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Phenomenology refers to the description of one or more individuals’ consciousness and expe-
rience of a phenomenon, such as the death of a loved one, viewing oneself as a teacher, the act of
teaching, the experience of being a minority group member, or the experience of winning a soc-
cer game. The purpose of phenomenological research is to obtain a view into your research par-
ticipants’ life-worlds and to understand their personal meanings (i.e., what something means to
them) constructed from their “lived experiences.”Life-world is the translation of the German term
Lebenswelt used by the founder of phenomenology, philosopher Edmund Husser] (1859-1938),
to refer to the individual’s “world of immediate experience?” It is the individual’s inner world of con-
sciousness and experience. You are in your life-world right now as you read this chapter and as you
exist wherever you are. In other words, your life-world is in your mind. It is your combination of
feelings, thoughts, and self-awareness at any moment in time. The purpose of phenomenology is
to gain access to individuals’ life-worlds and to describe their experiences of a phenomenon.

To experience phenomenology firsthand, try describing your own personal experience of
a phenomenon. To do this effectively, you must give it your full attention—the following poem
by Moffitt' makes this point quite eloquently (cited in Moustakas, 1990):

To look at any thing

If you would know that thing,
You must look at it long:

To look at this green and say

“I have seen spring in these
Woods,” will not do—you must
Be the thing you see:

You must be the dark snakes of
Stems and ferny plumes of leaves,
You must enter in

To the small silences between
The leaves,

You must take your time

And touch the very place

They issue from.
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When you want to experience something to its fullest, you must stop what you are doing, focus
on what you are experiencing at that meaningful moment, and experience the thoughts, sen-
sations, and feelings associated with that experience. Phenomenologists point out that, to
experience something in its purest form, you need to bracket, or suspend, any preconcep-
tions or learned feelings that you have about the phenomenon. This is because they want you
to experience the phenomenon “as it is” When you bracket your preconceptions, you set aside
your taken-for-granted orientation toward it, and your experience of the phenomenon
becomes part of your consciousness.

Examples of Phenomenology

Here are brief descriptions of a few phenomenological research studies, any of which
you can look up and read if you need to learn more about phenomenological research. Only
one of these articles was based on a single individual’s experiences (Green, 1995). First, Cross
and Stewart (1995) studied what it is like being a gifted student in a rural high school in an
article entitled “A Phenomenological Investigation of the Lebenswelt of Gifted Students in
Rural High Schools.” Cross and Stewart also compared rural students’ experiences with the
experiences of urban school students based on previous research. This is an exemplary phe-
nomenological research article if you want to read just one article. Green (1995) studied a
teacher’s meaning and experience of using an experiential learning approach with her
students in an article entitled “Experiential Learning and Teaching.” Brown (1996) examined
children’s experiences of being in a mathematics classroom in an article entitled “The
Phenomenology of the Mathematics Classroom.” Finally, Muller (1994) studied the meaning
and experience of empowering other people from the perspective of the person doing the
empowering, in this case, six women who had been identified as leaders, in the article enti-
tled “Toward an Understanding of Empowerment: A Study of Six Women Leaders.” Again, we
remind you that one of the best ways to learn about qualitative research is to read qualitative
research journal articles.

Types of Phenomenology

Phenomenology can be used to focus on the ynique characteristics of an individual’s
experience of something. We all know that events, objects, and experiences can mean dif-

ferent things to different people. For example, different individuals may view a single event

differently. The hiring of a new principal at a school might mean the school is moving in
the right direction and offer solace to one teacher, while to another teacher, the change might
arouse anger and result in restlessness because of the uncertainty it brings. In counseling,
the phenomenological method is often used to understand each client’s unique perspec-
tive of some life event or personal condition. The counselor assumes that each client’s per-
spective is unique to that individual and attempts to empathetically understand that
perspective. In education, a tenet of constructivist teaching is that teachers need to under-
stand the unique perspective of each student in order to be in touch with and better under-
stand each individual student and his or her needs. Thus, there is a phenomenological
component to this theory.

Phenomenological researchers do not, however, generally assume that individuals are com-
pletely unique. More technically speaking, phenomenological researchers do not just study the
variant structures of an experience (the unique part of an individual’s experience that varies
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from person to person). Phenomenologists generally assume that there is some commonality
in human experience,and they seek to understand this commonality. This commonality of expe-
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rience is called an essence, or invariant structure, of the experience (a part of the experience o —
that is common or consistent across the research participants). An essence is an essential char- structure of the
acteristic of an experience. It is universal and is present in particular instances of a phenome- experience

non (van Manen, 1990). Consider the experience of the death of a loved one. Certainly, each of
us reacts to and experiences this event somewhat differently (i.e., the idiosyncratic or variant
structure). However, there are probably essences to this experience that are common to every-
one (i.e., the common or invariant structures). For example, in the case of the death of aloved
one, grief and sorrow would probably be elements of the common experience. You can search
for the essential structures of a phenomenon by studying multiple examples of it and finding
what experiences the different people have in common. An essence will often be more abstract
than literal descriptions of the particular experiences (e.g.,general sorrow is more abstract than
being “sad that your Uncle Bob is no longer around” to provide love and friendship).

The search for the essences of a phenomenon is pﬁb?‘ably the defining characteristic of phe-
nomenology as a research technique. An example of a rich description of the essences of the
experience of guilt is given in Exhibit 14.2. Are your experiences of guilt similar to the ones
described in the exhibit? The description is from Yoder’s (1990) doctoral dissertation.

B EXHIBIT 14.2 The Essence of Guilt

Feelings of guilt are signs of significant turbulence, flaring up within the person. They come like a storm
with lightning and cold winds. “It felt like mists, cold wind, dark streets, uncomfortable things. Stormy clouds
in the sky. Occasional flashes of lightning. Empty beaches on a cold day. A cold wind from the water.”
Guilt feelings close in. They are an imprisonment in which there is no way out. “You feel closed in
when you are really feeling guilty. You feel cramped, very claustrophobic, limited, constricted, walled in.”
The feeling of guilt is sharp and jagged. It is “being on the hook,” a “knife,” a pain as sharp as a
surgical incision. The feeling of guilt is fast. “I'm thinking of lightning because it is a jab.”
Guilt feelings are “a heavy weight.” They are experienced as a “crushing blow.” The feeling of guilt

pushes, removes, evokes withdrawal, a sinking enormously heavy feeling. It comes in waves. “This in-
tense push that jolts me back.” “I'm gonna sink down. It’s like this weight is on me.”

Feeling guilty is “being in a shell,” an invisible agent in a “world of strangers.” Guilt feelings send
one adrift into space where time is unending and the link with others is severed and closed. There is
no hope of repair, renewal, belonging, no chance of even recognizing a genuine self.

The experience of feeling guilty is the experience of being forcibly removed from the flow of every-
day life, from the world of ordinary human sharing and warmth. When we feel guilty, we are cast into a
painful, frozen, inner-focused world that takes over the self and creates a reality of its own. Guilt feelings
sever our sense of connectedness with everyday things, with other people and with ourselves. In the expe-
rience of feeling guilty, time stands still. All exits are closed. We are isolated and trapped within ourselves.

In guilt feelings, self-respect deteriorates, a sense of physical ugliness often awakens. Real emotions
are hidden. Masked ways of being show themselves in pleasing others. In everyday and in ultimate
moments, “The real me is not good enough. Not ever.”

Time is experienced as slowed down and unchangeable. Clock time goes haywire. Everything churns
and then freezes. Only the crystallized moment of guilt endures. The past is relived over and over again,
an endless recycling, a movie that repeats itself without any genuine change or realization.

(Continued)
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B EXHIBIT 14.2 (Continued)

In guilt feelings, the relationship to the body is also affected. The body becomes distant, moves
like a robot. It is in pain, anxious to move somehow, yet, at the same time, fearful that any action will
reawaken the scenes of guilt.

In spite of the torturous feelings and helpless, endless, sense of guilt, there is still within the self,
the possibility of recovering oneself and regaining the sense of harmonious flow with life. There is the
potential to come to terms with the guilt, accept it, share it with another and, in this acceptance, find
a way to peace. What is required is the courage to take the first step and risk scornful judgment and
the pain of acknowledging one’s limitations. There is no guarantee that if one freely and honestly
expresses the guilt, and recognizes the vulnerability and limitedness of the self, that the guilty feelings
will be excised permanently, but for some of my co-researchers this acceptance and sharing enabled
them to reclaim themselves and reestablish inner tranquility.

Source: Reprinted with permission from Yoder (1990).

Data Collection, Analysis, and Report Writing

Inatypical phenomenological research study, the researcher collects data from several indi-
viduals and depicts their experience of something. The data are usually collected through in-
depth interviews. Using the interview data, the researcher attempts to reduce the statements to
the common core or essence of the experience as described by the research participants. For
research participants to explore their experience, they must be able to relive it in their minds,
and they must be able to focus on the experience and nothing else. This is what you must get
your research participants to do if you conduct a phenomenological research study.

One effective strategy for eliciting data from participants is to tell each participant to recall
a specific experience he or she has had, to think about that specific experience carefully, and
then to describe that experience to you. You might use the following general question to get
participants talking about their experience: “Please carefully describe your experience with

”You might also say, “When you think of your experience with , what
comes into your mind?” You might find that you need to prompt the respondent during the
interview for greater detail, and you should do so. Remember that your goal is to get your par-
ticipants to think about their specific experience and to describe it in rich detail. Rather than
having each research participant describe the meaning and structure of his or her experience
to you in an in-person interview, you can also have them write about their experience and then
give you their written narrative. Both approaches work well.

During data analysis, the researcher searches for significant statements. These are state-
ments (a few words or a phrase, a sentence, or a few sentences) that have particular relevance
to the phenomenon being studied. For example, perhaps you asked a kindergarten student to
describe what school is like and one of her statements was that “We are all like a family at my
school?” If this statement seemed to fit her other statements, then the statement is probably a
significant statement. In general, to determine whether a statement is significant, you should
ask yourself, “Does the statement seem to have meaning to the participant in describing his or
her experience? Is the statement descriptive of the experience? Does the statement tap into the
participant’s experience?” Many researchers like to record the significant statements verbatim
(i.e.,in the actual words of the participants). Some researchers also like to interpret and describe




[image: image5.jpg]CHAPTER 14: QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

the meanings of the significant statements at this point by making a list of the meanings. For
example, in the case of the kindergarten student’s statement, you might conclude that the child
sees school as being like a family because there is a teacher (the head of the family) and other
students (family members) at school and the family does things together as a unit (play, eat,
take naps). This is an interpretative process that is done by the researcher and should be veri-
fied by the participants (i.e., use the member-checking technique discussed in Chapter 8).

After constructing the lists of significant statements and meanings, the researcher searches
for themes in the data. In other words, what kinds of things did the participants tend to men-
tion as being important to them? The researcher might find that certain individuals or groups
(e.g., males and females) tend to describe an experience somewhat differently. This informa-
tion is useful in understanding individual and group differences. However, the phenomenolog-
ical researcher is usually most interested in describing the fundamental structure of the
experience (the essence) for the total group. It is here that the researcher describes the funda-
mental features of the experience that are experienced in common by virtually all the partici-
pants. Finally, researchers should use member checking as a validity check whenever possible
in this process. This means that the researcher should have the original participants review the
interpretations and descriptions of the experience, especially the statement of the fundamen-
tal structure of the experience.

In a research chapter entitled “The Essential Structure of a Caring Interaction: Doing
Phenomenology,” Rieman (1986) reported hospital patients’ experiences of “caring” and “non-
caring” nurses. We have included Rieman’s description of the “essential structure” of her hos-
pital patients’ experiences of caring and noncaring nurses in Exhibits 14.3 and 14.4. Rieman
also compared males’ and females’ significant statements and meanings. This is an excellent
example of phenomenological research and a good model to follow.

The final report in a typical phenomenological study is a narrative that includes a descrip-
tion of the participants in the study and the methods used to obtain the information from the
participants (usually interviews), a rich description of the fundamental structure of the expe-
rience,and a discussion of the findings. The researcher might also describe any interesting indi-
vidual or group differences. A well-written report is highly descriptive of the participants’
experience of the phenomenon, and it will elicit in the readers a feeling that they understand
what it would be like to experience the phenomenon themselves. This kind of feeling is called
a vicarious experience.

B EXHIBIT 14.3  Description of a Caring Nurse
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In a caring interaction, the nurse’s existential presence is perceived by the client as more than just a physi-
cal presence. There is the aspect of the nurse giving of oneself to the client. This giving of oneself may be in
response to the client’s request, but it is more often a voluntary effort and is unsolicited by the client. The
nurse’s willingness to give of oneself is primarily perceived by the client as an attitude and behavior of sit-
ting down and really listening and responding to the unique concerns of the individual as a person of value.
The relaxation, comfort, and security that the client experiences both physically and mentally are an imme-
diate and direct result of the client’s stated and unstated needs being heard and responded to by the nurse.

Source: From Creswell (1998), p. 289.
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B EXHIBIT 144 Description of a Noncaring Nurse
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The nurse’s presence with the client is perceived by the client as a minimal presence of the nurse being
physically present only. The nurse is viewed as being there only because it is a job and not to assist
the client or answer his or her needs. Any response by the nurse is done with a minimal amount of
energy expenditure and bound by the rules. The client perceives the nurse who does not respond to
this request for assistance as being noncaring. Therefore, an interaction that never happened is labeled
as a noncaring interaction. The nurse is too busy and hurried to spend time with the client and there-
fore does not sit down and really listen to the client’s individual concerns. The client is further deval-
ued as a unique person because he or she is scolded, treated as a child, or treated as a nonhuman being
or an object. Because of the devaluing and lack of concern, the client’s needs are not met and the client
has negative feelings, that is, he or she is frustrated, scared, depressed, angry, afraid, and upset.

Source: From Creswell (1998), p. 289.




