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Review of Qualitative Data Analysis Software: MAXQDA & MAXDICTIO 
 
MAX Qualitative Data Analysis (MAXqda) product is supported and distributed by VERBI 
GmbH (www.maxqda.com ). It’s single user standard price (2004) is US$745. The single 
education rate of US$445 (student price US$250). The add-on module (plug-in), MAXDictio is 
priced US$235 and US$175 respectively. MAXDictio allows additional functionality by 
providing the ability to do content analysis (word frequencies) and coding based on general or 
selected set of word-based dictionaries. This feature also allows further processing of results 
in SPSS or Excel. 
 
As an experienced user of Atlas.ti (Visualisation Qualitative Data Analysis, Management and 
Theory Building) I am interested in software that supports practical social research 
applications. Even though MAXQDA & MAXDICTIO does not provide the same type of 
functionality as Atlas.ti, I believe they have a niche with researchers whose focus is on 
analysing reams of textual information and who are seeking to develop a hierarchical 
representation (a useful coding system) that reflects what is being analysed.  
 
MAXQDA & MAXDICTIO was reviewed as “one product” as the combined functionality was 
regarded by the reviewer as ‘necessary’ for textual qualitative data analysis. 
 
This product is a simple tool to use and learn, compared with some of the other qualitative 
data analysis tools that are available, however, I did need to read up on the manual as there 
were a number of additional features that I found useful. For example, knowing to use the 
shift key when one needed to move a code to a sub-code level within the code system (code 
hierarchy).  
 
The following sections will briefly describe the key process, e.g. for importing documents for 
qualitative data analysis, adding attributes to documents (variables), coding documents, 
developing a coding system, using word frequencies, stop-lists & go-lists, using memos and 
changing weightings on code segments, and using the activation/retrieval feature. 
 

Importing documents for qualitative data analysis 
 
Importing documents is a relatively easy task provided that documents are in a Rich Text 
Format (RTF). This product does not deal with other formats and is confined to analysing text 
documents only.  
 
Once the document has been imported, the file name appears in the Document System and 
document itself can be viewed in the Text Browser (see Figure 1). This document then can be 
re-organised in a document hierarchical structure that is meaningful to the researcher. The 
researcher needs to be aware when forming these hierarchical structures for the documents 
that this feature allows more scope (e.g. through 'activation' feature) for searching, analysing 
and assigning codes, writing memos and identify key variables. 
 
Moving between documents was easy and only required a double-click in the Document 
System on a file name to change the view in the Text Browser. 
 

http://www.maxqda.com/


 
 

Figure 1: An example of MAXQDA setup showing the text browser, code 
system and document system 

 

Adding attributes to documents (variables) 
 
Figure 2 is a simple example of a 'table of variables' window where the researcher has added 
to the documents an additional variable (document attribute), 'Country', to be used later when 
the researcher examines the views/responses based on Country of origin. Examples 
suggested in the manual centred around the ability to distinguish the person being 
interviewed (e.g. gender) and/or specific observations relating to the field of study. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: An example of a table of variables assigned to documents 

 
These variables can be assigned to the documents before any textual analysis has been 
done and as the qualitative analysis progresses. Later on in the research process the 
researcher can export the table for further data analysis in applications such as SPSS and 
MS Excel. 
 



 

Coding and developing a coding system 
 
This product provides for the creation of codes in a number of ways (for example): 
 

 by in-vivo (highlighting a section of text and clicking the in-vivo button) 

 creating it directly in the code system (clicking the new code button) 

 using the text search function and utilising the code function 
 
The use of the in-vivo feature limits the number characters displayed in the code system (you 
can go in later and edit the code to display the full title if necessary). This encourages 
researchers to limit the number of characters in a code (simplifying searching, displays, etc). 
In the case of in-vivo coding, the text segment is allocated automatically. When creating a 
new code manually, and with in-vivo codes, you are able to attach highlighted text segments 
to these (only requires dragging the cursor over the desired text in the text browser and then 
holding down the left button of the mouse to drag and assign the text to the code). In the case 
of searches, you need to designate the extent of the text segment (word, paragraph or to 
include adjoining paragraphs) to assign to the code. 
 
Codes generated are placed in the "Code System' window (see Figure 1). When codes are 
first generated, they are placed on the highest level of the code hierarchy. This product allows 
10 levels of code hierarchy. Sub-codes can be created by dragging the code to a established 
sub-code level, or as described earlier, holding down the shift key and dragging the code over 
the code for which the researcher wants it to be subordinate to. 
 
Codes can be copied by holding down of the control key and dragging the code to create a 
another in the code system. 
 
These and many other product features make the coding process easy and flexible. 
 
One improvement I would suggest to the developers of the product is to improve the clarity of 
the text in the code sector (first column) within the text browser which provides a link between 
the code and what text had been assigned to it (see Figure 1) so that it isn't necessary to use 
other features to see what has been done. For example (1) placing the cursor over the code 
symbol and a highlight box appears providing details on the code or (2) changing the colours 
of the code symbol to distinguish between them. 
 

Use of word frequencies, dictionaries (e.g. stop-lists & go-lists) 
 
This feature is part of the MAXDictio plug-in and provides a simple tool to examine word 
frequencies (see Figure 3), create stop-lists (words not relevant to the analysis, see Figure 4) 
and go-lists (specific words of interest). 
 
It is claimed that this provides access to an additional explorative aid for evaluation of the text 
and this is true. As a researcher, the plug-in feature integrated seamlessly with the main 
product when carrying out the process of coding and textual analysis and as such, should be 
standard feature rather than an addition plug-in that needs to be purchased. 
 
The concept of developing dictionaries based on this analysis (e.g. common language used) 
is a powerful tool for coding on the basis of word-based dictionaries. The structure of the 
dictionary is based on allocating search items (single words or group of words) within a 
category (meaningful groups for exploring specific words of interest). These can be activated 
or deactivated and provide flexibility in the use of the MaxDictio Coder for exploring the 
frequency of search items within documents and coded text segments. 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Example showing word 
frequencies (excluding words from “Stop-
lists”) 

 

Figure 4: Example of a Stop-list 

 
 

Changing weightings on code segments 
 
Weighting scores, also referred to as relevance scores, can be assigned to any text segment 
linked to a code. The weighting is on a scale of one to 100 with one being the most relevant. 
This can be done in different ways and the example below (Figure 5) is a summary of coded 
segments which includes a column providing the weighted score. By double-clicking in the 
column, the weighting can be edited. This feature is very useful and can assist the researcher 
to focus on ideas that are more relevant to the research question (enabling the researcher to 
use their time more effectively and set priorities for further investigation/analysis). 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Code segments assigned a weighted score 



Use of memos 
 
Memos are useful whenever you want to write notes and keep track of ideas on codes, text or 
any theories that the researcher wishes to develop. Figure 6 represents an example of a 
memo dialog box that is attached to a code. Memos can also be attached to text. They can be 
identified using different versions of yellow boxes, see Figure 1. The different versions of 

yellow boxes allows the researcher to visually define the type of memo, for example  

represents theoretical memos or  ideas for theoretical sample. This is important if the 
researcher is working according to, for example, grounded theory. 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Example of a memo (attached to a text segment) 

 
Once the researcher has prepared a number of memos they can be tracked and explored 
utilising the memo manager (which provides a list and summary of memos). They can be 
grouped into the various versions of memos, authors, dates, etc. 
 
 

Utilising the activation/retrieval feature 
 
When the cursor is placed over the document or a code and by clicking the right hand button, 
a menu pops up that includes a activation/deactivation button that  allows separation of text 
associated with the selected codes and documents through the retrieved segment window 
(refer to Figure 7). The activation feature allows examination of specific themes or concepts 
across one or more documents. 
 



 
 

Figure 7: A similar example of MAXQDA setup as shown in Figure 1 but includes the 
retrieved segments and shows the highlighted codes that have been activated. 

 

Summary 
 
MAXQDA & MAXDICTIO is a product that deserves consideration from those whose focus is on 
analysing reams of textual information and seeking to develop a hierarchical representation (a 
useful coding system) that reflects what is being analysed. The product features allow 
extensive flexibility in coding, searching, writing memos and content analysis to generate 
meaningful interpretations. 
 
Although this review only examined the main features of the product there were considerably 
more features that were not discussed. 
 
This product is simple to use and learn, and provides a level of textual analysis that would be 
preferred by those who can associate better with textual and hierarchical based analysis than 
through the construction of visualisations or semantic networks (mind mapping). 
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