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Originally named by an IBM engineer, keyword in context (KWIC) is an analysis 
method that looks at a word and its every utterance in a text to find out its 
meaning and usage. (1) Looking at a word in all of its contexts allows for 
analyzing what the word might mean to a group of interviewees, how the word 
is used by a writer,  or just the various ways the meaning can change 
depending on the word's context. 

KWIC is essentially the same as control + finding a word in a text but when 
used in an analysis program, allows for automation. KWIC is inspired by 
concordances, originally an alphabetical listing of all the times a word 
appeared in a religious text or other corpus. In the example above from RiTA, a 
computational program for literature, the word window is entered as the 
search term. (2) 

You have choices when utilizing KWIC. Bernard et al. provide the example of 
the word "deconstruction" used in anthropology The KWIC analysis revealed 
that Wright used the word "deconstructing" to mean a tool, both the process 
and results of analysis, and a theory. (3) Searching only for "deconstruction" 
misses the uses of the words "deconstructs" and "deconstructing" but in this 
case, clearly deconstruction indicates importance of the word and its meanings 
to Wright (4) 

Similarly,  you must choose just how much context to pull from when doing a 
KWIC analysis. KWIC within a few words might indicate what other words 
appear alongside the key word, while KWIC within a sentence provides more 
information about each time the word is used. KWIC in a paragraph provides 
the most context.

Thus, the ability to use KWIC in an advantageous manner requires you to think 
through how the key word and its surroundings may influence conclusions 
about the key word itself.

Keyword in Context: A Pr imer



KWIC provides a quick glimpse of how many times a specific word appears in 
an interview or texts and if performed across multiple interviews or texts, can 
reveal important themes. As the Society for Cultural Anthropology states, a key 
word is a "web of connectivity between people, places, ideas, technologies, and 
values." (5) This analysis method reveals shared but unspoken cultural 
assumptions and other deeper meanings of a word. which is important in any 
human research! 

For example, two different researchers ran KWIC analysis to ascertain the 
representation of migrants in Europe. Charlotte Taylor focused on Italian and 
UK press articles, first identifying the number of references to nationalities 
that collocate with various terms. The term "tax-payers" with "Afghan" 
indicated a belief in the press that Afghans were misusing tax-payer money 
(example below). (6) The assessment of collocation allowed her to identify 
mismatches between the amount of attention migrants received and their 
population estimates. Taylor then analyzed the representations of such groups 
through the moral panic framework. The results showed that an extensive 
negative representation existed for some groups! (7)

A second analysis focused on German newspapers by Janet Fuller found that 
the terms used by reporters constructed essential social categories in relation 
to ethnic background. This construction made integration for members of 
those groups impossible. (8) Both authors reference their KWIC analysis with 
Taylor including screenshots of certain KWIC searches and Fuller reprinting 
long quotes from the news articles used for her search. Both are equally 
successful ways to present the information to the viewer. 
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Tools to KWIC Successful ly
Multiple programs can perform KWIC analysis and if you cannot access a free 
program that does everything that you want, you can still do it manually. 
Control+find the keyword and print it and its surrounding words line by line. 
Then cut and paste each line onto cards that you can sort manually. into 
themes  

Here, MAXQDA's KWIC analysis is briefly outlined. (8) 

MAXQDA's Keyword-in-Context feature allows researchers to search for any 
terms deemed relevant and view them in a tabular overview including the 
word's respective contexts. A great feature of using a program for KWIC is that 
you can search for words with or without checking "case sensitive." If checked, 
than the search for "Window" would not bring up the lowercase form "window." 

MAXQDA allows you to specify the number of words to include before and 
after the keyword and to find whole words so the search for "to" does not find 
"into." Once the search is complete, MAXQDA provides a result table (class 
example below) that you can export to an HTML or Excel file! 

You can also filter the results by document, beginning line, context before and 
after the keyword, search within the results as well. 

Lastly, you can autocode the results with an existing or new code.
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