
Approach for Analyzing/Coding Planning Documents, January 2021 

Overview 

This document describes the coding process used to analyze planning documents in Haggerty et al.’s 

(2018) Resources Policy paper, “Planning for the local impacts of coal facility closure: Emerging 

strategies in the U.S. West.”  

1. Intent. We focused on local planning documents to get a sense of 1) if and how affected communities 

were considering coal-plant closure in their economic development plans; 2) if yes, how the plans 

addressed the impacts and the strategies they promoted. The strategies outlined in the plans were 

evaluated according to a framework that synthesized insights and recommendations from different 

literatures. 

2. Pre-coding work 

a. Literature review: The literature review is central to developing the evaluation framework you 

use for coding the plans. Our literature review asked how different scholars from a range of 

disciplines (economic and rural geography, sociology, applied economics) think about the 

drivers and outcomes of industrial closures to understand key impacts and strategies related 

to economic transition. Four key themes emerged and served as the conceptual framework 

for the assessment criteria. Ours were: (1) the importance of replacing and stabilizing 

revenue streams; (2) the necessity to plan, fund, and execute complete environmental 

remediation; (3) the risk of focusing on economic development strategies that are 

inappropriate to local context; (4) the association of willingness to change and positive 

outlook with community resilience during transitions.  

b. Data collection: Acquire plans – included public documents that consider economic and 

community development objectives or specific to the industrial closure. For most cases – 

community economic development strategies (CEDS) plans, plant-specific closure and 

decommissioning plans, and Memorandums of Agreement.  

3. Coding the plans – Coding is an iterative process that can be done alone but can be generative (and 

more fun) if you can work in partners or teams. This process described was conducted by 2-3 

researchers.  

a. Without coding framework, slowly read through each of the planning documents. Take 

descriptive notes and look for themes that emerge. Some general questions to ask as you 

start to read through the plans: Who is the author – a consultant firm/local 

government/economic development corp/etc? What is the impetus for the plan – policy 

requirement/legal/voluntary? Are there common strategies? Deadlines? Are there aspects 

that stand out? 

b. Return to the coding framework/criteria and discuss with research team. Discussion is 

an important part of the coding process, work with your team to identify the connections 
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between your framework and your data. It is not always clear at first, but definitions become 

sharper through discussion. Disagreement shows that definitions have to be expanded or 

amended. Time spent on this will pay off when the research team has a shared idea of what 

the codes mean and which blocks of data best fit which code (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 

2014).  

c. Coding is a process that can be done with software such as Nvivo or simply in a word 

document or spreadsheet. Since we had a relatively small data set (N=12 plans) and small 

coding framework we started in a word document. We divided the plans between the three 

codes, so that there was overlap and that at the plan was coded by two people. To help with 

the process we developed a coding worksheet for ourselves with prompts and questions for 

each code. See image below for examples from questions 1 and 2.  

 

Figure 1. Sample from our individual coding worksheet 



 

Figure 2. Sample from our individual coding worksheet 

4. Synthesize insights from literature and data to assess and compare. Through discussions we 

created a categorization system to identify how each strategy was found in the plan (rubric with 



definitions below. Then, we used that framework to evaluate each plan (next image) with examples. 

 

Figure 3. Codebook - definitions of code and ranking values 

 

Figure 4. Example of how codes were applied to each plan with examples 

5. All of these steps may not be necessary, but through discussion and different iterations this process 

was helpful for synthesis and the writing of the data.  


