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The qualitative method of phenomenology provides a theoretical tool for educational
research as it allows researchers to engage in flexible activities that can describe and help
to understand complex phenomena, such as various aspects of human social experience.
This article explains how to apply the framework of phenomenological qualitative analysis
to educational research. The discussion within this article is relevant to those researchers
interested in doing cross-cultural qualitative research and in adapting phenomenological
investigations to understand students’ cross-cultural lived experiences in different social
educational contexts.
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INTRODUCTION: THE QUALITATIVE METHOD IN
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

Many scholars in phenomenology hold the view that human beings extract meaning from the
world through personal experience (Husserl, 1931; Hycner, 1985; Koopmans, 2015; Hourigan
and Edgar, 2020; Gasparyan, 2021). Investigating the experience of individuals is a highly
complex phenomenon (Jarvis, 1987): annotating and clarifying human experience can be a
challenging task not only because of the complexity of human nature, but also because an
individual’s experience is a multidimensional phenomenon, that is, psychologically oriented,
culturally driven, and socially structured. Hence, much uncertainty and ambiguity are surrounding
the description and exploration of an individual’s experience. Such uncertainty is due to the
multidimensional aspects that constitute and form an individual’s experiences, including ongoing
and “mediated” behaviour (Karpov and Haywood, 1998), feelings, and cognition. In all these
respects, the complexity of experience becomes especially evident in certain investigative contexts
such as the one we decided to explore, that is the study of the cross-cultural interactions of
individuals who experience a transition from their own cultural and educational social context
to a different one. In this article, it is argued that a hybrid phenomenological qualitative
approach that, as shall be illustrated, brings together aspects of descriptive phenomenology,
and aspects of interpretative phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; Lopez and Willis, 2004), could
assist researchers in navigating through the complexity of cross-cultural experiences encountered
by individuals in novel social educational contexts. Descriptive phenomenology was derived
mainly from the philosophical work of Husserl and particularly from the idea of transcendental
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phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994; Lopez and Willis, 2004;
Giorgi, 2010). In contrast, an interpretive phenomenological
methodology was derived from the works of scholars like
Merleau-Ponty (1962), Gadamer (2000), and Gadamer and
Linge (2008). These two approaches overlap in the research
methods and activities and are deployed to assist the research
by promoting engagement with responsive and improvised
activities rather than with mechanical procedures. The general
qualitative methodology of social science research has shaped
phenomenology as a methodological approach just as reliable
as quantitative and experimental methods, as recently discussed
by Hoftding et al. (2022), who stressed the advantages of
phenomenology in qualitative research (see also Zahavi, 2019a,b).
Since we are interested in cross-cultural experiences, in the
past, for example, we used such phenomenological qualitative
type of investigation to find out what it is like for Saudi
international students to transition from a gender-segregated
society to a mixed-gender environment while studying and
living as international students (Alhazmi and Nyland, 2013,
2015). We were interested in further understanding the
phenomenon of transitioning itself rather than collecting students’
opinions and perspectives about the experience of transitioning.
The investigation was conducted to capture and describe essential
aspects of the participants’ experience, to understand the
experience encountered by students in their novel social
educational context. Besides this specific study case, the same
hybrid methodology, as shall be suggested, may be applied to
the study of similar types of social environments and groups.
We refer to our past work on cross-cultural transitioning
experience to help the reader translate how the phenomenological
qualitative methodology can be applied in relatable scenarios
in educational research.

As Giorgi (1985), Van Manen (1990), Moustakas (1994), and
other phenomenologists have stated, interviewing individuals who
experience specific phenomena is the foundation source that
phenomenological investigation relies on to understand the
phenomenon. Accordingly, aspects that are core to the interviews
are the following: (1) general attributes of the conducted interviews,
(2) criteria of selection for potential participants, (3) ethical
considerations of dealing with human participants, and (4) the
interviewing procedures and some examples (these will be presented
in section “Practising Phenomenology: Methods and Activities”).

To design a phenomenologically based qualitative investigation,
we suggest considering three aspects: (1) the aim of the
investigation; (2) the philosophical assumptions about the sought
knowledge; and (3) the investigative strategies. These three
aspects of the investigation shall be approached while keeping
in mind the two following rationals: (1) looking for essence
and (2) flexible methods and activities.

1. The researcher’s aim is that of identifying the essential and
invariant structure (i.e., the essence) of the lived experience
as this is described by the participants (Moustakas, 1994;
Crotty, 1998; Cresswell, 2008). This allows the researcher
to ‘return to the concrete aspect of the experience’ (Moustakas,
1994, p. 26) by offering a systematic attempt to present the
experience as it appears in consciousness (Polkinghorne,

1989) and to focus on the importance of the individuals
and their respective views about the lived experience (Lodico
et al., 2006). It is essential to keep this aim (i.e., identifying
the essence of lived experience) in mind when conducting
a phenomenological qualitative investigation as this is the
core aim of phenomenology. According to Finlay (2006,
2008), exploring and understanding the essential structure
and themes of the lived experience encountered by individuals
is critical. Researchers adopting these perspectives ‘borrow’
the participants’ experience and their reflections on their
experience to get a deeper understanding and to grasp the
deeper meaning of the investigated experience (Van Manen,
1990, p. 62). This is what Finlay (2006, 2008) calls ‘dancing’
between two approaches, and it is also the approach that
we endorse. As pointed out by Hoffding and Martiny (2016),
in this explorative process the interviewer needs to understand
the relation between the interviewee’s experience and their
description of it, since the interview constitutes a second
person perspective in which one directly encounters another
subjectivity and shall not elicit closed answers such as “yes”
or “no” (see section “Attributes of the Conducted Interviews”).
This feature is useful when exploring an experience that
has not been sufficiently explored and discussed.

2. The suggested phenomenological qualitative approach offers
a strategy that ‘sharpen the level on ongoing practices in
phenomenologically inspired qualitative research’ (Giorgi,
2006a, p. 306). Methods and activities for data collection
are flexible, and the analysis is designed to be aligned with
the theoretical and philosophical assumptions underlying
qualitative research. The present strategy allows a researcher
to dialogue with both the participants and the data to
produce a multi-layered description of the experience. This
feature is academically important in terms of conducting
a rigorous qualitative study that provides trustworthy
knowledge (Crotty, 1998; Denzin and Lincoln, 2003; Creswell,
2007, 2009; Bryman, 2008).

The three core aspects of the investigation (1) the aim of
the investigation; (2) the philosophical assumptions about the
sought knowledge; and (3) the investigative strategies, informed
by these two rationals, are essential to developing a
phenomenologically oriented qualitative method to examine
the lived experience and for identifying its essence.

AIM AND METHOD

Thinking about the actual object of our investigation, that is,
the lived experience of individuals is an essential aspect of
phenomenological qualitative research. The researchers need
to identify their aim very carefully by focusing on the lived
experience of the subject being interviewed and on the structure
of such experience rather than on the opinion of the participants
about the experience.

In our previous studies, we were interested in describing
the cross-cultural experience lived by Saudi students
transitioning from their home country to another. Call the
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experience of transitioning ‘experience X and call Saudi
students ‘group Y’ The research sought to examine the major
question and the supplementary questions around which
the study revolved, which was the following: “What does
the experience X look like for the individuals belonging to
group Y?7

As the question is broad in scope and quite complex,
we decided to address it from a particular angle to grasp the
essence of the students’ experience rather than providing a
superficial description or a personal reflection of the experience.
The efforts were directed to identify the most prominent overt
display of the students” experience; the focus was on investigating
the most invariant and essential aspect of their experience.
From this viewpoint, the research was directed to the quest
of ‘what’ individuals encounter and ‘how’ they encounter it.
This aim is characterised by the research design as exploratory
(e.g., Blumer, 1986; Stebbins, 2001; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003).
Exploratory research design allows researchers to “taste” and
experience social phenomena and provides a journey of discovery
that consists of adventure (Willig, 2008) and surprise. The
researcher, guided by the research inquiry, may arrive to discover
an unanticipated phenomenon.

In particular, the study of cross-cultural experience involves
two aspects: first is what we can call a “transitioning experience”
between two cultures. The second is the potential impact that
“transitioning experience” has upon the identity of those individuals
who lived the experience. The conceptualisation of the phenomenon
(i.e., cross-cultural experience) must be addressed, and the
theoretical perspective informing its conceptualisation should
be considered while developing such a phenomenological approach.

Two theoretical perspectives can allow understanding the
phenomenon of cross-cultural transition: the first one is the
sociocultural theory, which has been developed from Vygotsky’s
works (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978; Doelling and Goldschmidt, 1981;
Cole, 1995; Wertsch et al., 1995); and the second one is symbolic
interactionism theory, which draws on the works of Mead,
Blumer, and others (e.g., Kuhn, 1964; Mead, 1967; Blumer,
1986; Denzin, 1992; Clammer et al., 2004; Urrieta, 2007). These
two perspectives informed the conceptualisation of the research
phenomenon and how the phenomenon has been approached
methodologically. For what concerns Vygotsky and
neo-Vygotskian authors (and their sociocultural perspectives),
they facilitate our understanding of the phenomenon of cross-
cultural transition and its investigation. For example, Vygotsky
and neo-Vygotskian authors conceptualise the individual ability
to adjust to the new culture. The assumption that underlies
the investigation is that individuals can acquire new cognitive
developmental patterns of thought employing what these authors
call “mediational assistance of tools, signs, and other cultures”
(Kozulin, 2018).

For what concerns instead, the symbolic interactionism
approach, this latter allows researchers to understand cross-
cultural experienced phenomena by taking into consideration
the role of symbolic meanings in forming individuals’ experience.
The core assumption developed from this perspective is that
symbolic meanings are developed, while individuals acquire
their understanding of both their internal and external world.

To analyse cultural identity and this transitioning experience,
another relevant aspect to consider is that symbolic interactionists
assume that the definition of individual self and identity are
both constructed in and played out through interaction with
the environment and the other selves surrounding us. As stated
by Hollander et al. (2011), the most basic requisite for symbolic
interaction is the existence of social selves who come together
to share information, emotions, and goods—the full range of
human activities. The conceptions that people have of themselves,
and others shape how they present themselves. In turn, how
they present themselves allows others to infer what actors
privately think of themselves and others (p. 123). Another aspect
to be noted is that in the context of cross-cultural transitioning,
cultural identity reflects how individuals think and feel about
belonging to their culture and to the larger society from which
they come from; it is in the essence of their experiences, the
sense of belonging to, or attachment with, either or both cultural
groupings. To fully appreciate this, we need to “borrow” from
different authors’ arguments, ideas, and theoretical perspectives
and adopt the hybrid perspective that we mentioned.

With this in mind, we present an overview of our research
aims and the attributes that they involve: exploration and
philosophical assumptions about sought knowledge.

Exploration

The study process is not a recipe to follow but rather a journey
to take, and as Willig (2008, p. 2) pointed out, the concept
of research ‘has moved from a mechanical (how-to-apply-
appropriate-techniques-to-the-subject-matter) to a creative
(how-can-I-find-out?) modé.

A study should be designed to maintain the subjective
approach of the researcher towards the exploration of the
phenomenon being investigated, as well as to appreciate the
inter-subjective nature of the approach involved in the
investigation of the phenomenon itself. A phenomenological
qualitative method allows to track empathy and recognition
of both the researcher’s and the participants subjectivity in
relation to the phenomenon being explored.

The design is aimed to provide the researcher and the
audience, with an opportunity to test and experience the
phenomenon through descriptions of the essence of the
experience. By concentrating on exploration as an essential
aim, we evoke flexibility—the type of flexibility that allows
researchers to shift between lines of inquiry and move from
one activity to another to uncover the structure of the experience.
The direction and proposal concerning the activities should
be open enough to accommodate the complexity and ambiguity
that surrounds any examined phenomenon. Flexibility consists
of merging the exploratory research with phenomenological
and qualitative practices.

Philosophical Assumptions About Sought
Knowledge

We consider ontological assumptions, that is, specific beliefs
about some aspect of reality, and epistemological assumptions,
that is, specific beliefs about some aspect of knowledge, that
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constitutes the phenomenon being the object of the investigation.
Ontological and epistemological assumptions are considered
an essential part of the research design. Therefore, researchers
should identify these assumptions while engaging with the
research process, as they will play a significant role in framing
the research questions and justifying the research methodology,
on the one hand, and the methods and activities, on the other
hand (Guba, 1990; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 1998;
Denzin and Lincoln, 2003; Creswell, 2009; Hoffding and Martiny,
2016; Martiny et al., 2021; Hoffding et al., 2022).

Ontological Assumptions of the Phenomenological
Investigation

Ontological assumptions are, here, propositions about the nature
of social reality—that is, what exists in a social context (Crotty,
1998; Blaikie, 2000). They relate to questions about reality:
for example, what reality does exist? Does it have an external
existence or is it internally constructed? However, not all
phenomenologists consider ontological issues a real concern
for designing and practising qualitative inquiry. That is because
the ideas of phenomenology appeared as a reaction to the
scientific positivist philosophical view of knowledge that
dominated the philosophy of science. The phenomenological
arguments, when they first appeared, were not concerned with
ontological questions but rather they focussed on providing
an alternative epistemological approach about how we can
access knowledge that tends to be subjective and internally
mediated. In other words, phenomenology, in its original form,
is an attempt to explore the relationship between the knower
and the known, which is an epistemological issue in philosophy
rather than an ontological position. The main issue that concerns
phenomenology, from these perspectives, is whether we assume
or not that reality exists outside of human consciousness, i.e.,
before or independently of whether we think and reason about
it. The epistemological question needs to be answered from
both positions. The epistemological question is the real dilemma,
and this concerns who is invested in the study of human
consciousness. From this perspective, what is provided by
human consciousness is our social reality, regardless of its
internal existence, before we think about it. Knowledge is what
research usually attempts to provide, therefore, it is what should
concern a researcher. According to Spinelli (2005, p. 15), “We
have no idea whether ‘things in themselves' truly exist. All
we can say is that, as human beings, we are biased towards
interpretations that are centred upon an object-based or ‘thing-
based” world” In addition, ontological assumptions should
be identified clearly before one practice phenomenological
research. This perspective has relied on Heidegger’s thesis,
which moved the discussions concerning phenomenology to
the ontological level when he discussed the philosophy of
existence and being from a phenomenological perspective
(Laverty, 2003; Tarozzi and Mortari, 2010).

The basic philosophical assumption underlying a
phenomenological investigation is that truth can be found and
can exist within the individual lived experience (Spiegelberg
and Schuhmann, 1982). Our study is based on arguments about
the existence of a social world as internally mediated, which

means that as humans, we must interact with this existence
and construct meanings based on our culture and beliefs,
historical development, and linguistic symbols.

In our work, we considered an internal reality that was
‘built up from the perception of social actors’ (Bryman, 2008,
p- 18) and that was consistent with the subjective experiences
of the external world (Blanche and Durrheim, 1999). This
assumption was supported by Dilthey (1979, p. 161) who said
that ‘undistorted reality only exists for us in the facts of
consciousness given by inner experience (, and) the analysis
of these facts is the core of the human studies.

The meanings emerged from the research methods and
activities, and from this systematic interaction with the
participants in this research and from sharing their experience,
for example, about our work on students transitioning from
their home country to the novel educational social context.
These meanings should be considered a central part of the
social reality that a study should report upon. This assumption
underlies and merges implicitly with the second level of
assumptions, the epistemological assumptions of phenomenology.

Epistemological Assumptions of the
Phenomenological Investigation

In qualitative research, the researcher can be considered the
subject who acts to know the phenomenon that is considered
as the object. Accordingly, the phenomenon of cross-cultural
transition between two cultures can be seen as an (object)
for the deed of the investigator who is seen as (subject).
Identifying the relationship between subject and object is
essential to developing a coherent and sound research design.
The following epistemological considerations are relevant to
the current investigation.

Intentional Knowledge

The first element is intentionality. This concept is at the heart
of the phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994; Crotty,
1998; Husserl and Hardy, 1999; Barnacle, 2001; Creswell et al.,
2006; Tarozzi and Mortari, 2010). The original idea of
phenomenology was built on this concept, introduced by
Brentano (1874). Intentionality is the direction of the content
of a mental state. This is a pervasive feature of many different
mental states: beliefs, hopes, judgements, intentions, love, and
hatred. According to Brentano, intentionality is the mark of
the mental: all and only mental states exhibit intentionality.
To say that a mental state has intentionality is to say that it
is a mental representation and that it has content. Husserl,
who was Brentano’s student, assumed that this essential property
of intentionality, the directedness of mental states onto something,
is not contingent upon whether some real physical target exists
independently of the intentional act itself. This is regardless
of whether the appearance of the thing is an appearance of
the thing itself or an appearance of a mediated thing. Such
consciousness and knowledge of the thing amount to perspectival
understanding. Therefore, a person’s understanding is an
understanding of a thing or an aspect of a thing (object). The
key epistemological assumption, derived from Husserl’s concept
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of intentionality, is that the phenomenon is not present to
itself; it is present to a conscious subject (Barnacle, 2001).
Therefore, the knowledge that an individual hold about the
phenomenon is mediated and one cannot have ‘pure or
unmediated access’ which is other than a subjective mediated
knowledge (Barnacle, 2001, p. 7). We have access only to the
world that is presented to us. We have an intention to act,
to know what is out there, and we only can have access to
an intentional knowledge that the knower can consciously act
towards (Hughes and Sharrock, 1997). Therefore, the assumption
held here is that knowledge is the outcome of a conscious
act towards the thing to be known (Hughes and Sharrock, 1997).

Subjectively Mediated Knowledge

The second epistemological assumption is related to the previous
one, that of intentionality. It is that we either assume that the
social world and a phenomenon do exist outside of our
consciousness (see, for example, Vygotsky, 1962; Burge, 1979,
1986), or that they do not, but we are able only, as individuals,
to interact with it and produce meaning for it through a
conscious act. Consciousness is the ‘medium of access to
whatever is given to awareness’ (Giorgi, 1997, p. 236); therefore,
epistemologically, only subjective knowledge can be known
about the experienced world. This assumption leads to the
next epistemological assumption held in this investigation,
which claims that knowing other people’s experiences is the
outcome of constructed and dialogical knowledge.

Constructed Dialogical Knowledge

By stating that the knowledge obtained from a phenomenological
study is constructed dialogically, we differentiated between
philosophical knowledge on life experiences, and the knowledge
provided by certain research practices that explore and understand
other people’s descriptions of their lived experience (Giorgi,
2006a,b; Finlay, 2008).

From a phenomenological perspective, we assume that
knowledge provided through the research activities is a result
of the researcher’s and participants’ interactions with the
phenomenon that is subject to the investigation. The essence
of the argument here is that the ‘experience’ is best known
and represented only through dialogical interaction: an
interpretative methodology that analyses (spoken or written)
utterances or actions for their embedded communicative
significance (Linell, 2009). For what concerns us, interaction
occurred between two inseparable domains: between the
conscience of the researcher and the participants, and between
these consciousnesses and the phenomenon explored. The
qualitative methodology provided a direction for this study
by way of navigating through the first domain, which was the
interaction between researcher and participants. The first domain
had two levels of interaction, with the first being the relationship
between researcher, participants, and raw data as a dialogical
relationship—a dialogical relationship in the sense that the
researcher is actively engaged, through dialogue (in the form
of spoken or written communicative utterances or actions), in
constructing reasonable and sound meanings from the data

collected from the participants (Rossman and Rallis, 2003;
Steentoft, 2005). The importance of such a dialogical relationship,
in phenomenological research, is supported by Rossman and
Rallis (2003).

PHENOMENOLOGICAL QUALITATIVE
METHODS AND STRATEGIES

Two forms of phenomenological methodologies can be noticed
in the literature of qualitative research: descriptive
phenomenology and interpretive phenomenology (Moustakas,
1994; Lopez and Willis, 2004). Descriptive phenomenology was
derived mainly from the philosophical work of Husserl and
particularly from the idea of transcendental phenomenology
(Moustakas, 1994; Lopez and Willis, 2004; Giorgi, 2010). In
contrast, an interpretive phenomenological methodology was
derived from the works of scholars like Heidegger, Merleau-
Ponty (1962), Gadamer (2000), and Gadamer and Linge (2008).

These approaches overlap in the research methods and
activities and are used to assist the research by promoting
engagement with responsive and improvised activities rather
than with mechanical procedures. In fact, key principles of
both descriptive and interpretative phenomenology are peoples’
subjective experiences and the meanings they ascribe to their
lived world and how they relate to it (Langdridge, 2007). No
definite line distinguishes or separates these two approaches
or attitudes. Deploying both binaries is what differentiates our
phenomenological qualitative approach from other qualitative
approaches in the field (see, for example, Finlay, 2008;
Langdridge, 2008).

Descriptive Attitude

The descriptive attitude in ‘the sense of description versus
explanation’ (Langdridge, 2008, p. 1132; Ihde, 2012) occurs
where the emphasis is on describing what the researcher hears,
reads, and perceives when entering the participants’ description
of their experience. According to Thde (2012, p. 19) it is that
attitude that consists in ‘describe phenomena phenomenologically,
rather than explain them. The whole phenomenological qualitative
approach process is not description vs. interpretation, since
interpretation is inevitably involved in describing and
understanding the description of other people’s lived experiences
(Langdridge, 2008). As presented in Figure 1, the descriptive
attitude is served by the bracketing mode and by the reduction
process in order to generate a textural description of the
described lived experience (Moustakas, 1994; Creswell, 2007).

Bracketing

Bracketing refers to the efforts that should be made to be open
to listening to and observing the described phenomenon with
fresh eyes. It is an attempt to put aside any prejudgements
regarding the phenomenon being investigated (Salsberry, 1989;
Moustakas, 1994; LeVasseur, 2003; also see a critical discussion
in Zahavi, 2019a, 2020, 2021, and in Zahavi and Martiny, 2019).
This mode also allows one to engage phenomenologically with
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FIGURE 1 | The hybrid phenomenological qualitative method.

the reduction process concerning the participants’ descriptions
of their lived experiences. What the bracketing mode offers to
a phenomenological qualitative study is: (1) temporary suspension
of any prejudgements or assumptions related to the examined
phenomenon that might have limited and restricted how the
phenomenon appeared for the participants, while being aware
that it is impossible to be completely free from any presuppositions;
and (2) assistance in maintaining the involvement of previous
experiences and perceptions about the phenomenon to recognise
and realise what constitutes other aspects of the explored experience.
According to Moustakas (1994, p. 85) adopting a bracketing
status allows that ‘whatever or whoever appears in our consciousness
is approached with an openness. The bracketing mode influences
most stages of the research activities about the following aspects:

- Forming descriptive research questions free from
presuppositions to guide and direct the research enquiry,
leading to the achievement of a study’s aims.

- Responding to and engaging with previous works that were
concerned with the same experience.

Conducting descriptive interviews that allow participants to
share and describe their lived experiences.

Re-describing the described experience with careful treatment
of the data included, maintaining the involvement of the
researcher, and avoiding being selective or discriminating in
the re-description of the experience.

Phenomenological Reduction
Phenomenological reduction is the process of re-describing
and explicating meaning from the described experience (Giorgi,
1985, 2006a,b; Moustakas, 1994; Crotty, 1998; Todres, 2005;
Creswell, 2007; Finlay, 2008). Such strategies are used to underlie
the data analysis process. For Moustakas (1994) and others
(e.g., Todres, 2005, 2007), the phenomenological reduction of
human experience deals with two dimensions of the experience:
texture and structure.

The texture is the ‘thickness’ of an experience (Todres, 2007,
p- 47); it is a description of what the experience is like.
Accordingly, the texture is an extensive description of what
happened and how it appears to the researcher. The texture
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is the qualitative feature of the experience (Moustakas, 1994;
Creswell, 2007). The structure of the experience deals with
emergent themes, and these describe the essential aspect of
the experience. Such themes ‘can be grasped only through
reflection’ on the textural descriptions of the participants
experience (Keen, 1975, as cited in Moustakas, 1994, p. 79).

Interpretive Attitude

The interpretive attitude is the second strategy to be used to
approach the data. It is part of the phenomenological approach
towards discovering the essential structure and meanings of
the experience as described by the participants. The interpretive
attitude is part of the methodological strategies used to search
for the essence of the experience. This approach is used mainly
in the final stages of the research activities when the data
analysis is being conducted.

As Finlay (2008, 2009) argued, ‘interpretation (in
phenomenological practice) is not an additional procedure: It
constitutes an inevitable and basic structure of our “being-in-
the-world” We experience a thing as something that has already
been interpreted’ (p. 10). Therefore, to achieve a meaningful
description and understanding of the essential aspect of an
experience, we should move from the bracketing mode to an
imaginative variation mode to reflect on the first step of the
phenomenological reduction, which is a textural description.

Imaginative Variation Mode

In the phenomenological literature, imaginative variation is
akin to the induction process in that it aims to extract themes
and essential meanings that constitute the described experiences
(Klein and Westcott, 1994; Moustakas, 1994; Giorgi, 2006a,b,
2009; Creswell, 2009). It should be mentioned, however, that
in the phenomenological practise, shifting from a descriptive
to an interpretive attitude is ‘interpretive so far’ (Klein and
Westcott, 1994, p. 141). It shall be noted that usually applying
phenomenology within qualitative methods is seen as working
with a version of ‘factual variation’ that, in comparison to
‘imaginative variation, works with qualitative data (as described
in Hoffding and Martiny, 2016). However, since our approach
is not purely fitting within the epistemological assumptions of
positivism and neo-positivism, but rather it reflects the
epistemological assumptions of the hermeneutical approach,
we prefer to adopt ‘imaginative variation, and remain consistent
with our hybrid view that attempts to balance descriptive and
interpretative methods of investigation. The imaginative variation
mode enables a thematic and structural description of the
‘experience’ to be derived within the process of phenomenological
reduction. This mode assists in focusing on the second aspect
of the research, which requires an examination of how the
experience might affect the cultural identity of the participants,
that is, that part of their self-conception that is typically
influenced by the cultural background of their country of
origin, and that is responsible for shaping their social values
and beliefs. This strategic mode can guide the researcher to
shift from the descriptive to the interpretive attitude. According
to Von Eckartsberg (1972, p. 166) such a mode ‘constitutes

the reflective work, looking back and thinking about this
experience, discovering meaningful patterns and structures,
universal features that are lived out concretely in a unique
fashion. This will be considered describing “past experience”
as “mediated experience” in the final analysis. And mediation
is an essential process that individuals engage with in relation
to their experience. Reflecting on people’s personal experiences
requires mutual and reciprocal respect between researcher and
participants (Klein and Westcott, 1994). This aspect allows the
researcher to engage with the texture of the participants personal
experience, to reflect on it, and to decide on possible meanings
in relation to the whole context. It also allows the participants
to evaluate the researcher’s reflection. This methodological mode
can play a significant role in the process and activity of
data analysis.

PRACTISING PHENOMENOLOGY:
METHODS AND ACTIVITIES

We provided an overview of the methodology that we endorse
as hybrid since it embeds both descriptive and interpretive
phenomenological attitudes. To implement and explicate this
approach in the practice of the research, we can take suggestion
of Moustakas (1994) about organising the phenomenological
methods around three categories: (1) methods of preparation,
(2) methods of collecting data and gaining descriptions about
the phenomenon, and (3) methods of analysing and searching
for the meaning. These categories are useful when it comes
to conducting a phenomenological qualitative study because
they allow for the reporting of the most significant methods
and ensure that activities are conducted in a logical order.

Methods of Preparation, Activities, and
Data Collection

If the nature of the study is emergent, like in most qualitative
research (e.g., Creswell, 2009; Hays and Singh, 2011), the research
purpose and questions are emergent too; they grew initially
from personal experience and then emerge through the process
of conceptualising a research topic around experience being
investigated, for example, the experience of cross-cultural transition
lived by individuals who move from their own cultural and
educational context to a different one. In our past work, this
was the transition of Saudi students, both males and females,
from Saudi Arabia to Australia. These students experienced the
transition from a gender-segregated, deeply religious cultural
and educational social context to a different one, where gender-
mixed interactions are not limited to members of one’s own
family, such as in Saudi Arabia. In Australia, these students
experienced life in a gender-mixed educational social context
that is not built on religious pillars. The experience that
we investigated consisted of: the cross-cultural transition to a
different educational social context. As Giorgi (1985), Van Manen
(1990), Moustakas (1994), and other phenomenologists have
stated, aspects that are core to the interviews are the following:
(1) general attributes of the conducted interviews, (2) criteria
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of selection for potential participants, (3) ethical considerations
of dealing with human participants, and (4) the interviewing
procedures and some examples.

Attributes of the Conducted Interviews
The main attributes of the interviews may be summarised
as follows:

As an interview is influenced by the mode of bracketing,
prior to each of the interviews it is necessary to elicit the
participant’s experience separately from any comparison with
one’s own. The interviews are about what the participants want
to say rather than what the main researcher wants them to
say or what the main researcher expect them to say. It is
important to point out that the interviews are designed in
such a way to encourage discursive answers rather than affirmative
or negative answers (as discussed in Hoffding and Martiny,
2016). Engaging with the interviews has the scope of seeking
new views and perspectives about the phenomenon that is
being investigated, and not simply to confirm or disconfirm
what is already known about that phenomenon.

Here is an example of spontaneous answers to open questions
taken from our previous work: Z. talks freely about the first
week of experience in the novel educational social context in
Australia: “Explicitly, the first class was horrible; was very bad.
It is probably because I have not been in such position [mixing
with males]. So, I was silent most of the time; I did not talk
with any one most of the time; and I isolated myself in corner....
Mixing [with unknown males] is difficult for me because I have
to deal with foreign men and I do not know them ... I do
not have a problem to speak with men. But the problem for
me [is that] sometimes I think what if this man cross the
limits between how I can deal with such behaviour. So I preferred
to stay away from the men. In the first time it was hard,
I could not do anything by myself. Many times, I just cried.
The life [here] was mysterious in the beginning”

And again towards the end of the stay in Australia,
Z. spontaneously shares how her worldviews about herself have
been changed by being in a gender-mixed educational
environment. For example, Z. stated clearly that she is now
confident ‘to deal with male'—after all the ‘scariness’ and
‘horribleness’ that was felt in the beginning. She learned from
her experience in a gender-mixed environment how to make
her own rules that males cannot cross. Z. said: “.. Being here
has changed my personality completely.... The most important
advantages from (being here) refined my personality in a good
way, and I became more independent.... I refined my personality.
Not only me, who realised that, but my family also said that:
Z. has changed.... Finally, I learned how to deal with man
with confidence and how to make my own rule. So When
I come back to Saudi Arabia, I will be more confident”

During the interviewing activity, is also important to share
experiences with the interviewees in order to practice empathy
(Corbin and Morse, 2003; Dickson-Swift et al., 2006; August
and Tuten, 2008; Mitchell and Irvine, 2008; Mallozzi, 2009)
and be respectful for what they feel about their experiences
(Klein and Westcott, 1994). These techniques are outlined to
show interviewees that the researcher is interested in hearing

detailed accounts (Hays and Singh, 2011) about their experiences.
As Hays and Singh (2011) have suggested, such involvement
during an interview activity may encourage participants to
share their experiences more freely, if they feel they are in a
friendly situation. The advantages of this technique can
be reflected in the descriptions of the answers provided and
in the participants’ helpfulness in reviewing the transcribed
interviews and adding or correcting data.

Selection of the Participants

A purposive sampling method can be used to select the
participants. This is a type of nonprobability sample. The main
objective of a purposive sample is to produce a sample that
can be logically assumed to be representative of the population.
This is often accomplished by applying expert knowledge of
the population to select in a nonrandom manner a sample of
elements that represents a cross-section of the population. For
example, in our past work, such expertise was given by the
author being a Saudi citizen who went to study in Australia.
Such methods are considered fitting for most investigations if
one wants ‘to discover, understand, and gain insight ... from
which the most can be learned’ Another reason to use a
purposive sampling method is that in qualitative, particularly
in phenomenological inquiry, the aim is not to generalise
findings to a population but to develop insights and in-depth
exploration of an under-researched phenomenon (Onwuegbuzie
and Leech, 2007). The concern is not about the number of
participants. Rather, the focus should be on the intensity of
participation and the diversity of the participants. Moustakas
(1994) suggested that the number of participants in a
phenomenological study can be from 1 to 20, depending on
the time frame (see, Halldérsdéttir, 2000; Morse, 2000; Starks
and Trinidad, 2007; Jones and Lavallee, 2009).

This section describes how the data and reports on the
activity conducted can be treated to generate findings from
the interviews. The following series of processes is indicative
of the path followed to arrive at the findings for this research,
which relied heavily on the works of Hycner (1985), Moustakas
(1994), Giorgi (1997), and Wertz (2005) when a plan for data
treatment is developed. Warning of Hycner (1985) against using
the term data analysis when engaging in a phenomenological
approach has been considered. The concept of analysis involves
breaking things into parts, while phenomenology is about
potting parts of any experience (phenomenon) together to get
a sense of the whole, to get into phenomenological “reduction.”
We are looking for “the essence” This requires getting a sense
of the whole rather than of the part. Therefore, we prefer to
use “explication” Explication usually points to the process of
being explicit about the constituents of the whole phenomenon.
Using a popular term like analysis may be inconsistent with
how the data are treated because the term analysis usually
implies a process of breaking things into parts. Therefore, to
avoid misleading uses of terminology, the suggestion is to use
the term data explication, which Groenewald (2004) suggested.
Explication usually points to the process of being explicit about
the constituents of the whole phenomenon (Hycner, 1985;
Groenewald, 2004).
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The Interviewing Procedure

In order to capture and explicate the essence and the structures
constituting the experience encountered by the participants
nine steps can be followed: (a) transcribing participants’
interviews, (b) developing a sense of the whole, (c) developing
meaning  units  for each  participant’s  experience
(horizontalisation), (d) clustering relevant units of meanings,
(e) translating the meaning units, (f) developing textural (i.e.,
narrative) descriptions for each individual, (g) searching for
essential structures that could express the entire textural
description, (h) evaluating the textural description, and (i)
synthesising the structure from all participants’ accounts. Each
step is addressed in further detail in the remainder of the paper.

Transcription

After the interviews are conducted with all the participants,
the interview recordings are transcribed. After having confirmed
the privacy and confidentiality statements that are provided
by the third-party transcribers are confirmed, verbally and by
email, interviews are sent to the transcribers, and records should
be deleted after the completion of the transcription process.

Developing a Sense of the Whole

Following the transcription process, the second step consists
in developing a general sense for each participant’s description.
This involves listening to all the recordings several times as
well as reading the transcripts several times. Repeating the
procedure is useful to make sure the content of the interviews
is carefully approached: In fact, this process helps the investigator
to become familiar with the context of the units of meaning
and themes that they sought to extract in the next step. At
this stage, the goal is to get a general sense of what participants
had told the investigator about their experience. This sense
provides a foundation for the following process of data explication.
Engaging in this activity helps the investigator to switch on
and keep the focus on the phenomenon itself, which appear
within the descriptions of the participants.

It is essential to the phenomenological attitude to pay full
attention to both the spoken and written forms of the data.
Developing a sense of the wholeness and of the entirety of what
everyone had expressed regarding their experience is necessary
because the goal of the investigation is to find the essential
meanings of the experience as encountered by the participants
(Hycner, 1985; Moustakas, 1994). Each transcript and record
should be read and listened to separately and at different times.
This step allows getting an overall sense of the data.

Developing Meaning Units for Each Participant’s
Experience (Horizontalisation)

After transcribing the interviews, and once a general sense of
the whole description of the phenomenon has been gained, it
is possible to formally engage with the data treatment in order
to extract the invariant meaning units and themes that constitute
the experience encountered by the participants. Every statement,
phrase, sentence, and paragraph in each transcript is examined
to elicit statements relevant to the experience. At this stage, the

attitude is to go through the transcripts with an open-minded
attitude, as much as possible (Hycner, 1985). This means to
stay in the bracketing mode and be as descriptive as possible.
Moustakas (1994) called this stage of data treatment
‘horizontalisation, as this is where the descriptions of each
individual turn to a horizon. The horizon, in the discussion of
the phenomenological data treatment, refers to the context from
which an experienced phenomenon could appear; it is the source
that comprises the core themes and meanings of the experienced
phenomenon. The notion of phenomenological ‘horizon’ has
been conceptualised differently according to which philosophical
perspective is adopted. For example, the term can appear in
Nietzsche, Husserl, and Heidegger, wherein it has been used to
refer to very different concepts (Scott, 1988; Von Eckartsberg,
1989; Husserl and Hardy, 1999; Heidegger and Dahlstrom, 2005;
Christofi and Thompson, 2007). Therefore, to avoid confusion
around the term ‘horizon, the term is presently substituted by
the expression ‘meaning units, as this term refers directly to
what is being achieved at this stage of data explication. Invariant
meaning units are the non-repetitive or overlapping statements
that explicitly or implicitly capture a moment, or several moments,
of what has been experienced (i.e., the texture of the experience).
To develop the meaning units from the participants’ accounts,
the following sub-steps come next: listing all statements relevant
to the experience, and going through the list of statements by
checking each statement against two criteria suggested by
Moustakas (1994, p. 121): (1) Is the statement essential for
understanding the phenomenon being studied? (2) Can it
be abstracted and labelled? Any statement that conforms to
these criteria was included as an invariant meaning unit. The
statements that did not meet these criteria—those that are
repetitive, overlapping, or unclear—are eliminated.

This process is difficult as well as the most critical one
(Wertz, 1985) because the entire investigation depends on these
units of meaning. It takes time to be confident in eliminating
some statements that do not meet the relevancy requirement.

Clustering Relevant Units of Meaning Into Groups
After developing the list of relevant meaning units, it is necessary
to go through them several times in the mode of imaginative
variation to identify a significant theme that could be clustered
as a possible unit of meaning. Turning the attention to imaginative
variation is useful in examining identified meaning units reflectively,
adding the dimension that allows subjective judgements. To avoid
inappropriate subjective judgements, it is important to keep
bracketing one’s own presuppositions to see what might possibly
emerge (Von Eckartsberg, 1972; Moustakas, 1994). However, it
should be acknowledged that the researcher’s prior experience
cannot be completely isolated, as the researcher must use their
constituted mind (Al-Jabri, 2011b) to understand and to identify
the emerging themes. To minimise this necessary risk, it is
recommended to ask external reviewers to be independent judges
and check for consistency under the themes that are selected.
At this stage, each case is still being treated individually to identify
the unique experience of each participant. This approach is also
useful for obtaining an in-depth understanding of the data, rather
than rushing into the whole. These clusters are the core themes
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to use in organising the invariant meaning units (here referred
to as “the core themes of the experience” of the phenomenon;
Moustakas, 1994, p. 121), before revisiting them to develop the
textural description of the participants experience. This step helps
organise the textural description of the experience
(Moustakas, 1994).

Translating the Meaning Units

In previous stages, the data explication can be kept, as much
as possible, to what is expressed by the participants. This should
all be done in the primary language spoken by the participants
(i.e., native language or most used language, since native language
is not always the best know language—especially in individuals
who grew up or were educated in a language other than the
language of the family of origin) to allow participants to express
their experience by using their ‘tools’ (Vygotsky, 1962). This is
important for getting a deeper description of the experience
because language interacts with thinking and consciousness
dialectically. The underlying assumption is that language, as a
mediating tool, shapes participants’ experience, and it is also a
result of experience, and a significant constituent of the
epistemological system of a given cultural group. Furthermore,
like Burkitt (2011, p. 269), we maintain that sociocultural theory
and symbolic interactionism theory promote an assumption ‘that
language does not express thoughts that already exist but provides
the tools to bring thoughts into existence’

In our previous work, the preferred language during the
interviews was Arabic, spoken both by the researcher and the
participants. Subsequently, the interviews were translated into
English to be accessible to the scientific community internationally.

Developing a Textural Description for Each
Individual
The sixth step consists in constructing a description of the texture
of the experience from the clustered meaning units. This step
provides rich, thick descriptions of each individual’s experience.
The textural description, which is by now translated in the
language in which the study is conducted (if different from the
language in which the participants expressed themselves during
the interviews), presents what is experienced by each participant
to provide this thick description, it is important to ask the
following question for every invariant meaning unit: what can
possibly appear as the texture of the participant’s experience?
It should be indicated that as part of the process at this
stage, some of the texture can appear in different meaning units,
which means there is still some repetition and/or overlapping
of the meaning units that are not eliminated in the fourth step.

Searching for Essential Structures That Could
Express the Entire Textural Description

After constructing textural descriptions for each participant,
it is time to deploy the imaginative variation mode again to
search for essential structures that could encompass the entire
textural description of the participant: a possible theme that
could be the essential structure of the experience of this
participant—essential in the sense that the experience could
not be described without this theme, or themes. At this stage,

the interpretive attitude comes into play to help the investigator
to identify the structure of the textual description. The interpretive
attitude is important during this process because it involves
deep contemplation and reflection on the textural description
to capture the structural meaning.

Evaluating the Textural Description and Structural
Theme of Each Participant’s Experience

Once the textural and structural descriptions are ready, we have
reached the evaluation step. In this step, we suggest adopting
the following criteria from phenomenological guidelines of
Hycner (1985): Do the participants agree with the identified
textures and structures to represent what they had described
in the interview? Did the investigator miss any other essential
aspect of the participants experiences that the participants
would like to add?

Synthesising the Structures From All the
Participants’ Accounts

The final step consists in synthesising the structures of the
material gathered from all participants’ accounts to ‘communicate
the most general meaning of the phenomenon (Giorgi, 1985,
p- 20). Because this activity is the final activity in terms of
the data treatment, the main research question of the study
must be addressed directly.

The discussion over the structures that emerge from all
participants’ interviews should take the form of writing a
composite summary to describe how the experienced
phenomenon is seen by the participants (Giorgi, 1985; Hycner,
1985; Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994). In this summary,
it is important to concentrate on the common aspects of the
experience as an essence of the phenomenon. At the same
time, it is crucial not to ignore the unique and different views
of the participants.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have presented a hybrid phenomenological
method embedded in qualitative analysis that we suggest should
be deployed in educational research. Our analysis is relevant
to those researchers interested in doing qualitative research
and in those interested in adapting phenomenological
investigation to understand experiences in different educational
groups and social contexts, such as cross-cultural transitions,
as we have shown. A phenomenological qualitative method
provides a theoretical tool for educational research as it allows
researchers to engage in flexible activities that can describe
and help to understand complex phenomena, such as various
aspects of human social experience.
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