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“A qualitative method for identifying underlying meanings within unstructured text.”

What is thematic analysis?

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative research in psychology, 3(2), 77-101.
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Usage of LLMs for qualitative coding shows promise

Raw data
Initial codes Themes

1. LLM proposes initial codes
2. Human revises
3. Repeat until human is satisfied



https://atlasti.com/what-s-new-in-atlas-ti-23



Current applications of LLMs for qualitative coding have 
foundational limitations

1. HiTL is infeasible when coding large datasets
2. HiTL causes the LLM to reflect human biases
3. LLMs do not revisit previously coded data - 

sequential approach
4. Subjective nature of QA promotes diversity in 

coders. LLMs are NOT diverse.



Solution: Thematic-LM

(1, 2)(3)(4) (4)



How do we evaluate how well coding/TA went?

● Credibility & Confirmability
○ Do the codes represent the data? Are the codes actually 

based on the data (vs. biases)?
○ Checked via LLM-as-judge

● Dependability
○ If another researcher follows the same process, will they 

arrive at the same conclusions?
○ Tested via another researcher performing TA several times 

and measuring the overlap via “ROGUE scores”
○ Unclear if this is another LLM or a person.

● Transferability
○ Do the generated codes make sense for other data?
○ Tested via training/validation sets



Example: Theme output for Dreaddit



Findings: Thematic-LM improved quality scores



Findings: Diversity in coders led to new emergent themes



Findings: Diversity in coders led to new themes



Summary

● What is thematic analysis?
● Application of LLMs for thematic analysis
● Limitations of LLMs for thematic analysis

○ HiTL is limiting, promotes bias. 
○ Plain LLMs aren’t diverse enough

● Proposal: Thematic-LM
○ Introduce LLM-based coders and aggregators
○ Assign identities to coders for diversity

● Evaluation criteria
○ Credibility, dependability, transferability

● Findings
○ Thematic-LM improved coding quality
○ Diverse identities induced new themes


