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Text Search & Auto Coding

The Text Search Tool is used to search within primary texts for the occurrence 
of specific text strings that match a designated string or pattern. 

The Text Search Tool offers three distinct methods entitled Standard Search, 
Category Search and GREP Search to scan primary texts for specified text 
patterns. The functionality of the Text Search Tool is also fully integrated into 
the Auto-Coding Tool (see “The Auto-Coding Tool” on page 231).

The search mode is automatically determined by the kind of search string 
entered. Regular Expression search (GREP), however, must be explicitly 
selected. If you need to know what GREP stands for and what GREP searches 
are, a detailed explanation is provided at “GREP Search” on page 229. 

The Text Search Tool

To open the Text Search tool

Load a primary text. 

Either click the text search button in the PD toolbar, select EDIT/SEARCH from the 
main menu, or use the key combination CTRL-F.

If the document is in Edit mode, Ctrl-F opens a Windows standard text 
search. Use the menu option or the search button instead.

Initially, the status bar displays the current search mode (in the figure above: 
Standard Search Mode). During a search activity, this is the place where you 
should look for warnings and messages.

Not all options are available for every type of search. For instance, backward 
and case sensitive searches are not available for Category Search (see below).
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Figure 135: Text search tool
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A text search always starts from the current position of the text cursor in the 
currently selected primary text. When the end of this document is reached, you 
are asked if the search should continue through the rest of the primary text 
documents. 

Standard Search Mode

Use the standard search mode when you want to find exact, specified strings of 
characters. Word boundaries are not recognized in this mode. Hence, searching 
for "the" would also find instances like "bother," "there," and "theater." 
Searches that recognize word boundaries are available with the Category 
Search or by using appropriate GREP patterns.

To start a standard search

Open the Text Search tool.

Enter a string into the entry field. The search string should contain the special 
“pipe” character "|" as this initiates the Category Search.

Uncheck GREP mode.

Set Case Sensitive as needed.

Start the search by clicking the Next or Previous button.

Two search options are available in standard search mode to control the search.

Case Sensitive

Check the CASE SENSITIVE box if you want characters to match the searched text 
exactly. If CASE SENSITIVE is selected, you will not find "Love" when you search 
for "love". 

GREP Mode

Checking the GREP box enables GREP mode. If unchecked, the Search Tool is 
in "standard" mode. You may use the standard wildcard * character even 
without GREP. More discussion on GREP searches is provided at “GREP
Search” on page 229. 

Category Search

The Category Search method combines two powerful techniques.

Parallel search is a sophisticated method that handles textual variations. You 
may specify a number of patterns that scan the text simultaneously. Secondly, 
search expressions (“search swarms”) can be stored as a search category and 
later reused. Besides being short and handy, a further advantage of categories 
is that their contents can be modified later without changing a single character 
in other expressions using this category.

Categories allow abstraction from the search string itself and permit easy re-use 
of complex expressions in later searches. With the simultaneous use of 
wildcards, a search request using a search swarm might look as follows: 

*caus*|why|*efore|since.
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The individual elements of the search swarm are delimited by the vertical bar 
character “|”. The bar can be read as a (Boolean) "OR." The search defined 
above yields text passages including any of the following strings: "because," 
"causes," "causation," "before," and "therefore," "why," and "since."

Defining Categories

Search swarms that have proven useful can be assigned names (search 
categories) in ATLAS.ti  to facilitate re-use. For example, 

CAUSE := *caus* | why | *efore | since 
defines CAUSE as a placeholder for the original search swarm.

Therefore, instead of retyping lengthy search strings, the user may later simply 
type the search category "$CAUSE" into the entry field.  The dollar sign is a 
special character that indicates that the content of the CAUSE category is to be 
used for the search and not the string "CAUSE" itself. Therefore do not use the 
$ sign to start a category name.

Categories can be mixed with ordinary strings to build complex search requests 
such as: until|$CAUSE|when

Do not mistake search categories for codes. Search categories are shortcuts 
for complex search procedures, while codes are concepts representing some 
level of interpretation. However, when using search categories extensively 
and building hierarchies of search categories, such a "para-taxonomy” 
might stimulate the construction of a matching network of codes.

Hierarchies of Search Categories

As categories may be elements of other categories, recursive search trees of 
arbitrary depth may be defined. 

The definition for the taxonomy above is as follows: 

EMOTION := $POSEMO|$NEGEMO
POSEMO := $LOVE|etc.
NEGEMO := $ANGER
LOVE = love|loving|beloved|lover
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Figure 136: Hierarchy of search categories

$EMOTION

$POSEMO $NEGEMO

$LOVE

love|loving|beloved|lover|

Categories

Search Swarm

$ANGER



THE DATA LEVEL - BASIC FUNCTIONS 228

Such category structures are efficient tools to exploit the literal properties of the 
textual materials you use in your research. Of course, this tool does not find 
relevant information beyond the characters specified in the search.

How To Use Category Search

Open the Text Search tool.

Enter a new search swarm or select an existing category from the library of 
search swarms by clicking on the drop down button at the right of the entry 
field. 

Click Next.

When using Category Search, some of the controls become disabled. Category 
Search cannot be combined with GREP mode, can never be case sensitive, and 
the Previous button cannot be used. 

To define a new category

Open the Text Search tool.

Enter a new definition into the entry field using the following syntax: 

CATEGORY NAME:= <string or $category>|<string or 
$category>| etc.

When defining a new category do not prefix its name with a “$”. 

As soon as you press the NEXT button, a new category is created and a search 
for the first occurrence starts. This category is now available to you for the 
current work session. If the new category should be available in the future, you 
need to save it to the search library.

Click on the Options button and select SAVE CATEGORIES.

In case you do not want to create multiple search libraries, add your new 
category to the existing search library with the name: srchbib.skt and save it 
at the suggested location in the ATLASti folder.
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Managing Search Categories

Search categories are managed in search libraries. 

On startup, ATLAS.ti loads a default library of search categories named 
srchbib.skt. You can update this library by adding new categories and removing 
or modifying existing categories. It is also possible to create completely new 
search libraries that better fit your requirements (different languages, domains, 
etc.).

To manage categories, three options are available:

Click the OPTIONS button in the Text Search window for this menu:

Load Categories opens a file dialog window showing existing search library files 
like searchbib.skt or srchbib.skt. If you select a library in the file dialog window, 
the categories from that library are added to the currently loaded categories. 

Save Categories stores the currently loaded and newly created search 
categories in the default library file (srchbib.skt) or a new file. If you choose a 
new name, be sure to give the file the extension SKT, as in "dutch.skt".

To clear the internal database of search categories before loading new ones, 
use the option Delete Category. This opens a multiple selection list window. 
Choose one or more categories to be removed from the internal database of 
search categories. You can use the standard Windows techniques for multiple 
selections using the Ctrl, Alt, or Shift keys in combination with the left mouse 
button. 

GREP Search
GREP is a well-known tool in the UNIX environment. The original GREP tool 
printed each line containing the search pattern, hence the acronym GREP: 
Globally look for Regular Expression and Print. 

In ATLAS.ti, the results of a GREP search are not printed line-by-line. Instead, 
the text matching the search pattern is highlighted on the screen. 

The core of a GREP search is the inclusion of special characters in the search 
string that control the matching process. GREP finds instances in your data that 
match certain patterns.

The ATLAS.ti GREP search offers a subset of the Regular Expression language 
used in sophisticated text search systems. 
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Supported Basic GREP Expressions

All GREP expressions supported by ATLAS.ti are shown in the table below.

GREP Expression Description

^ Anchors the entered pattern to the beginning of a line. If used 
as the first character within brackets, it excludes the following 
characters (or range) from the search.

$ Anchors the entered search pattern to the end of a line.

. Matches any (single) character

* Matches any number (including zero) of the preceding 
expression

+ Matches at least one occurrence of the preceding expression 
or character

? Matches zero or one occurrence of the preceding expression 
or character: stones? matches stone and stones

[] Matches a range or set of characters: [a-z] or [0-9] or [aeiou]. 
For example: [0-9] finds all numeric characters, while [^0-9] 
finds all non-numeric characters.

:d Matches any digit (equivalent to [0-9])

\ The escape character disables the special GREP functionality 
of the following character. For example: \[ matches an 
opening bracket.

In the following, a few search examples are presented showing the matching 
GREP expression in the column on the right.

Examples of GREP Searches

Examples GREP expression

Find text [of arbitrary length!] enclosed within brackets. 
Note, that the brackets had to be "escaped" with "\", 
as they are control characters themselves:

\[.*\]

Find all years between 2001 and 2004: 200[1-4]

Find all numbers with 2 digits at the end of a line or 
paragraph:

:d:d$

Find all "Meyer"s (spelled in four different ways) M[ae][iy]er

Find all lines (paragraphs) starting with one arbitrary 
letter followed by a colon: (If you search for a "d" 
following the colon you will have to use the Escape 
character: ^.\:d Otherwise, the letter “d” would be 
interpreted as a digit.)

^.:

ATLAS.ti 6 USER MANUAL



THE DATA LEVEL - BASIC FUNCTIONS 231

To start a GREP search

Open the Text Search tool.

Enter a search pattern (Error: Reference source not found shows an 
example).

Check the Use GREP box. 

Click on the Previous or Next button.

The Case Sensitive option may be used in combination with a GREP search.

The Auto-Coding Tool

The Auto-Coding tool finds text passages, selects a specified amount of text 
(e.g., the exact match, or spread to the surrounding word, sentence, or 
paragraph), and then codes the passages with a previously selected code. 

Auto-coding is useful when coding structural information like speaker turns in 
group interviews, or other sections that can easily be identified by a text search. 

Auto-coding allows you to quickly collect ideas that belong to a certain concept 
on the basis of words or patterns found in the text. 

Concepts

The Auto-Coding Dialog

The Auto-Coding tool combines the Text Search tool with an automatic 
segmentation and code assignment mechanism. To open the Auto-Coding 
Dialog, select CODES / CODING / AUTOCODING from the main menu.
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Note the NEW CODE button, which allows you to create codes on the fly for the 
auto-coding procedure.

Based on the GREP search expression shown in the above figure, all 
occurrences of string Speaker 1: located at the beginning of a paragraph in all 
textual Pds are found. Next, the whole speaker unit (which could contain one 
ore more paragraphs) will be selected before a quotation is created and the 
code “Speaker 1” will be assigned.

The option CONFIRM ALWAYS is deactivated as the search is unambiguous and is 
likely to yield the desired results.

Search Expression

The top part of the Auto-Coding Dialog window resembles the Text Search 
tool (see “The Text Search Tool” on page 225). Search expressions can be 
entered or search categories can be selected. The search mode can also be set 
in a similar way as for the Text Search tool.

Scope of Search

Scope of Search can be all textual PDs, the selected PD only, or it may be 
restricted to a set of texts from a PD family. When you choose “All current 
PDs,” the search starts at the beginning of the currently selected primary text. 
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If "Selected PD" is chosen, the auto-coding process starts at the current 
position of the text cursor.

Segment Size 

When a matched string is found, the size of the segment to be coded can be 
specified as follows: 

• the Exact Match only

• the Word surrounding the matched string

• the Sentence surrounding the matched string

• the matched string expanded to paragraph boundaries (Single Hard Return). 

• the matched string expanded to one or more paragraphs up to the next 
blank lines  (Multiple Hard Returns). This option is useful if you have 
information that should be regarded as one unit, but is separated in multiple 
paragraphs. 

• All Text of the PD containing a match.

When transcribing, enter a blank line between speaker turns if you are 
going to to use the auto-coding tool for coding speaker units.

Test your Search Expression

The Auto-Coding tool creates a new quotation for every matched text passage 
that is not yet a quotation. A potentially large number of inadequate 
quotations could be produced by an imprecise search. 

For this reason, you should always test a search pattern by using the Text 
Search tool first (see “The Text Search Tool” on page 225) or select the 
Confirm option and click Skip. This test will give an indication if the final search 
will yield meaningful results. The advantage of testing with the Text Search tool 
is that no quotations are created.

Another option is to auto code into a new code. If you later find out that the 
search did not yield good results, you can delete the code and all created 
quotations with two mouse clicks and try a different search.

How to Auto-Code
Auto-coding can be fully automatic or semi-automatic. The sections below will 
clarify the difference and will show the advantages of each method. 
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Fully Automatic Coding

Select the PD you want to code using the auto-coding procedure. If you only 
want to auto-code the current text, load the PD in question. If you want to 
auto-code all texts, load the first PD and position the cursor at the beginning 
of the document.

To open the Auto-Coding tool, choose CODES / CODING / AUTO CODING from the 
main menu.

If no code is selected, select a code from the drop-down list at the top of the 
Auto-Coding tool. 

Enter a new search string or choose an existing search category.

Specify the search scope, e.g. "Selected PD"

Specify the segment size.

Start the process by clicking START.

Semi-Automatic Coding 

As it is not always desirable to let the program decide whether or not to code a 
given text passage, you can control the process by checking "Confirm always." 
Specific confirmation from the user on each new code will then be requested.

An example for the usage of semi-automatic coding would be to code for the 
concept “distress.” Indications that a person might be distressed could be 
words like nervousness, tension, unease, edginess, etc. In order to capture this, 
you would do the following:

Create a code with the name Distress.

Open the Auto-Coding tool.

Select the appropriate code.

In the search entry field define a new category by entering: 
DISTRESS:= nervous|tens|uneas|edg|....etc. 

The OR operator in this example is marked in red for visibility only. The 
search term in ATLAS.ti does not show colors or formatting. 

Depending on your data set, select a suitable scope of search (current PD, all 
PDs, or a specific PD family).

Select the segment size to be coded, e.g. sentence.

Check CONFIRM ALWAYS and click on the START button.

Every time the program finds a piece of text that matches your search 
category, it stops the search and highlights the text it has found. You can 
then read the surrounding context and decide whether the text passage 
really has something to do with distress. If it does, click CODE IT, otherwise 
click SKIP IT. The program continues to search for the next match.

You can uncheck the CONFIRM ALWAYS box at any time and let ATLAS.ti scan 
through the rest of your texts without prompting for further confirmation.
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Brushing-up Results after Auto-Coding

Since no automatic search can guarantee 100% meaningful results, the 
quotations created and assigned to the selected code during auto-coding 
should be screened and modified if needed. 

Checking and Modifying Quotations

Close the Auto-Coding tool.

Open both the Code Manager and the Quotation Manager.

Select the code you just used for auto-coding.

In the Quotation Manager, set the quotation filter to "Selected Code".

Click the Created column header to find all recently created quotations at the 
top of the list. 

Browse through the quotations assigned to this code by using the NEXT and 
PREVIOUS buttons in the Quotation Manager. 

Modify or delete misaligned or inappropriate quotations. See “Modifying
Textual and PDF Quotations” on page 186.

Preparing Documents optimized for Auto Coding

The following instructions are useful for preparing transcriptions of focus group 
sessions, questionnaires, or interviews. Such data usually contains different 
speakers’ sections. The hints given here also apply for other documents that 
include sections you wish to identify for auto-coding. 

It would be tedious to code speaker or section turns manually. Two things are 
needed: a good “marker” for which to search and, once the marker is found, a 
reliable identification of the unit (sentence, paragraph) to be coded.

Insert easily identifiable markup in the text to let the auto-coding pattern 
matcher do this for you. For proper markup, a little knowledge regarding the 
auto-coder’s search procedure is helpful. In combination with a few formatting 
rules, documents can be created that can readily support auto-coding quite a 
bit.

For the auto-coding tool to yield useful results, it is necessary to properly 
structure the source text using unique identifiers. 

Simple examples are: 

• P: or <Peter>for a respondent with the name Peter

• 07-01-11letter for a letter written on the first of July 2011. 

The identifier should be used exclusively to mark passages in the text that 
indeed relate to the person or object identified. The plain word Peter will likely 
also occur elsewhere in the text (for instance, when another person is referring 
to Peter). The markup "P:" or <Peter> however, is unlikely to occur elsewhere .

In order for the Auto-Coding tool to select a complete speaker section, a 
section delimiter is needed. As discussed above, a speaker or section turn will 
start with the speaker’s identifier markup. The end of a section is best marked 
by an empty line. By doing this, you can still use single hard returns to segment 
a speaker section into paragraphs. 

ATLAS.ti 6 USER MANUAL



THE DATA LEVEL - BASIC FUNCTIONS 236

When auto-coding such a document, you would choose MULTI HARD RETURNS for 
extending the matched text. 

Using <Peter> as the search pattern would then yield a quotation including 
everything from <Peter> up to the empty line:

ATLAS.ti 6 USER MANUAL

Figure 142: Example transcript


