suggest an ontological position of realism, and that themes 
are there to be discovered. This is not the case; themes are created 
through interaction with the data. 

4. Small(er) theory: social theory and the creation of meaning 

Examination of veterinary literature using TA suggests that most of 
these papers used TA as a tool for understanding opinions or experiences 
relating to a range of topics concerning animal husbandry, companion 
animals, and the veterinary profession. In this manner, authors can be 
considered to be taking an experiential approach to analysis. Here, 
language is used as a tool to communicate meaning, experiences, and 
opinions of research participants (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Investiga-
tion of opinions has its roots in the disciplines of social psychology 
(Berinsky, 2006; Donsbach and Traugott, 2008; Tourangeau et al., 2000) 
and the behavioral sciences (note US spelling, this discourse is largely, 
although not exclusively, a US tradition ("Journal of the history of the 
behavioral sciences (Online)," 1965)). Investigation of opinions within 
this approach are not always identical to the social sciences practised 
within the broader European tradition, a tradition which accords 
considerable weight to social, cultural, and economic contexts in un-
derstanding attitudes and opinions. In this tradition, social sciences 
often look at trends over time and seek to explain why certain behav-
iours and attitudes exist or come into existence, thus taking a critical 
approach to analysis and results rather than assuming that the “data” 
revealed is unproblematic. Consequently, social science research has 
produced myriad social theories, a potential minefield for the life sci-
entist trying to work within the realm of the social sciences. 

Cursory internet searches for ‘social theory’ yield broad idioms such 
as Marxism, capitalism, conflict theory, and rational choice theory 
among others. Social theory textbooks, of which there are many, stretch 
into those with numerous volumes covering hundreds of different the-
ories (for example Turner et al., 2017 describes over 850 different the-
ories while Michie et al., 2014 describe 83 theories of behaviour 
change). For the life scientist, stepping into the world of social sciences 
can be challenging, as can the reverse journey. While thorough literature 
searches can be one route into enlightenment, another is through 
multidisciplinary collaborative research, working with social scientists 
by bringing them into spaces traditionally dominated by life scientists. 

Qualitative analyses can also adopt linguistic approaches which treat 
language differently to experiential research. Here, additional attention 

Fig. 2. Different dimensions in the knowledge construction space of qualitative and quantitative research paradigms. This schematic represents a two-dimensional 
version of what should be thought of as a multi-dimensional space where (i) each of the variables can move in any 360-degree space in relation to the others (ii) the 
variables are represented as continua not as binaries. 

M. Hennessey and T. Barnett                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Preventive Veterinary Medicine 221 (2023) 106061

5

is paid to the words and utterances themselves to understand how lan-
guage is used to create meaning and reality. As mentioned previously, 
while not the focus of this article, techniques such as discourse and 
conversation analysis are two such research methods which make lan-
guage a core focus of analysis. 

In moving from his traditional veterinary background of clinical 
practice, one of us (MH) found the concepts of social theory and theo-
retical frameworks challenging and was thus attracted to an inductive, 
“data driven” approach; an approach which can, in its inductive tra-
jectory, remain isolated from existing social theory. Examination of 
literature using TA suggests others have taken a similar approach. Here, 
researchers using a purely inductive method attempt to allow data to 
“talk for itself” and by being assembled into sets for analysis in some 
respects may become the object of study itself. However, this arguably 
reductive process fails to engage with pre-existing researcher biases and 
assumptions relating to the broader social context within which research 
is situated. For example, using an inductive approach to examine the 
economic context of poultry production could naively ignore the taken 
for granted norms of capitalism. Alternative forms of qualitative data 
analysis based in inductive approaches – for example grounded theory 
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(Smith and Osborn, 2003) arguably still require thorough engagement 
with social theory, i.e., they are not atheoretical methods. 

In contrast, deductive methods start from theory and theoretical 
frameworks are used to guide research conceptualisation, data collec-
tion, and analysis. Consequently, results can be contextualised within a 
corpus of existing theoretical and empirical research. Findings can be 
assessed as to whether they support theory, contradict/disconfirm it, or 
suggest revisions of components. It is on this basis that we argue 
engagement with the plethora of social theories which could relate to 
veterinary and One Health research provides opportunity both to 
improve the quality and indeed validity of our qualitative research while 
linking it to wider debates. In doing this we can situate our professions 
and their practices in relation to their social and economic contexts. In 
our current research experiences, examples of such linking include un-
derstanding livestock systems in Bangladesh and India (Hennessey et al., 
2021, 2023), and the role of hope in affecting adolescent behaviours and 
opinions in relation to HIV acquisition in South Africa and elsewhere in 
Africa (Barnett et al., 2015a,b; Gibbs et al., 2023; Hansen et al., 2020; 
Ngwenya et al., 2021). 

5. Selecting a suitable method for doing thematic analysis 

In their most recent textbook, “Reflexive Thematic Analysis, a 
Practical Guide”, Braun and Clarke (Braun and Clarke, 2022), describe 
three distinct ways of approaching TA; “coder reliability”, “codebook”, 
and “reflexive” TA. Hence, given the theoretical flexibility of TA – unlike 
some other methods it is not rooted in a specific ontology or 

epistemology – it is important to know researchers’ methodological 
positioning to understand their choice of methods. Coder reliability TA 
uses processes to measure coder agreement between one or more coders, 
apparently promoting objectivity and aligning with “small q” ways of 
thinking. Reflexive TA embraces reflexivity and subjectivity and aligns 
with “Big Q” approaches to research, while codebook TA, which also 
includes framework analysis, sits somewhere in the middle. Therefore, 
when selecting and justifying one of these methods of TA, researchers 
should engage with the broader (and border – between disciplines) ‘big’ 
theoretical questions previously discussed (step 2 in Fig. 3). Arguably, 
researchers adopting small-q approaches, more aligned with quantita-
tive paradigms, should be aware of the larger methodological posi-
tioning of this type of approach to appreciate the validity and limitations 
of their analysis. 

In Table 2 we highlight a recent study by (Doolan-Noble et al., 2023) 
which uses reflexive TA to explore New Zealand veterinarian’s experi-
ences of bovine tuberculosis and states the authors methodological po-
sition and theoretical framing. 

Considering the types of social theory within which to situate our 
research requires knowledge of the theories relevant to the object of 
study. For example, one of our (MH) current research topics is contract 
poultry farming and antibiotic use. Initial framing of the problem came 
about through engagement with agency theory at the start of a PhD 
research project. Agency theory was selected as it describes the conflict 
of interest which can occur between two actors when asymmetry of 
information exists (see Mitnick, 2013, 1975; Ross, 1973). Subsequent 
exploration of agency theory throughout the duration of the project led 
to exposure to other related social theory and their relationships to each 
other are depicted in Fig. 4. I.e., this theory does not exist in isolation, it 
has its own history and is derived from and connected to other theory. 

This engagement with social theory is required to fully realise the 
objective of TA, i.e., the production of meaningful themes from coded 
data. While we do not here go into the detail of coding itself, the 
following engages with how coded data, be it through an inductive, 
deductive, or blended approach (Graebner et al., 2012), are treated. 

Fig. 3. Schematic of theoretical considerations for selecting a method of thematic analysis.  

Table 2 
Example of work which describes the authors’ theoretical positioning.   

(Doolan-Noble et al., 
2023) comment 

Our interpretation 

Ontological position Interpretivist 
paradigm 

Aligned with relativism 

Epistemological 
position 

Pragmatism 
paradigm 

Aligned with constructivism 

Theoretical framing Theory of moral 
distress 

Authors provide a history to the 
theory and use it to situate their 
object of study 

Use of theoretical 
framework 

Knowledge is based 
on experiences 

Experiential use of a theoretical 
framework  
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Since their original 2006 paper, Braun and Clarke, have developed 
criteria for what they consider to be a “good” theme. The authors set out 
that themes should have meaning, i.e., taken in isolation they provide 
insight to data, including analytical direction, and so move coded data 
from a purely descriptive account into an interpretive and explanatory 
realm engaged with social theory (Braun and Clarke, 2022). They argue 
that some publications claiming to have produced themes, only organise 
data into categories or topic summaries. Assessing our previous work 
(Hennessey et al., 2021) using these criteria we come to a similar 
conclusion. The “themes” we present could be considered underdevel-
oped and more consistent with topic summaries with analysis remaining 
in the realm of the descriptive. While it could be argued that this type of 
analysis is consistent with a form of “semantic thematic analysis” as 
described by Braun and Clarke in 2006, to do so would not embrace 
more recent literature (e.g., (Braun et al., 2014; Braun and Clarke, 2022, 
2014; Vaismoradi et al., 2016)). We argue that analysis which remains 
in the descriptive realm is more consistent with ‘manifest content 
analysis’. Here, researchers stay “very close to the text, [using] the 
words themselves, [describing] the visible and obvious” ((Bengtsson, 
2016), bracketed text added). 

6. Conclusion 

Thematic analysis, within which there exist three distinct ap-
proaches, is just one of several methods of conducting qualitative data 
analysis. Given the increased incidence of its use over the last decade, 
this approach has clearly proved to be a useful tool for traditional life 
scientists to engage in qualitative work. However, should veterinary, 
human medical and One Health researchers wish to conduct qualitative 
research and use thematic analysis to its maximum potential, engage-
ment with underlying theory is required. Similarly, it may be argued 
that social scientists working in relation to veterinary and human 
medical matters should acquaint themselves with at least some of the 
basics of the life sciences. 

Throughout this methodological paper, we have not for reasons of 
space, properly engaged with the issues of language and performativity. 
These are critical areas of consideration, especially pertinent for those 
researchers working in languages and cultures which are not familiar to 
them. Thus, further critical methodological research could engage with 
these topics in order to understand how they are currently dealt with 
within the veterinary and One Health spaces to further advance quali-
tative research in these fields. 

This discussion of qualitative methods should feed into the important 
and more general question of how non-specialists in the veterinary and/ 

or human medical fields deploy instruments and techniques from other 
disciplines. Here we are arguing that a truly interdisciplinary engage-
ment between veterinary (and indeed other life science practitioners) 
and the social sciences, requires engagement with the ways in which 
research and day to day practices in those disciplines should be under-
stood as situated within a complex multidimensional knowledge pro-
duction space. 

This perspective recognises that scientific discourse cannot be dis-
missed as merely construction or ideology. It must be seen as having at 
its core a continuing arena of debate about methodology. This is in part 
at least because of its elevation of self-criticism to a central tenet of its 
practice and why we argue for further engagement with the core con-
cepts discussed in this paper. 
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