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Understanding Interaction with Machine Learning through
a Thematic Analysis Coding Assistant: A User Study
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Interactive Machine Learning (IML) enables users, including non-experts in ML, to iteratively train and
improve ML models. However, limited research has been reported on how non-experts interact with these
systems. Focusing on thematic analysis as a practical application, we report on a user study where 20
participants interacted with TACA, a functioning IML tool. Thematic analysis involves individual interpretation
of ambiguous data, hence it is suited for and can benefit from the iterative customization of models supported
by IML. Through a combination of interaction logs and semi-structured interviews, our findings revealed
that, by using TACA, participants critically reflected on their analysis, gained new thematic insights, and
adapted their interpretative stance. We also document misconceptions of ML concepts, positivist views, and
personal blame for poor model performance. We then discuss how applications could be designed to improve
the understanding of IML concepts and foster reflexive work practices.
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ologies →Machine learning.
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1 Introduction
Machine learning (ML) has become ubiquitous in today’s digital landscape, finding application
in various domains and industries, and a growing number of users are interacting with systems
that are driven by sophisticated algorithms. Currently, most of these applications are based on
models trained on large data sets, with Large Language Models being the most recent examples.
The dependence of model performance on the size of the training set is widely identified as one of
the limitations of ML [44]. As a response, there is growing interest in achieving high performance
by customizing models trained on smaller data sets [17, 40, 47, 70].
Interactive Machine Learning (IML) has been proposed as one approach to potentially achieve

greater accuracy when training models on small data sets or on data that is ambiguous in nature [3].
IML involves the end-users in an iterative and incremental learning process and leverage human
feedback to drive machine learning. Rapid iteration cycles of input, model updates and output allow
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the model to be fine-tuned incrementally by re-labeling misclassifications, labeling data points near
decision boundaries or setting preferences and thresholds. This “human-in-the-loop” approach
has already shown promising results in applications in health informatics [34] and environmental
sciences [21], especially when only small data sets are available and in problems characterized by
complex or rare events. Besides reducing the requirement for extensive data sets, another significant
advantage is that model refinement can be driven by non-experts in ML [64]. While a wide range
of users is now exposed to popular ML applications (e.g., ChatGPT), these do not generally allow
users to intentionally train or refine models on their own data, and hence do not expose them to
fundamental concepts.

The current body of research has focused on expert users or the usability of specific applications
of IML, and lacks comprehensive insights into how non-expert end-users interact with these
systems. We are therefore interested in exploring the understanding and behavior around IML
models and applications, and focus on observing how non-experts in ML relate to the creation of
models based on their own data.

The design of user studies around interactive AI systems has been recognized as a challenge [37],
as it is important to support positive participants experiences in pursuing ecological validity. In
this paper, we focus on qualitative data analysis (QDA) as a domain for a user study of IML. Prior
work has highlighted the potential benefits of applying ML to QDA [16, 28]. Here, IML appears to
be particularly suitable as it captures the individuality of the end-user by enabling the correction
of ML models according to individual perspective and interpretation of the data. However, while
QDA serves as a valuable application domain for our study, it should be emphasized that our main
interest lies in users interaction with IML. It remains unclear how non-expert end-users understand
and interact with these systems, including potential biases involved in the iterative process, so our
work aims to address this particular research gap.

Our primary contribution is an improved understanding of how non-ML experts engage with
and experience an IML system. To enable this, we designed and implemented a functional desktop
application: the “Thematic Analysis Coding Assistant” (TACA). Thematic analysis is a QDA research
method used to identify, analyze, and report patterns, or “themes”, within data, involving an iterative
process of reading the data, generating initial codes, grouping codes into themes, and reviewing
themes. TACA allows users to import a qualitative data set and trains an ML classifier on an initial
coding phase to suggest how the analysis can be extended by assigning the user-defined themes
to sentences that were not previously coded. We designed the application to address reported
limitations of IML UI by introducing novel approaches to data re-labeling and result visualization.

TACA enabled us to run a user study where 20 participants with previous experience in thematic
analysis, but no experience nor training in ML, applied TACA to qualitative data from their own
research (if available) or to a set of 21 newspaper restaurant reviews they were asked to analyze
manually beforehand. They spent around 20 minutes interacting with the tool and took part in a
following semi-structured interview after sharing the TACA interaction logs.
This work relates to the concept of Algorithmic Experience (AX), an analytical framework for

understanding and improving user interactions with algorithms proposed by Alvarado and Waern
[2]. Our study focuses on how users interact with and perceive ML processes, particularly in terms
of “algorithmic awareness” and “algorithmic user control”. Through our user study, we investigate
participants’ understanding of these processes and their engagement in activities that influence
data re-classification.
Results show that TACA was effective in exposing our participants to IML and applying it on

qualitative data sets. TACA’s UI features promoted a thorough examination of the data, facilitated
the evaluation of the model and the assignment of feedback during the IML cycle, but also led to
some misconceptions regarding the functionality of the model. More significantly, our findings
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Understanding Interaction with ML through a Thematic Analysis Coding Assistant: A User Study CSCW197:3

suggest that users with no experience in ML tend to perceive the model as an external, objective
source of advice, and consequently hold themselves accountable when the model does not perform
well. Based on this understanding, we discuss how technologies could be designed to support
end-users in gaining an understanding of IML concepts and workflows and foster reflexive work
practices beyond the scope of QDA.

2 Related Work
IML aims to complement the computational power of ML algorithms with human intelligence by
eliciting the user in rapid and fine-tuned iteration cycles of input, model updates and output. User
input may vary between re-labeling misclassifications, providing and indicating representative
samples and features, and setting preferences and thresholds [3, 22]. In contrast to conventional
ML, the magnitude of each model update is typically small, focusing on a specific aspect of the
model, meaning that a fast training algorithm is often preferred to strong induction [8, 25].
Despite requiring domain knowledge, model refinement can be driven by non-experts in ML,

dismissing the traditional role of practitioners to collect, pre-process and transform the data, tune
parameters of the learning algorithm, and assess the quality of the updated model [3]. Additionally,
IML is less dependent on the size and quality of the training data set, potentially achieving a
greater precision accuracy in less time and with less costs [8]. For these reasons, the “human-in-the-
loop” approach has found success particularly in health informatics applications, such as bioimage
analysis, genome annotation and protein folding, where human involvement is required to interpret
complex or rare events correctly [11, 34, 63].
Compared to traditional ML-driven applications, IML is generally more aligned with the AX

framework [2]. Traditional ML applications often operate as black boxes, where the underlying algo-
rithms are hidden from users, providing little to no insight into how decisions are made. In contrast,
AX emphasizes transparency and user control over algorithmic processes, and IML applications
embody these principles by design. These are developed to provide users agency to participate in
the refinement of the underlying algorithm with their own knowledge and preferences, and provide
insights into how user behavior influences algorithmic outcomes. Our study specifically evaluates
non-expert interactions within two of the five design areas of AX: “algorithmic awareness” and
“algorithmic user control”. “Algorithmic awareness” refers to the extent to which users understand
the presence and role of algorithms in their interactions with the system. This includes recognizing
when and how the ML model is influencing their experiences and outcomes. “Algorithmic user
control”, on the other hand, focuses on the tools to allow users to influence these algorithms, such
as the feedback assignment phase of the IML cycle.

2.1 IML System Design
Addressing a lack of consolidated guidelines for IML system design is a review from Dudley et al.,
who propose several solution principles following the four elements defined as: sample review,
feedback assignment, model inspection, and task overview [22].
Not only is labeling data tedious and sometimes not considered worthwhile by the user, but it

requires investing significant effort before noticeable change in the model [30, 51, 67]. Notably,
there appears to be an opportunity in the evaluation of interaction techniques designed to enable
the user to re-label multiple data points simultaneously. The presentation of representative and
non-redundant samples could address both issues while allowing the user to assess the current
state of the model more effectively.
In feedback assignment, the user manually selects features, re-assigns labels, or provides any

other input designed to steer the model. Because constraints to the interactions with correction
interfaces can easily translate to the degradation of the process, numerous studies have identified and

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 2, Article CSCW197. Publication date: April 2025.



CSCW197:4 Federico Milana, Enrico Costanza, Mirco Musolesi, and Amid Ayobi

explored novel interactions unrestricted to labeling instances, such as feature selection and weight
adjustment [22, 48, 60]. However, these techniques pose significant interface design challenges to
avoid overwhelming the user with too many, or too advanced, machine-centric metrics, whereas
data labeling remains the most popular method for end-user input [3, 32].
Many possible causes of errors in ML fall under the categories of mislabeled data, feature

deficiencies and insufficient data [4]. Several inspection techniques allow the user to detect failures
and their sources differently, including presenting all of the unlabeled data points sorted by their
predicted scores for some class, and showing only the best and worst matches [3, 26]. A more
effective presentation technique evaluated by Amershi et al. consists of summarizing model quality
while presenting low-certainty samples [5].

2.2 Text Applications
As the vast number of digital documents continues to increase, automated text categorization,
information extraction, and summarization have witnessed particular interest in the context of ML.
Abstrackr is a standalone annotation tool independent of its ML components aiming to semi-

automate the laborious task of citation screening for systematic reviews in clinical research settings
[63]. The user screens documents arranged by an Active Learning ordering function, manually
accepting or rejecting individual citations while entering additional relevant terms. Terms indi-
cated as relevant or irrelevant by the user appear highlighted in differing colors within the text.
Highlighting words or n-grams appears to maximize user perception of the features being exploited
by the model and improve the understanding of the underlying function, including its deficiencies
[22].

ML is especially useful when data is large and complex, and the visualizations and interactions
provided in IML applications should account for volume and dimensionality. Visualizations like
Word Tree and DocuBurst employ interactive layouts to reflect semantic content and enable
rapid querying and exploration of bodies of text [18, 66]. The cognitive advantages of spatial
representations of information are well documented and can effectively support IML applications,
as seen in iVizTRANS and NEREx; two interactive visual analytics tools used to iteratively train
ML classifiers on transportation data and conversation transcripts, respectively [7, 23, 24, 69].
A different approach is taken by Podium, a prototype system enabling non-expert users to

rank multi-variate data points by dragging single rows in a table [62]. Similarly, the prototype
BrainCel features a spreadsheet where the user can select which points to edit, add to the training
set, or predict [54]. In a user study, the cycle of editing, learning and guessing within the table
successfully encouraged participants to improve themodel. Despite the lack of tables or spreadsheets
as an interactive or visualization technique in text applications, the documented success of simple
interfaces in enabling non-expert users to build ML models suggests a promising avenue [53].

Given the significant size of qualitative data sets and the time-consuming and laborious nature
of coding, several attempts have been made to implement NLP techniques and ML models to
support qualitative researchers [19, 20, 29, 39, 41, 46, 61]. Ranging from automatic content analysis
to automatic coding, relevant work reveals low accuracy as the primary limitation of these systems.
The tendency to advocate for a hybrid approach is commonly justified by the inadequacy of “one-
size-fits-all” models to capture contextual nuance. An additional range of limitations discussed
by Chen et al., such as a lack of understanding between disciplines, points to IML techniques as
possible solutions [16].
Recent work on AI-assisted data annotation presented and evaluated PaTAT, a human-AI col-

laborative tool that assists users with qualitative coding by implementing explainable interactive
pattern synthesis to provide coding suggestions in the initial phase of the analysis [28]. The authors
stress that, while in most domains, IML systems focus primarily on the optimization of the model,
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in domains such as QDA, scaffolding human learning is just as if not more important. After all,
qualitative analysis is creative, reflexive and subjective [13], and entails the iterative exploration
and review of new or existing patterns [12].

2.3 Research Gap and Contribution
Compared to previous work, our primary contribution is an improved understanding of how non-
ML experts engage with and experience an IML system. The research gap we address is centered
on the limited exploration of non-expert interactions with IML tools and the misconceptions and
biases they may hold. Previous research has proposed and refined design principles, highlighted
the technical benefits of IML, and evaluated prototypes, but the end-user experience remains
under-explored. This gap is significant because it affects the design and deployment of user-friendly
ML systems that can democratize access to advanced ML-driven tools by removing the need for
experts to refine models and achieve greater performance.

3 QDA as an Application Area for IML
The literature on IML identifies one of the greatest advantage in the ability for non-experts in ML
to drive model refinement through low-cost trial and error or focused experimentation with inputs
and outputs [3]. Applications generally assume a considerable degree of domain knowledge from
the end-user, since overall familiarity with the data is required for accurate model inspection and
feedback assignment. Therefore, we started identifying use cases for a system that would allow
users to use their own data to achieve obtainable and personally useful goals.

Prior work highlighted the potential to apply ML to QDA [16, 28]. However, progress in applying
ML to social science research has been relatively slow compared to domains like medicine, as low
accuracy has been generally identified as the main limitation of systems automating QDA [38]. We
approached this issue believing that IML techniques might at least mitigate the resulting loss in
system accuracy. Numerous applications implementing the IML cycle have been evaluated in user
studies involving non-expert participants, demonstrating that efficient feedback assignment and
model inspection techniques are sufficient in building accurate models [23, 28, 54, 62, 63, 69].

An additional issue in applying conventional ML to QDA is that building a learning model is not
the primary goal of the social scientist. While ML models require a large quantity of classified data
under predefined classes, new categories and concepts are likely to emerge during the coding phase,
some of which might appear very infrequently. This, combined with calls from the literature to
enhance, rather than supplant, the work of human coders [39], prompted us to consider a different
approach to code automation. Instead of automating the coding process, we saw an opportunity
to assist researchers in reflecting on their completed analysis by providing additional automated
coding suggestions.

4 TACA: Thematic Analysis Coding Assistant
To enable a user study around the application of IML to qualitative thematic analysis, we developed
TACA: an advanced, fully functioning GUI desktop application to assist the coding phase of the
analysis. After users have performed at least an initial manual pass of the analysis, they can import
the coded data set into TACA, which then trains an ML classifier to suggest how such initial analysis
could be extended by assigning the user-defined themes to additional sentences that were not
previously coded. Users can then inspect the output of the classifier (i.e., the coding suggestions),
consequently modify the training data (i.e., re-labeling sentences from one theme to another),
re-train the ML classifier to interactively refine it and, in so doing, customize it to produce more
accurate coding suggestions.
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Because qualitative data can often be confidential, and researchers might not have had permission
to share it, it was critical to design and implement TACA as a stand-alone desktop application
that could be used offline (i.e., without any data being transferred over the Internet, so no server
support). Designed to support different software and strategies, TACA allows users to import the
coded text and select either Microsoft Word or popular QDA software NVivo1, MAXQDA2 and
Dedoose3 as the original coding environment. After importing the data, users can define a list of
terms to exclude from the analysis, such as transcript artifacts or additional stop words that might
be specific to the data set that is being analyzed.
Following the setup, once the tool finishes extracting data, training the model, and classifying

new sentences, the user is presented with the Text page, containing the entire transcript with the
coded sentences. Highlighted in gray are the user-coded sentences, while those predicted by the
model appear in blue, seen in Figure 1. Theme names appear in line with the respective sentences,
in a similar fashion to comments in Microsoft Word and NVivo, and are also shown in a tooltip on
mouseover.

Fig. 1. Text page showing highlighted user-coded sentences in gray and classified sentences in blue.

A navigation bar at the top provides links to three other pages: Codes, Keywords, and Confusion
Tables. The Codes page contains a basic lookup table for user-defined codes and respective themes.
Seen in Figure 2, this page is included to allow the user to revisit their manual coding by clicking
on any code to see all the associated sentences.

The Keywords tab includes a drop-down menu containing three pages: Train Keywords, Predict
Keywords, and All Keywords. In line with prior research [22], we hypothesize that giving salience
to indicative keywords accelerates the assessment process, and sort terms by frequency where each
column is a theme, shown in Figure 3. In the Train Keywords table, the tool extracts all individual
1https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home
2https://www.maxqda.com/
3https://www.dedoose.com/
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words that were manually coded under each theme by the user. In the Predict Keywords table,
the words are only extracted from the classifications of the model. The All Keywords table is a
combination of both Train and Predict. In all tables, a frequency counter is displayed next to each
word, indicating the number of sentences that contain it. Each word can be clicked to reveal the list
of sentences, individually highlighted in gray for training samples and blue for predicted. Unique
to all Keywords Tables is the re-labeling interaction that allows users to drag and drop either a
keyword or a single sentence from one column to the other, or to a bin. We exploit keywords as
handles for groups of sentences to enable the user to re-label multiple data points, or sentences, at
once.

Fig. 2. Codes page showing a lookup table for user-defined codes and respective themes.

After interacting with the table, the button Re-classify can be clicked to re-train the classifier.
Once the re-classification ends (generally taking from 10-20 seconds to a few minutes, depending
on the data and the computer speed) and the table is updated, individual cells where the frequency
changed by more than half its original value are highlighted, following the design guidelines for
dynamic visualizations in progressive analysis by Stolper et al. [59]. Additionally, because of the
non-deterministic nature of the gradient boosting classifier, highlighting serves to suggest which
changes are most likely due to re-training. Because each re-labeled sentence can propagate changes
to other parts of the Keywords Table, the same technique is also employed after each drag-and-drop
interaction.
In the final page, the Confusion Tables display confusion matrices for each theme in a table.

Shown in Figure 4, each column contains true/false positive/negative samples, represented as
keywords in the same way as in the Keywords Table. Aiming to facilitate the assessment of the
current model state, keywords can be clicked to reveal the respective sentences.
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Fig. 3. All Keywords Table page showing the most frequently occurring terms for each theme.

Fig. 4. Confusion Table page showing the most frequently occurring terms for each confusion matrix quadrant
of the selected theme.
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4.1 Implementation Details
TACA was implemented mostly in Python to leverage the availability of ML libraries. The PyQt4
frameworkwas used in conjunctionwithHTML and JavaScript for the UI. In terms of text processing,
the transcript is segmented into sentences using the natural language processing library NLTK5, and
stop words defined in the same library are excluded. A vector is then generated for each sentence
as the arithmetic mean of the embedding vectors representing each word in the sentence. The word
embeddings are 50-dimensional and generated using the GloVe learning algorithm pre-trained on
a generic Twitter data set6. Vectors corresponding to sentences that were coded by the user are
associated to the corresponding codes and themes and used as training data. The vectors are then
used to train a gradient boosting classifier XGBoost7 to predict coding suggestions for uncoded
sentences.

Due to the multi-label nature of the classification problem given that one sentence can belong to
more than one theme, we use ClassifierChain from scikit-learn8 and create a voting ensemble by
arranging the binary XGBoost classifiers, one for each theme, into 10 chains in different, random
orders. To address a possible imbalance in class distribution, we use MLSMOTE, a popular data
augmentation algorithm for multi-label classification [15], before training the chains of classifiers
on the labeled embeddings and predicting all the uncoded sentences in the text with a confidence
threshold of 95%, taking the average of the binary predictions of the chains.
When the user imports the text containing coded sentences, the tool splits the data set into a

training set and a test set using an 80:20 ratio to train the model on 80% of the coded sentences and
generate the Confusion Tables on the remaining 20%. The process starts automatically after the
end of the setup page. Due to computational constraints (the tool should run offline on as many
personal computers as possible), the use of cross-validation was limited to an initial hyperparameter
search for XGBoost using a collection of restaurant reviews coded by the researchers using the
F1 score as the model validation metric. ML concepts such as the training/validation/test split,
input features, algorithms, and hyperparameters are not presented to users as Confusion Tables
were sufficiently advanced ML concepts for non-experts [57]. Additionally, TACA does not handle
ambiguous data explicitly the way previous research in noisy data in ML proposed [31, 50, 55],
because the automatic detection of incorrect samples in the training data set was infeasible due
to the lack of ground truth in qualitative data. TACA was developed to process ambiguous data
in terms of the subjectivity involved during the manual labeling process, as well as reviewing the
coding suggestions generated by the classifier.
Multithreading enables TACA to load every page independently and simultaneously while

prioritizing the currently selected page to reduce loading times. In all the Keywords pages, the
button Re-classify creates a new training data set including the re-labeling changes from the user
on training sentences or predicted sentences, or both. The new data set is used to train the same
classifier again and generate new classifications, before updating every page in TACA. We release
the code as open source9.

4https://github.com/pyqt
5https://www.nltk.org/
6https://nlp.stanford.edu/projects/glove
7https://xgboost.readthedocs.io/
8https://scikit-learn.org/stable/modules/generated/sklearn.multioutput.ClassifierChain.html
9https://github.com/fmilana/taca
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5 Study
The study was reviewed and approved by the University College London Interaction Centre (UCLIC)
Ethics Committee (ID: UCLIC_2022_004_costanza). All participants were volunteers and provided
informed consent before taking part in the study.

5.1 Participants
We recruited 20 participants from Prolific10 (an online crowd-sourcing recruitment platform), a
psychology and language science participant pool at our university, and among fellow researchers
from different departments in other universities. The criteria set for recruitment were: minimum age
of 18, fluency in English, at least 1 year of experience in QDA, and no experience in ML. Participant
information is reported in Table 1. We acknowledge the gender imbalance among participants,
but this reflects the demographic composition of the fields from which we recruited and where
qualitative research is typically involved. Previous research in psychology and social sciences has
found that gender can sometimes influence perspectives, cognitive styles, and analytical approaches
[1, 58]. While the primary objective of our research was to expose a representative sample of
QDA practitioners to IML, a promising future direction is to conduct more gender-balanced and
gender-focused user studies in this area.

5.2 Procedure
We distributed TACA to our participants and asked them to install and run on their personal com-
puters. A study information sheet provided instructions to import the transcript, and a description
of all the pages, including the interaction with the Keywords Tables and the definitions of the terms
used in the Confusion Tables (see Appendix B). Participants were instructed to use the tool until
no more perceived value was gained, or after 20 minutes of use, whichever point was reached first.

5 of the 20 participants used their transcripts coded either inMicrosoftWord, NVivo, MAXQDA or
Dedoose. These transcripts were from studies participants conducted and were already analyzed for
publication, ranging from a fewmonths to a few years prior to the study. To facilitate recruitment, we
also distributed a collection of 21 reviews of restaurants published in the newspaper The Guardian11
between 2022 and 2023 to manually code by participants who did not have their own data sets
available for the study. We chose restaurant reviews because the topic did not require specialized
knowledge, and we expected reviews to be diverse yet having common themes. 21 reviews was the
minimum length of the total text (25,000 words) at which TACA performed acceptably according
to initial tests. Participants were instructed to analyze the reviews to identify 4 to 6 themes but
were not provided a code book, so they were free to use either a deductive or inductive thematic
analysis approach.

User interactions with the interface of TACA were timestamped and logged in a text file stored
locally. The logged interactions included: launching and closing the tool, loading and switching
pages, clicking on keywords to reveal the tooltip, closing the tooltip, dragging keywords or sentences
noting their position in the table, and re-training the model. Participants were instructed to inspect
the log text file, and, if satisfied that it did not contain any sensitive information, share it with the
research team (all participants did).
Participants took part in a follow-up 20-minute, semi-structured interview focused on the

experience of using TACA, including the general understanding of the tool and specific features
(see Appendix A). Participants were asked to have the tool open on their machines during the
interview, so that they could refer to the UI elements when answering questions, and so that video

10https://www.prolific.co/
11https://www.theguardian.com/food/restaurants+tone/reviews
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recordings of their screen could be revisited later to contextualize parts of the interviews (just for
those who worked on the restaurant reviews).
Participants who used their own data set were financially compensated with £10 for a total of

1 hour spent on the study. Those who used the restaurant reviews received £45 to account for
the additional time spent coding, which made the study duration about 4.5 hours in total. These
participants were free to spread the study engagement over multiple days, and all of them did over
a period of 5-10 days.

5.3 Analysis
Following an inductive orientation where coding and theme development was driven by the data,
the analysis aimed to investigate participants’ own perspective and understanding of IML and
TACA. Audio recordings from the interviews were transcribed verbatim and then analyzed using
reflexive thematic analysis [13, 14] by the authors. At an early phase, the authors focused on the
explicit meaning of participants’ accounts by familiarizing themselves with the interview data. Next,
initial codes were drawn from the interviews using manual line-by-line coding and over-arching
themes were developed. A second coding iteration followed a discussion among the authors, who
revisited the initial themes and modified them based on the new codes. The coding process was
repeated a third time to ensure that codes were relevant and consistent throughout the transcripts,
resulting in a total of 106 codes grouped into 5 themes, discussed in the following section.

6 Findings
We report findings from semi-structured interviews and present situated data on system usage
based on automatic interaction logs. Participants reported the value of an IML assistant, critical
reflections on their thematic analysis, positivist thematic analysis views, misunderstanding of ML
concepts, and personal blame for poor ML model performance.

6.1 System Usage from Automatic Interaction Logs
Participants spent, on average, 5:53 minutes in the Text page (SD = 3:56), 1:05 minutes in the Codes
page (SD = 1:03), 1:23 minutes in the Train Keywords page (SD = 2:10), 7:00 minutes in the Predict
Keywords page (SD = 5:59), 4:12 minutes in the All Keywords page (SD = 5:11), and 7:28 minutes in
the Confusion tables (SD = 5:14). After re-training the model, participants stayed on the Keyword
Tables 68% of the time and switched to the Text page 32% of the time. Confusion tables were only
accessed subsequently, 26% of the times the model was re-trained.

The initial average F1 score of the multi-label classifier across participants was 0.58 (SD = 0.21),
with a minimum score of 0.25 and a maximum score of 0.85. Out of the 20 participants, 12 re-
trained the model at least once, and 5 re-trained it twice or more. Of the remaining 8 participants,
5 re-labeled at least one data point but did not re-train the model (some reported forgetting to
press the re-train button), and 3 participants did neither. Of the 12 participants who re-trained the
model at least once, 7 participants re-trained once, 1 participant re-trained twice, and 4 participants
re-trained three times or more. The 17 participants who engaged in re-labeling did so, for 63% of the
time, by dragging keywords (i.e., groups of sentences) instead of individual sentences. On average,
these participants moved 6.1 keywords (SD = 9.3) and 3.5 single sentences (SD = 8.3). Of the 6.1
keywords, 3.7 (SD = 6.2) were moved without opening the tooltip revealing the list of sentences
containing the word.

Participants who re-labeled at least one data point re-labeled, on average, 0.7 keywords (SD = 1.7)
in the Train Keywords Table (i.e., after seeing the ML output they modified their own classification
of sentences into themes), 2.0 (SD = 3.5) in the Predict Keywords Table (i.e., they corrected the ML
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Fig. 5. Average number of data points re-labeled.

model’s classification of sentences into themes), and 3.3 keywords (SD = 9.7) in the All Keywords
Table (i.e., they moved sentences across themes regardless of whether they were classified by
themselves or by the model). Comparatively, no single sentences were re-labeled in Train, 2.4 (SD
= 8.2) in Predict, and 1.1 (SD = 2.7) in All (See Figure 5) . The average row number keywords were
re-labeled was 7.3 in the Train Keywords Table (SD = 8.0), 22.3 in Predict (SD = 28.9), and 23.7 (SD
= 17.7) in All. Single sentences were dragged from row number 57.8 (SD = 106.8) in Predict and 35.8
(SD = 74.6) in All.

Participants who used their own data moved, on average, more keywords (8.2, SD = 8.7), compared
to participants who were given restaurant reviews (6.2, SD = 10.1). The largest portion of keywords
moved by participants using their own data was from the Predict Keywords Table (4.8, SD = 10.2),
while participants using restaurant reviews moved keywords in the All Keywords Table the most
(3.2, SD = 10.5). No relationship was found between the number of re-labeled data points and
participant demographics, i.e. age, sex, occupation, field of study/research and QDA experience.

6.2 Evaluation Strategies for Model Inspection and Reflections on ML Output
Following the initial quantitative analysis of interaction data, we explore the evaluation strategies
participants employed, reflecting on the model’s output and their own coding practices. When
presented with the results of the model aggregated as keywords in the Keywords Tables, participants
spontaneously employed exploratory strategies to critically analyze and reflect on their own coding
in a variety of ways. One strategy that frequently emerged was to identify connections between
keywords and themes “to see what relations they have, and if that relation is obvious” (P1).

Keywords in the Keywords Tables were also considered effective in extracting information and
summarizing results by “synthesizing” (P19) a large amount of text, “giving you very comprehensive
results” (P8) to “easily conclude something while reading the keywords included” (P7). The sorting
of keywords by frequency was reported to be “useful” (P5) in “giving you an idea of what is most
common” (P17), to “look at things that are more salient” (P6) and to “know what kind of work pops
out” (P7).
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However, not all participants found aggregating data by frequency-sorted keywords effective. The
limitation of keywords most commonly reported by participants, who failed to extract information
to critically analyze their own data, concerned the lack of meaningful and unexpected terms that
appeared at the top of the tables. “The problem with this is that often the most meaningful nouns are
actually never the ones that you’re not expecting and are never the ones that have the most frequency,
because the ones that are more frequent you already know them” (P4).

The output of the model presented as coding suggestions also encouraged participants to reflect
on their data and coding, and participants reported experiencing increased self-awareness of their
own data analysis practice and perspective. Acknowledging a text excerpt as accurately coded, P12
described their own coding as “selective” when reflecting on a specific example: “That’s an example
of language description that I haven’t coded, which it’s then accurately chosen. So I guess I’ve been
quite selective as well with the things that I chose.”
Participants further demonstrated reflexivity when interpreting the differences between the

model’s predictions and their own coding. One participant, after noticing that “some of the [keywords]
actually fit really well into that particular theme”, began to question themselves: “and then I thought,
why didn’t I include that?” to quickly follow up with an explanation: “OK, I didn’t include it because
it was part of a particular phase that I wasn’t focusing on with the study” to then acknowledge their
personal influence on data collection and alternative interpretations: “because I chose to focus on
this, that’s what participants talked about. But actually, it’s interesting that this theme touches on
additional aspects” (P5).

Participants believed that an advantage of adopting the tool in an iterative process is to address
“the main difficulty with analyzing qualitative data” : “rethinking whether what I coded is right or
wrong or whether I need to change themes” as suggestions would help either identify new themes
(e.g., “maybe there’s some new theme coming up” (P8)), or organize “better themes and sub-themes”
(P10) overall.

6.3 Benefits and Challenges of Data Aggregation
While individual strategies for using keywords for model inspection and output interpretation
varied, common themes emerged regarding their use for model inspection and batch re-labeling. In
addition to facilitating data exploration and coding review, keywords enabled participants to assess
the accuracy of the model and its suggestions strategically. Most participants followed a top-down,
column-by-column approach, comparing the meaning of each keyword to the one of the theme in
order to “try to understand how the machine is doing, how it predicts” (P19). Consequently, these
participants were able to draw general conclusions such as: “it’s been doing very well, because most
of the things are under the right categories” (P14). Participants were almost always able to perceive
at least some improvement in terms of accuracy. For example, P12 explained that “the process of
doing that is improving it” , P8 noted that “it got definitely more precise”, and P7 reported that “it
made better predictions”.
Participants generally approached the interactive aspect of the system with caution, to avoid

“getting rid of stuff that was maybe useful” (P15). Much like the process of assessing the model’s
accuracy, participants compared the meaning of keywords and sentences to their respective themes
to identify the “obvious” (P2, P3) ones that “should belong somewhere else” (P1, P2).

Some participants found dragging keywords instead of single sentences “easier” (P19), “intuitive”
(P17), “convenient” and “comprehensive” (P8), as they would “not need to check the text” (P19), and
could “just put all the relevant keywords to their themes to organize them better” (P8). Others still
preferred the granularity of dragging individual sentences, as they “felt like moving the keyword
was too big of a move” (P5), especially when keywords were ambiguous and represented sentences
that naturally belonged to different themes.
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The drag-and-drop interactions revealed a significant misconception around keywords from
a group of participants who believed that they were re-labeling the word itself rather than the
sentences that contained it. These participants were “surprised that sometimes the words seem pretty
random” (P8), and that “if you move one keyword into the bin, you get rid of that sentence and all the
keywords attached to it” (P11). The perception that TACA worked at the level of keywords rather
than sentences confirmed a mental model mismatch: “it’s analyzing keywords, since that’s a big part.
It’s got a whole section with keywords” (P15).

6.4 Perception of the ML Model
Having identified the specific misconceptions around the use of keywords and sentences in the
batch re-labeling process, we now shift to the broader perceptions of the ML model itself and how
these shaped participants’ experience using the system. Most participants clearly understood that
the model was “based on your previously trained data set”, “patterns” (P20), and “style of categorizing
the codes” (P9). Still, many participants viewed the model as an external source offering objective
advice, a perspective reflected in numerous observations.. “It’s like an external source that’s analyzing
it in an objective manner in some way and telling you whether or not you got something right or wrong”
(P15). Partially, this was due to the perceived performance of the model, which was commonly
overestimated (“I don’t see any inaccurate suggestions as far as I’m reading through. [...] I think it’s
brilliant!” (P9)), but also to an underlying assumption that coding can be objectively correct or
incorrect.

Confusion tables were introduced with the intention to enable model inspection, allowing non-
expert users in ML to evaluate the performance of the model across each theme. The following
exchange exemplifies the perception of Confusion Tables:

Interviewer: “These were ones that you did not code under ‘privacy’, but the model did.”
P1: “OK, so these could be the stuff that I might have missed then.”

The sentences shown under the false positives and false negatives columns were initially intended
to allow participants to identify where the model failed. However, almost every participant seems
to have considered them as indicating the accuracy of their own coding: “OK, maybe I misread
something or there is another interpretation. I think I looked at these more as suggestions” (P2).
In some cases, the impression of the false positives and false negatives columns as suggestions

developed only after comparing the outcome of the model to their own, differing classifications,
and agreeing with the outcome of the model: “I think I’m a bit conflicted because I came with the
impression that it’s a way for me to check if the model is performing well, but I misunderstood it,
because now I’m the one that’s left something out” (P5). In other cases, this impression seemed to
have arisen independently from exposure to situations where they concurred with the model’s
outcome. These participants were ready to question their own coding, but rarely the model’s: “The
model must have some reasoning for categorizing these words into the false negatives.” (P9)

However, there was still value found in the Confusion Tables when evaluating themodel. “Forming
an opinion depending on the quality of the false positives” (P10) proved to be a popular approach: “if
you get a bunch of false positives, then that would mean that the things that were chosen from the
program maybe shouldn’t be as trusted and should be checked through” (P15). Analyzing “what [the
model] is suggesting and maybe what it’s also not suggesting” was an effective strategy “to see what
the model thinks” and determine: “am I going to trust it? To what extent will I trust it?” (P5).

6.5 Personal Blame for Poor Model Performance
The perception of an external source of objective advice naturally caused a second theme to emerge
from the interviews: personal blame for poor model performance. Participants were able to use the
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Text tab, Keywords Tables and Confusion Tables to detect instances where the model’s performance
was unexpected, evaluating the perceived accuracy of the suggestions by comparing them to
their own coding. The consequence of the conflicting classifications was a widespread tendency
to spontaneously attribute the cause of inaccuracy to a variety of factors that were exclusively
traceable to the participants themselves, never to the quality of the model.
Participants (including those with greater experience in QDA) often mentioned their own lack

of clarity in the themes and codes chosen: “I might have included parts that aren’t very useful to the
specific theme that they fall under” (P15), and “I might have mixed some of the concepts” (P16). “It
probably has to do with some error from my end”, since “the data set that I gave to the tool might have
been a little bit at fault” (P20): “my themes weren’t the clearest” (P6) or “not enough” (P10).
From the understanding that the model was trained on their own data set, participants also

inferred that “the coding should be based on a large amount of data” (P19). “If I hadn’t been coding
much, then sometimes the results weren’t what I expected because apparently the tool didn’t have much
to learn from” (P7). Participants also frequently mentioned the ambiguous nature of qualitative
data to justify the inaccurate suggestions given by the model: “I feel like, if a word has different
meanings, then that’s where the confusion comes” (P16).

The quality of the model was never questioned by any of the participants. Instead, the justifica-
tions to explain the inaccurate suggestions of the model were consistently unprompted, and given
when participants were asked to identify situations where they believed the model performed
inadequately.

6.6 Perceived and Anticipated Use of IML in QDA
Finally, we consider the wider context of integrating IML in existing data analysis workflows.
Participants recognized that analyzing large quantities of text is time-consuming and welcomed
the idea of implementing ML, acknowledging that TACA can “take a lot of tedious work off your
hands” (P14) by accelerating the process of cross-checking for mistakes, identifying missed insights
and nuances, reformulating codes and organizing ideas.
The desire to partially automate the coding phase was shared by many participants who envi-

sioned an alternative use-case of the tool as one that could potentially save them even more time
by “not needing to code as many sentences, because it could predict my generating pattern and create
codes based on my behavior” (P9).
Nevertheless, there was a clearly perceived distinction between the researcher and the tool. “I

think the role of the tool is to organize or to scaffold the thinking of the researcher. It is a way for
the researcher to test themselves and it could be quite helpful to mirror or reflect my processes as a
researcher” (P4). Participants recognized that, instead of replacing the researcher, TACA would
complement them by cross-checking data, evaluating saturation, organizing existing ideas and
identifying new insights.

Implicitly or explicitly, participants illustrated the potential influence of the tool on the manual
coding phase of thematic analysis. Expecting the ML component of TACA to classify additional
sentences for them, some participants who coded the restaurant reviews realized they “could start
becoming more lax with how thoroughly [they] coded everything” towards the end of the text, since
“the AI has probably got enough information anyway” (P17).

7 Discussion
We have presented the design and evaluation of a thematic coding assistant. Through an analysis
of interaction logs and semi-structured interviews, we have provided a situated account of how
participants analyzed qualitative data using an IML system. Our findings demonstrate TACA as a
functioning and usable tool to identify the benefits and challenges of enabling non-ML experts to
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engage with IML. We discuss how these have implications extending past the scope of our tool and
can be applied to various domains outside QDA. The following three sections of the discussion
focus on how IML supports reflexivity in data analysis, the tensions between the subjectivity of
data and the expected objectivity of the ML model, and the general perception of ML driven by the
experimental UI features we explored to facilitate the IML cycle.

7.1 Supporting Reflexivity with IML
Participants recognized and valued the process of reviewing their own analysis, identifying patterns,
gaining deeper insights, and re-interpreting findings using TACA. The advantages of using IML in
QDA reported by our participants confirm the results of Gebreegziabher et al. [28], which highlight
the importance of the ability for researchers to refine and evolve their coding frameworks in
collaboration with AI tools. Marathe et al. found that researchers desire automation only after
having developed a codebook and coded a subset of data, particularly in extending their coding to
unseen data [43], and most of the participants in our study confirmed this during the interviews.
However, the benefits of IML extend beyond the automation and acceleration of data analysis.
More generally, participants also critically reflected on their own analysis after employing a

variety of strategies to explore the ML output through the different parts of TACA. Previous
research on IML states that result visualization techniques can enable users to assess the quality
of the model and inform how to proceed in training [6]. Because our study involved subjective,
ambiguous data with no objective ground truth, participants utilized result visualization to evaluate
not only the performance of the model, but their own analysis too. These reflective practices were
partly captured in the TACA interaction logs, which revealed that, in the Train Keywords Table,
participants modified their own classification of sentences into themes.
In “Machine learners: Archaeology of a data practice”, Mackenzie argues that ML not only

transforms the nature of knowledge but also impacts the practice of critical thoughts “as a mode of
experimentation on one’s own conduct, thinking, and ways of being” [42]. During our interviews,
many participants described the influence of their own presence and perspective as researchers
on the findings when reflecting on and evaluating the differences between the model and their
coding. This is crucial, since reflexivity is considered one of the pillars of critical research practices
across various fields, including social sciences, humanities, and education [13, 27, 33, 36]. Reflexivity
allows researchers to critically assess their own influence on the research process and outcomes,
and in our study, was a reported benefit of evaluating the coding suggestions generated by the
model.
It seems that reflexivity is driven by a tendency to justify the choices made during the manual

coding phase of the analysis when faced with contrasting classifications from the model. Since
most of the participants considered false positives and false negatives in the Confusion Table not
as instances where the model failed, but sentences that they had possibly categorized under the
wrong theme, recognizing their own perspective and possible bias towards the data was a direct
consequence of questioning their own analysis.

Participants used TACA to reflect critically on their thematic analysis and often reassessed their
own coding decisions when presented with the model’s suggestions. This behavior suggests that
IML tools can foster a deeper engagement with data and encourage users to critically evaluate their
own work. Reflexivity can be beneficial in various other fields where subjective interpretation is
crucial. For example, in healthcare research, reflexivity can help medical professionals examine their
diagnostic processes and treatment decisions, leading to more patient-centered care and improved
health outcomes. Similarly, reflexivity can encourage researchers in cultural studies to examine
their own biases and cultural assumptions, driving more nuanced and contextually rich analyses.
Therefore, IML systems should be designed to promote critical engagement with data by providing
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clear and insightful feedback on both generated classifications and manually labeled data samples
to allow for comparisons in a similar fashion to Confusion Tables in TACA.

7.2 Balancing Objectivity and Subjectivity in IML
Our study results emphasize reflexivity as a key benefit of IML, which is likely explained by the
fact that most participants perceived the model as an external, objective source of advice, despite
the subjective nature of the data involved. Rather than reviewing false positive and false negative
samples as points where the model failed to classify their manually coded sentences, our participants
often considered these belonging to an equally valid, if not better, interpretation of the data. This
perception could also explain why participants re-labeled fewer data points than we expected and
re-trained the model only a limited number of times.

A recent study by Yang et al. revealed that non-experts are generally more satisfied and trusting
toward the outcome of ML compared to their professional counterparts [68], which can explain why
participants almost always blamed themselves when recognizing that the model was performing
poorly on their data set. In the specific context of QDA, a significant result of this perception is
a shift towards a more positivist view. In the interviews, participants frequently mentioned the
importance of subjectivity in their own analysis, but they just as often used terms like “correct”,
“incorrect”, “right” or “wrong”, when evaluating their own coding or the output of the model. We
suppose this could also have been influenced by the underlying goal of improving the accuracy of
the model through the process of re-labeling and re-training, and the UI of TACA that displays
terminology that are standard in ML, such as the Confusion Tables (with “true positives,” “false
negatives”, etc.). We adopted such terminology because it is standard in ML, it is employed in
various other fields, including inferential statistics and healthcare, and would be more accessible to
non-experts compared to more complex measures, which can be overwhelming and misleading
[10].
In fact, while recent work has found that non-experts often struggle with the standard termi-

nologies and structural design of confusion matrices [57], most participants in our study clearly
understood how to interpret the confusion tables and rarely required guidance during the inter-
views. Still, the terminology used might have inadvertently contributed to the perceived objectivity
of the model, despite the fact that most participants recognized that the model was trained on their
own, subjectively labeled data. In the Algorithmic Experience framework, algorithmic awareness
refers to the users’ understanding and knowledge of how algorithms function and impact their
experience, and what influence the user can have on the results [2]. In our study, participants
clearly recognized that re-labeling keywords was contributing to a closer alignment of the ML
model to their interpretation of data, but they also demonstrated varying degrees of awareness
regarding the ML processes embedded.
The quantification of data by qualitative researchers exposed to ML seems to be a pitfall that

non-experts are commonly susceptible to, but the false perception of correctness seems prevalent
in AI and extends beyond this group. The uncertainty, ambiguity and bias of ground truth data
used to train ML models is rarely questioned, as highlighted by recent research observing how
such data sets are constructed [45]. The reason might be that, in the ML academic communities,
contributions are determined by the modeling work that takes place once the data is “cleaned”.
In reality, even within application domains where less subjectivity is at play, numerous external
factors can significantly influence the process of data annotation [45]. Subjectivity in ML is also
manifested in the processes of meaning-making, modeling choices, and data idiosyncrasies [35, 65],
so, while our participants’ perception that ML is intrinsically “objective” is not surprising, it should
certainly be challenged.
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Implementing explainability techniques in TACA was beyond the scope of this work, because we
wanted to observe how participants would interact with the basic version of an IML tool without
introducing additional complexity. However, our findings reveal a need for transparency in IML
tools to help users understand the inherent limitations of ML models. Transparency has been found
to encourage users to provide more labels [49] and with higher accuracy [52]. Explanations can
mitigate the perception of an external, objective model and the consequent self-blame for errors
by clearly communicating the probabilistic nature of ML classification. In fact, explanations have
been found to increase user satisfaction with the output of the recommender [3] and, more notably,
calibrate trust in the model, especially for non-experts [9, 22, 51]. Previous work has proposed
guidelines and design implications for exposing Explainable AI to a general audience with the use
of metaphors, visual aids, and interactive elements [56], and our results support the need of these
recommendations for the use of explanations not just for ML practitioners in model diagnostics.

7.3 Understanding Perceptions of ML through UI Features
Building on the insights into the balance between objectivity and subjectivity in IML, we investigate
in more depth how specific UI features influenced participants’ perceptions and interactions with
the model. Through the frequency-based keywords in the Confusion Tables and Keywords Tables
we expected participants could get meaningful insights about the current state of the model, and
also efficiently manipulate the large and high-dimensional data set for re-training the model, which
is normally challenging. Our findings regarding keywords are specific to the UI of TACA and
not universally applicable to all uses of IML. However, whether data aggregation techniques can
facilitate model inspection and feedback assignment is an open question, and the design of similar
techniques could benefit from the principles learned through our participants’ experience with
TACA.

We evaluated the presence of confusion matrices displayed as tables containing representative
samples in the model inspection phase of IML. Participants spent, on average, around 6:30 minutes
on these tables, switching to these pages after re-training the model most of the times. The results
show that the identification of misclassifications in the inspection of the representative samples
falling under “false positives” and “false negatives” can inform model evaluation by facilitating the
semantic comparison between keyword and theme in a similar manner to the Keywords Tables.
Our findings revealed that most participants naturally took different approaches to explore the
output in the Keywords Tables. Most of our participants were confident in their assessment of the
model after either comparing the meaning of each keyword to the theme or identifying semantic
relations between the keywords in the same columns.

“Algorithmic control” in Algorithmic Experience refers to the ability of users to influence and and
modify the behavior of algorithms to suit their needs and preferences [2]. Our study observed that
participants actively engaged in activities that allowed them to re-classify data points and adjust
model outputs based on their iterative feedback. A specific option for algorithmic user-control is to
let users selectively turn off at least some data sources that are influencing the algorithm, and, in
fact, a significant number of keywords were moved to the bin (to un-label groups of sentences).

The logged interactions revealed that participants preferred to re-label multiple samples simulta-
neously by dragging keywords rather than re-labeling individual sentences. Most of the keyword
were re-labeled without revealing the list of associated sentences, since participants reported com-
paring the semantic meaning of each keyword directly to the allocated theme. These results suggest
that interactions supporting simultaneously re-labeling multiple, semantically similar samples can
be effective in the feedback assignment phase of the IML cycle, reducing the significant effort
required to label data points in large data sets [30, 51, 67].
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However, participants were generally hesitant to interact with the Keywords Tables and re-labeled
fewer data points than we expected. Dragging and dropping whole keywords was considered by
some too big of a move. In addition to enabling users to revert to a previous stage of the model,
we hypothesize that anticipating the resulting changes before re-training could have increased
the participants’ confidence in re-labeling data points. Interfaces for feedback assignment in IML
requires the most careful design in terms of both elements and interaction techniques [22], and
visualizing anticipated changes can introduce transparency in the system, greatly affecting the
quality of the response elicited from users [3].
The decision to use keywords as a data aggregation technique also introduced misconceptions

around keywords and sentences. Some participants believed they were re-labeling individual words
instead of the sentences that contained them, and that, consequently, TACA operated at the word
level. We recognize this as a limitation of using keywords as handles, but also acknowledge an
existing challenge of IML: users need to manipulate data, but data sets are challenging to represent
and summarize due to their size and dimensionality. We speculate that the limitation we observed
in our research is not exclusive to text. Different types of data, including images, audio, and other
high-dimensional data forms are likely to present similar challenges when aggregation is used to
facilitate model output inspection and batch re-labeling.
Other applications of ML on text, such as sentiment analysis and information retrieval, could

benefit from aggregation to support the IML cycle. Our findings suggest that this approach can be
effective, but it is essential to design around these features carefully to avoid misinterpretation. IML
tools that aggregate data points should include complementary features that help users understand
the relationship between grouped data and re-training the model. For example, visualizations that
map aggregations to their corresponding set of individual data points could provide users with
additional context. Also, systems could implement tooltips, detailed explanations, and interactive
tutorials that guide users through the process of how data points are aggregated and the implications
on the re-labeling process.

8 Limitations
Despite uncovering numerous insights into how users interact with IML systems, our study design
introduced some limitations, which we discuss in this section.
One limitation relates to familiarity with the data. IML applications often assume that users

possess domain knowledge, which is crucial for accurate model inspection and feedback [3]. Our
intention was to recruit only participants who had their own coded data to analyze, but due to
recruitment challenges, we eventually decided to provide newspaper restaurant reviews to those
who did not have any data available. Eventually, only 5 out of 20 participants analyzed their own
transcripts. Compared to this group, the other participants likely had a more limited understanding
of the data, which may have affected their ability to provide effective model feedback, and thus
may not have engaged as critically with the output of the model.
Another limitation is that our participants naturally focused much of their attention on under-

standing how the tool works, how to use its features, and how to interpret the results, which likely
constrained their ability to critically evaluate the analysis itself. The tool instructions provided
before the study (see Appendix B) were a product of many iterations during the pilot studies to
ensure clarity and ease of use, while also gently introducing non-expert users to basic ML concepts.
Still, the UI of the tool is novel and quite different from any existing QDA software that partici-
pants might have been familiar with, requiring additional cognitive effort and inevitably diverting
attention away from the analysis.
Additional limitations include important aspects of ML that were not explored in this study,

such as the use of explainability techniques, like word importance heat maps. We did not evaluate
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these techniques as incorporating them would have introduced too much complexity into the study,
potentially overwhelming participants and detracting from the focus on IML. However, these could
have helped participants better understand the decision-making process of the model and reduced
misconceptions.
The study also did not involve the use of the transformer architecture for text classification as

we would have had to artificially limit the performance of the model to obtain a sufficient number
of false positives and false negatives in the Confusion Tables to create the same opportunities
for critical feedback and interaction. Transformers are considered state-of-the-art models for text
classification and would have provided a setting that more accurately reflects real-world scenarios,
with superior performance andmore precise results. However, limiting the performance of themodel
for the sake of critical feedback would have contradicted the very nature of transformer models
in real-world effectiveness. This issue might be less problematic in scenarios where participants
work with much larger data sets, as the ability of the model to generate false positives and false
negatives naturally increases with more data.

9 Conclusion
This paper reported on a user study where 20 participants without prior ML experience used TACA,
a novel IML application designed and developed to enable the study. We focused on thematic
analysis as a practical application of IML: thematic analysis involves individual interpretation
of ambiguous data and hence it is suited for and can benefit from the iterative customization of
models supported by IML. Our participants had at least one year of experience in thematic analysis,
and used TACA to refine the analysis of a data set from their own qualitative research or one we
provided to them (newspaper restaurant reviews), if they did not have data available.

TACA was effective in exposing our participants to IML and apply it on their data. Participants
recognized the value of incorporating IML in the thematic analysis workflow as the presence of
coding suggestions encouraged a more critical analysis of data. Keywords and Confusion Tables,
which were presented within the TACA UI, also supported the model inspection and feedback
assignment phases of the IML cycle but introduced misconceptions around the mental model of the
tool. Finally, our findings suggest that users with no experience in ML tend to perceive the model
as an external, objective entity in the absence of ground truth, and consequently blame themselves
when the model performs poorly.

We believe that IML has significant advantages over conventional ML, but that the success of this
alternative approach is strongly dependent on our understanding of user perception and interaction
with ML models. We hope that our work can serve as a practical example of a contribution facing
this direction and stimulate further interest in this particular intersection between HCI and AI.
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A Semi-structured Interview Script
Background and Experience

• Could you please describe your academic background and your experience with qualitative
data analysis?

• How many years of experience do you have with qualitative analysis?

Coding Process
• How did the coding of the restaurant reviews go?
• Can you describe the transcript/project you used for this study?
• How long is the text?
• How long ago did you code your transcript?
• What software did you use to code your transcript? / the reviews?
• How long did it take in total?
• How many themes did you have?

Overall Experience
• How would you describe your overall experience using the tool?

Tool Functionality
• Describe what the tool does and how it works, like you would to a friend who has never seen
it before?

• How would you explain how the tool does this?
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• How does the tool make coding easier/harder/no difference?
• What do you think is the role of the researcher compared to the role of the tool?
• Clear separation QDA/assistant?

Accuracy of Suggestions
• From this tab, how accurate do you think the suggestions are compared to your own coding?
• Example of a suggestion that makes sense?
• Why do you think the sentence was suggested?/model was right?
• Example of a suggestion that does not make sense?
• Why do you think the sentence was suggested?/model was wrong?

Text Tab
• What did you think of the way the keywords are visualized in a table format and how they
are sorted by frequency?

• Would you have sorted them differently?
• Have you ever seen your data like this?
• Have you opened the tooltip, and when do you think this would be most useful?
• Compared predict with train/all?
• What is the value (if any) of these tables in informing qualitative data analysis?

Reclassification Process
• Have you reclassified any keywords or sentences?
• Did dragging keywords make reclassifying easier or harder?
• Compared to single sentences?
• Give an example of when you used this feature (one or more examples)
• How did you decide which keywords or sentences to move before retraining the model?
• Average position of retrained keywords?
• Did you also reclassify trained samples, and if so, why?
• Example of when retraining the model gave results you expected/did not expect

Model Inspection
• How did you evaluate the current state of the model at each reclassification step?
• Where/how were you able to see which theme the model performed the best in?
• Which tabs did you switch to after reclassifying, and why?
• Do you feel the model has improved over the reclassifications, and how much at each step?
• What do you think the model/tool has learned based on the data and your interactions with
it?

• What concepts emerged from the tables after each reclassification (in terms of what the model
learned)?

Confusion Tables
• Do you remember the description of this tab from the instructions document?
• Have you ever heard of these terms before?
• Were the terms clear?
• What did you think about this table?
• Particular strategy around confusion tables (counters, false positive/negative columns, etc.)?
• Howdo you feel about situationswhere themodel disagreedwith your coding (false columns)?
• Tooltip?
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• Which columns do you think are most useful for reflecting on your coding and why?
• Which columns do you think are most useful for evaluating the performance of the model
and why?

• How would you use this table? (evaluate the model or for coding review?)

Features
• Most interesting or useful feature, (tool as part of research, writing a paper, etc)
• Least interesting or useful feature, (tool as part of research, writing a paper, etc)
• If you had to evaluate how well the tool is performing, which tab would you use and why?
• Do you think this tab is effective in the evaluation?
• Insights learned after using the tool besides sentences that you should have or should not
have coded? Is there anything more general that emerged? Maybe a theme that you thought
you could have added, changed, or removed?

Use Case
• Which data do you think is particularly suitable for TACA?
• Thoughts on using TACA different stages/projects (top down approach vs bottom up approach
(no-go))?

• Would you see using the tool iteratively or just once?

Challenges and Benefits
• What are the challenges/limitations of coding data with existing tools?
• Are there any features that [chosen QDA] could benefit from any features from TACA?
• Which ones and why?
• Would TACA benefit from any features from [chosen QDA]?
• Which ones and why?

General Comments
• Do you have any other comments?
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Thematic Analysis Coding Assistant Tool 

The tool trains a machine learning classifier on user-coded sentences in a transcript to code 

additional sentences you might have missed during thematic analysis. Initially, the model might not 

be very accurate, but you can keep refining data by re-labelling sentences and re-training the 

classifier to attempt to improve accuracy. However, please note that the focus of the study is your 

experience with the reclassification process and your interactions with the model, rather than the 

accuracy of the classifier.  

Setup 

Step 1: Organise your files  

If you used Microsoft Word to code your transcript, codes should appear in comments, and the 

same delimiter should be used to separate multiple codes in the same comment, e.g. “; ”. 

If you used NVivo to code your transcript: 

1. Inside NVivo, select all the codes at the lowest level -> right click -> Export…  

(to quickly select all the codes: Ctrl/⌘ + A -> Ctrl/⌘ + click to deselect higher level codes) 

 

 

 
2. On Windows, after you click on “Export…”, select “Reference View”, the “Name” checkbox, 

and “Folder and Hierarchical Name” from the dropdown list. 

3. Export all the codes in a separate folder. The folder should only contain .docx files, one for 

each code.  
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If you used MAXQDA to code your transcript: 

1. Inside MAXQDA, select the transcripts from the Document System pane: 

 

 
 

2. Select the codes from the Code System pane: 
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3. Open the Retreived Segments pane and click on the W button to export all segments in a 

.docx file. 

 

If you used Dedoose to code your transcript: 

1. Inside Dedoose, click Export Data in the Project pane: 

 

2. Click Export Excerpts in the popup: 
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3. Select Text (txt) under Export Type and click Export to export the excerpts in a .txt file (leave 

all the checkboxes untouched): 

 

Step 2: Run the tool 

Please note that the tool is at an early stage so you might encounter some bugs. If this happens, 
please send us the error report shown in the error popup, making sure the text does not contain any 
sensitive data, such as extracts from your transcript.  
 
To install the tool, 

 
on Windows: 

1. Extract TACA.zip in a desired location 

2. Navigate inside the TACA directory and run TACA.exe 

3. Allow the executable to run: 

     

on MacOS: 

1. Open TACA.dmg 

2. Drag the .app into the Applications directory 

3. Navigate to Applications and run TACA.app 

4. Allow the application to run 
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Please be patient while the tool loads for the first time. This can take several minutes, and the 

window might appear blank. When the tool has finished loading, you should see the initial page 

where you can import your files. In order: 

1. Import your transcript .docx file 

2. Select whether the transcript was coded using Word, NVivo, MAXQDA or Dedoose 

3. If you selected Word, insert the delimiter you used to separate multiple codes in the same 

comment 

4. If you selected NVivo, import the folder containing the codes .docx files 

5. If you selected MAXQDA, import the Coded Segments .docx file 

6. If you selected Dedoose, import the Excerpts .txt file 

7. Edit the codes.csv file automatically generated so that each column header is the name of a 

theme, and the respective codes appear below, e.g.:  

 

8. Enter meaningless words or terms to be ignored by the machine learning model. These 

should be separated by a semicolon, e.g. “Interviewer 1;Participant 1”. You can skip this 

step. 
9. Press “Done” to train the model 

10. Wait until the model is done training (this can take a while depending on the length of your 

transcript) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CSCW197:32 Federico Milana, Enrico Costanza, Mirco Musolesi, and Amid Ayobi

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 2, Article CSCW197. Publication date: April 2025.



Using the tool 

For a video tutorial of the tool, please click here. 

Text 

 

The Text tab contains the entire transcript. Sentences you coded manually are highlighted in grey, 

while those coded by the model appear in blue. Theme names appear in line with the respective 

sentences and are also shown in a tooltip on mouseover. The tool works with themes instead of 

codes to simplify the implementation of the learning algorithm.  

Codes 

 

The codes tab contains the table of codes you have imported. Each theme and code show a counter 

indicating the number of sentences (this counter can be 0 if no sentences were found with that 

code). You can click a code to reveal the sentences you manually coded in a tooltip.  
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Keywords Tables 

 

The Keywords tabs contain three tables:  

1. “Predict Keywords” containing only sentences coded by the model 

2. “Train Keywords” containing only sentences you manually coded 

3. “All Keywords” containing both types of sentences 

Here, the most frequent words are shown under each theme, along with a counter indicating the 

number of sentences that contain them. You can click on a word to reveal these sentences in a 

tooltip. Sentences coded by the model have a blue background, while those manually coded have a 

grey background.  

You can re-label sentences to different themes either by dragging and dropping single sentences 

from the tooltip to a different column/bin, or dragging and dropping keywords from one column to 

another, or to the bin. Moving sentences to the bin removes the theme from those sentences. 

Moving a keyword is equal to moving the entire list of sentences that contain it. You might see 

several meaningless keywords that you might have forgotten to include in the keywords filter. Please 

ignore these and focus on the meaningful keywords/sentences you would like to re-label.  

After you are finished re-labelling sentences, click the “Re-classify” button to re-train the machine 

learning model. The tool will update all the tabs once it is finished loading. Significant changes in the 

Keywords tables after re-training will be shown with highlighted table cells.   
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Confusion Tables 

 

The Confusion Tables tabs contain a table version of confusion matrices for each theme. Confusion 

matrices are a way to evaluate the performance of the classifier. The model takes 20% of the 

sentences you manually coded ignoring the codes, and tries to guess them itself to see what it gets 

right. Confusion matrices are made of 4 quadrants, in this case columns: 

• True Positives: Sentences the model should have coded in this theme, and did 

• False Positives: Sentences the model should not have coded in this theme, but did 

• True Negatives: Sentences the model should not have coded in this theme, and did not 

• False Negatives: Sentences the model should have coded in this theme, but did not 

Words are sorted by frequency in each column, along with a counter. You can click on each word to 

reveal the sentences that contain it.  
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