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The authors in this article dis-
cussed the application of the phe-
nomenological research approach
in organizational studies. The ar-
ticle provided three insights. First,
an overview of how phenomenol-
ogy developed as a research
method was presented. Second, a
review of the steps of phenomenol-
ogy applied in the conduct of or-
ganization studies was presented.
IHllustrative steps to understand
how phenomenology has been
used in research and practice of
organization studies were pre-
sented. Finally, a perspective on
why phenomenology should be
applied more frequently in orga-
nizations was discussed.
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Introduction

Phenomenology, a qualitative ap-
proach, has been interpretive and drew
upon the participant’s information in
the natural environment, such as the
classroom or workplace (Pietkiewicz
& Smith, 2014). It has been a useful
approach to research while investigat-
ing and explaining a phenomenon or de-
veloping a theory regarding that phe-
nomenon (Christensen, Johnson &
Turner, 2011). From a research per-
spective, phenomenology has been de-
fined as both a descriptive and an in-
terpretive method (Giorgi & Giorgi,
2008) to seek and understand study
participants’ lived experiences
(Christensen, Johnson, & Turner,
2011). In phenomenological studies, the
researcher developed a sense of the
experience as narrated by each study
participant. Then the researcher inter-
preted these experiences to understand
the phenomenon (Giorgi & Giorgi,
2008). Van Manen (1990) stated that
phenomenology was a study of the liv-
ing world. This was the world one im-
mediately experienced. Phenomenol-
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ogy allowed scholars to gain a more in-
depth perspective of the characteristics
and significance of life events. Phenom-
enological approach differed from other
forms of research as it sought to under-
stand and experience without pre-apply-
ing any categorization or classification
(Gallagher & Zahavi, 2020; Van Manen,
1990). The phenomenological approach
brackets the scholars’ preconceived
concepts from the participants’ experi-
ences (Hoffding & Martiny, 2016).

Phenomenological research sought
to comprehend what lived experience
meant in the study participant’s world
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Phenom-
enology did not seek to define how oth-
ers, such as society, defined these meet-
ings (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008). Instead, it
focused on how individuals understood
and interpreted these definitions for
themselves (Van Manen, 1990).In phe-
nomenological research, the researcher
identified the phenomena and collected
data from the study participants specific
to the phenomena. For example, Priest
and Seemiller (2018) conducted a study
that sought an understanding of how
leadership educators came to form their
professional identities (Brue & Brue,
2016). Finally, it was essential to real-
ize that phenomenology was limited to
phenomena that could be experienced
by someone (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008). For
example, someone promoted into a new
leadership role could narrate the lived
experience of being promoted. The re-
searcher would be interested to under-
stand, from the newly promoted leader’s
perspective, the experience of their pro-
motion.

Interpretive Phenomenology
Analysis

The authors in this article focused on
interpretive phenomenology analysis
(IPA), rather than phenomenology as a
whole. It was difficult to define phenom-
enological philosophy comprehensively to
include its multiple interpretations (Giorgi
& Georgi, 2018 : 165). These other phe-
nomenological interpretations included
Goethean, “Grass-roots” phenomenology,
and descriptive pre-transcendental
Husserlian phenomenology (Giorgi &
Giorgi, 2008). The authors focused on
IPA, not due to any shortcomings with
the other phenomenological interpreta-
tions but to focus on an interpretation in
detail. Additionally, Pietkiewicz and Smith
(2014) posited that IPA was a method-
ological framework used more frequently
by researchers. IPA was a research
method that emphasized an in-depth in-
vestigation of participants’ lived experi-
ences and how the participants made
sense of their experiences (Eatough &
Smith, 2017). Creating a meaningful [PA-
based research depended on the
researcher’s effectiveness in investigat-
ing the lived experience and their ability
to conduct a discerning examination of
the data from the lived experience.
Eatough and Smith (2008) emphasized
IPA has a long and a short history. Their
perspective was that IPA was first de-
scribed as an approach to qualitative re-
search in the mid-1990s and that it con-
nected back to phenomenological per-
spectives from prior eras (Hough &
Oswald, 2008). They also articulated that
the development of IPA was driven by a
desire to create a qualitative approach
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to psychology (Neubauer, Witkop &
Varpio, 2019; Paranjpe, 2021; Pietkiewicz
& Smith, 2014). Pietkiewicz and Smith
(2014) indicated that phenomenology was
developed by Edmund Husserl (1980) so
as to identify the essential elements of
any phenomena driven experiences which
made this phenomenon unique or distin-
guishable from others.

‘ Analysis became an iterative pro-
cess that applied inductive reason-

ing to develop perspectives on the
significant points of interest.

Eatough and Smith (2008:186) pro-
vided a broad framework to define phe-
nomenology studies as research that
sought to “explore existential matters of
considerable importance for the partici-
pant”. This framework pointed to an ap-
proach focused on the study participants’
lived experiences, typically a relatively
small homogenous group. Furthermore,
to engage with these study participants
through in-depth semi-structured inter-
views (Gudkova, 2018). Following these
data collection interviews, analysis be-
came an iterative process that applied
inductive reasoning to develop perspec-
tives on the significant points of interest.
Analysis continues to a final narrative that
interpreted the participant’s lived expe-
riences from the researcher’s interpre-
tive perspective (Eatough & Smith,
2008). Eidetic reductions were used
within phenomenology to focus on what
made a phenomenon unique (Pietkiewicz
& Smith, 2014). The above focus enabled
researchers to study how participants
comprehend their lived experiences with-

out a preconceived conceptualization of
those experiences (Neubauer, Witkop &
Varpio, 2019). When using IPA as a
method, the researcher was not seeking
to test a hypothesis nor understand if a
causal relationship existed within the phe-
nomena (Neubauer, Witkop & Varpio,
2019). Instead, the researcher focuses
on the experience itself (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2014).

Identifying the Phenomenon

Referring to Van Manen’s (1990)
analogy regarding the first-day experi-
ence of an educator, something in ques-
tion was that educator’s first-day expe-
rience. That experience became the fo-
cus of the research, and all analyses
should be carefully considered against the
phenomenon. Even if this question was
grounded upon the researcher’s under-
standing of what might be the factors
within the phenomenon (Giorgi & Giorgi,
2008).The researcher must let go of
these assumptions and allow the study
participant to describe their experience.
Gallagher and Zahavi (2008: 6) add that
when a researcher used phenomenology
to study a phenomenon, they did not deny
or affirm. The scholars allowed their pre-
disposition to the phenomenon to be sus-
pended and focused regarding the lived
experience of the study participant. The
phenomenon to be studied must be able
to be observed by the researcher
(Christensen, Johnson, & Turner, 2011).

‘ The phenomenon to be studied
must be able to be observed by the

]

researcher.
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The above observations could be based
on the statements made during an inter-
view (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2020). Addi-
tionally, written reflections made by the
participant, for example, in a journal that
was kept during the experience could also
help in the observation of the studied
phenomenon. The above notion aligned
with Van Manan’s (1990) viewpoint that
all phenomena to be studied by partici-
pant reflection must have occurred in the
past (Christensen et al., 2011). Using a
journal record of the lived experience or
an interview to recall the experience re-
quires the participant to describe an ex-
perience (Brue & Brue, 2016). Addition-
ally, since the phenomenon being studied
was from the participant’s perspective,
the observer could not use phenomenol-
ogy in real time. Researchers could ob-
serve the participant’s behavior in a situ-
ation, but only the participant could de-
scribe their lived experience.

The phenomenological approach
adapted itself to a wide variety of phe-
nomena to be studied (Van Manen,
2016). Phenomenology was also helpful
in studying topics that were difficult to
study using quantitative methods (Sand-
ers, 1982). As long as the researcher
could explore the lived experience as
described by the study participant, phe-
nomenology could be used to examine the
phenomenon of interest (Seidman, 2006).
Unlike many research methods that for-
mulate the fundamental research ques-
tion as a null hypothesis that was clear
and unambiguous, the phenomenological
researcher must create a compelling
question that identified the phenomenon
and drew both the participant and the

researcher into the phenomena being
studied (Van Manen, 1990). This was
needed as phenomenological research is
the process of questioning phenomena
from the perspective of the person who
lived that experience. The researcher
sought an in-depth examination of the
participant’s lived experience (Pietk-
iewicz & Smith, 2014).

Identifying Study Participants

As Sanders (1982) had pointed out
that a relatively small interview pool
forced the researcher to probe deeply
during the interview process. The re-
searcher was on a quest for quality rather
than quantity (Willems, 2018). Expand-
ing the interview pool did not necessarily
produce more helpful information. Fur-
thermore, adding too many participants
might overwhelm the researcher. Suffi-
cient information may be received from
3 to 6 participants. Pietkiewicz and Smith
(2014) reinforced this perspective with
a view that IPA research has been pub-
lished with participant sizes ranging from
one to fifteen and larger sample sizes
were less common. IPA research targets
arelatively homogeneous group to study.
The goal was to identify a population that
was relatively similar in relation to the
phenomenon of interest (Williams, 2021).
IPA study participants needed to be se-
lected to explore the phenomenon deeply.
Concepts such as randomness and rep-
resentation were often the focus in quan-
titative studies but, were unnecessary for

| The researcher was on a quest for
quality rather than quantity.
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phenomenology. The topic of the study
itself provided the margins for defining
the study participants (Pietkiewicz and
Smith, 2014). The researcher could con-
tinue to refine the study participants’ ho-
mogeneity to limit the number to increase
the information quality.

Interviewing

Interviewing in phenomenological
studies depended upon each participant
focusing on the phenomenon being stud-
ied and describing the experience as re-
membered in their own words
(Christensen, Johnson & Turner, 2011).
Phenomenological interviews were de-
fined by Hoffding and Martiny (2015) as
an exchange in which two individuals
were involved. They were able to pro-
duce an independent perspective of the
interaction. They could meet in an ongo-
ing and ever-developing conversation.
This interaction generated the
researcher’s knowledge to inform their
study of the lived experience (Sandberg
& Tsoukas, 2020). As the interview un-
folded, each participant developed a
deeper understanding (Vahia, 2022). The
researcher learned more about the
participant’s lived experience in this study.
The participant gained a greater under-
standing of what the researcher might
want to know (Dorfler & Stierand, 2021).
The researcher was asking the partici-
pant to recall an experience rather than
react or reproduce the experience
(Gudkova, 2018). There was a question
as to whether the participant was accu-
rately and validly describing their expe-
rience. “Phenomenological consistency”
(Hoffding & Martiny, 2015: 545) was

achieved when the researcher aligned the
information from the interview against the
established constructs or a theoretical
framework. The above alignment en-
sured “external phenomenological consis-
tency”.

‘ It was “better to ask fewer ques-
tions and to probe them inten-
sively.”

Interviewing required that the re-
searcher developed in-depth skills to use
the interviewing method successfully
(Neubauer, Witko & Varpio, 2019). The
researcher must create the right set of
questions appropriate to their unstruc-
tured, semi-structured, or structured ap-
proach and then appropriately adminis-
ter those questions (Rawat & Athaide,
2022). Unlike a survey or written re-
sponse, interviewing was a person-to-
person interaction that was undertaken
in real-time (Paranjpe, 2021). The re-
searcher had to allow the participant
the flexibility to direct the interview as
they viewed it as appropriate to share
their lived experience (Thompson,
2018). Failing to allow this flexibility to
the participant could potentially jeop-
ardize the phenomenological approach
(Eatough & Smith, 2008). The re-
searcher has to be prepared for a dia-
logue that got to the core of the phe-
nomenon being studied while remain-
ing open to the direction provided by
the participant’s lived experience nar-
rative. As the researcher prepared and
then conducted the interview it was
critical to keep in mind Sanders’ (1982:
357) perspective that it was “better to
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ask fewer questions and to probe them
intensively.” This guidance provided
deeper interaction with the research
participant, leading to higher quality
data rather than more data.

Though widely used (Eatough &
Smith, 2008) this was not the only data
collection methodology appropriate to
phenomenology (Sandberg & Tsoukas,
2020). Sanders (1982) pointed out two
additional data collection methods. One
was to observe the study participants
in an environment where the phenom-
ena being studied could be directly ob-
served. As with interviewing, the ob-
served behavior should be recorded and
transcribed whenever possible so that
the researcher could explore the phe-
nomena in-depth during their analysis
(Vahi, 2022). The second method, used
in a few of the peer-reviewed articles
examined the usage of written re-
sponses from study participants. Like
interviewing, these could range from
highly unstructured to structured (Vom
Lehn & Hitzler, 2015). Written re-
sponses could also come from analyz-
ing a journal kept by a study as they
experienced the phenomena being stud-
ied. Finally, it was worth noting that
these three approaches — interviews,
observation, and writing — could be
used in multiple combinations (Willems,
2018). For example, a participant in a
leadership program could keep a jour-
nal of their experiences and then be
interviewed post-program regarding
what they recorded in their journal as
well as their perceptions and narrative
of their learning experience.

Data Analysis & Results

Subsequent to the researcher having
collected data from interviews, written
sources, or direct observation, the phe-
nomenological method turns to data in-
terpretation. Generally, a multi-step pro-
cess of classifying, analyzing, and inter-
preting the data would be developed as
the process unfolds (Cypress, 2018). The
descriptions of the participants’ lived ex-
periences provided the basis for analy-
sis. The data analysis would follow a
pattern outlined by Sanders (1982). This
method outlines four levels of analysis:
description, identification of themes, de-
velopment of neomatic correlates, and
abstraction of the essence (Frechette et
al., 2020). Description utilized the tran-
scribed interviews or other data to es-
tablish the participant’s lived experi-
ences, providing their unique perspective
on the phenomenon being studied.
Eatough and Smith (2008: 190) defined
what emerged as “thick description”,
which was an in-depth impression of the
participant’s experience of the phenom-
ena. These thick descriptions were in-
tended to provide a thorough portrayal
of the phenomena, or one aspect, from
the participant’s perspective. For ex-
ample, a researcher investigating the de-
velopment of a leader’s self-efficacy
would have a description of that leader’s
efficacy beliefs as a whole and, poten-
tially, descriptions of sub-sets of overall
self-efficacy, such as cognitive skills
(Haber-Curran & Tillapaugh, 2015).

These descriptions were derived di-
rectly from the participant. The descrip-
tions would consist of direct quotes or
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paraphrasing from the participant, with-
out interpretation from the researcher.
The goal was to understand the phenom-
ena as the participant described. Themes
were uncovered from the commonalities
across all participants and were devel-
oped from the thick descriptions from the
first step (Priest & Seemiller, 2018).
Themes emerged as the researcher ana-
lyzed the data by identifying a common
pattern. Every time a researcher uncov-
ered a description related to the
participant’s development of cognitive
processing skills for leadership (Williams,
2021). The researcher would identify
cognitive skill development as a theme.
Researchers should note that the impor-
tance of the theme to the experience was
the key factor in identifying these as a
theme, rather than simply how often the
common experience or perception oc-
curred across one or more study partici-
pants. Drew, Hardman and Hart (1996)
added that thick description must be both
“accurate and vivid” to be useful to the
researcher.

At this time, the researcher’s goal
was to transform the interview transcripts
or other source materials into emerging
themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The
researcher sought to identify a succinct
and unique phrase that accurately con-
ceptualized the thick description provided
by the study participant. When multiple
researchers were working together to
conduct a phenomenological study it be-
came critical to build inter -rater reliabil-
ity regarding themes and the descriptions
that informed them (vom Lehn, 2019).
The researchers might independently
identify and define these themes, but to

move deeper into analysis, they would
need to have a consensus regarding the
themes, their descriptions, and underly-
ing data (Van Manen, 1990). Noematic
correlates were derived from the themes
(Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020). Each noe-
matic correlate represented “the
individual’s perception of the reality of
the phenomenon under investigation”
Sanders (1982:357). The above step was
an essential step in the process as it con-
nected an objective observation about the
phenomena to a subjective perspective
as to why this observation was essen-
tial. These correlates were also de-
scribed as “theme clusters” (Pietkiewicz
& Smith, 2014) as the researcher would
often find overlapping and interrelated
themes that shared common ideas. As
these clusters were identified by the re-
searcher it was the noematic correlated
that binds them to gather and define the
cluster (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020). This
was an important distinction from a simple
grouping of seemingly related themes. To
be accurately described as noematic cor-
relates, these themes must be the em-
bodiment of the phenomena from the
perspective of the research participant
Sanders (1982). It was possible that not
all themes that were identified in the pre-
vious step would be retained in this step.
Themes that did not match with an evolv-
ing noematic correlate structure would
be dropped. Similarly, themes that were
not supported for inclusion were also not
included (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
Abstraction of the essence of the lived
experience was derived from the noe-
matic correlated or theme clusters
(Thomson, 2018). Because each corre-
late had been identified and defined by
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the researcher, the researcher must
clearly link the correlate to the lived ex-
perience. This was accomplished via the
results of an eidetic reduction that served
to articulate why the experience was
important to the participant (Sadri &
Akhtar, 1995). These noematic correlates
became the focus of the discussion and
were used to extract meaning from the
study participants’ lived experiences
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Sanders,
1982). The above interpretations were
based upon the data provided by the par-
ticipant that was then subject to a
thoughtful, methodical, and exacting pro-
cess to develop these interpretations
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).

According to Pietkiewicz and Smith
(2014) the researcher first provided an
in-depth perspective of their analysis and
the logical path that led them to the gen-
erally noematic correlates that were iden-
tified in the study. Generally, this included
examples or quotations from the research
participants that provided the reader of
the phenomenological study with a per-
spective of the lived experience that
came directly from the research partici-
pants (Cypress, 2018). The researcher
should also demonstrate to multiple lev-
els of analysis and interpretation that led
from the initial thick descriptions of the
themes that were derived from these
descriptions, and how these themes were
clustered together to create the noematic
correlates needed to be presented
(Seidman, 2006).The researchers fol-
lowed the analysis with a discussion ses-
sion that further interpreted the analysis
from the researcher’s perspective. Spe-
cifically, the researcher related how the

interpretation of the lived experiences
addresses the phenomena being studied.
Using self-efficacy example perspec-
tives the authors articulated how the
emerging correlate addressed a leader’s
self-efficacy development (Drew et al.,
1996).

Conclusion

In this article the authors provided a
perspective on phenomenology as a
method in organization studies. The au-
thors began with an overview of phenom-
enology and how a researcher could
structure a phenomenological study. This
overview included identifying a phenom-
enon to be studied, using interviews to
collect data from study participants, and
analyzing that data to extract the essence
of the lived experiences as articulated by
the study participants. To conclude, the
authors urged the researcher who is
seeking an in-depth understanding of a
phenomenon to consider the use of phe-
nomenology as a method to develop that
understanding. The creation of phenom-
enological data provided the researcher
to get “up close and personal” with the
participants in their study through inter-
views, observation, or the analysis of
written responses to broad questions.
Once the scholars had these rich and
detailed narratives from the participants,

‘ The creation of phenomenological
data provided the researcher to
get “up close and personal” with
the participants in their study

through interviews, observation,
or the analysis.
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the researcher must engage in multiple
rounds of analysis to understand the phe-
nomenon from the participants’ perspec-
tive. And finally, the researcher had to
extract meaning from these perspectives
as it related to the phenomenon they were
empirically investigating. Phenomenology
based studies are becoming increasingly
important in comprehending modern day

phenomenon like digital leadership group
cognitive habits and restraining digital
organization routines and such others. We
hope that this study would enable schol-
ars interested in applying phenomenol-
ogy-based approaches to clearly chart
out their study path. Table 1 provides
the do’s and don’ts for phenomenology
scholars while conducting their empiri-
cal investigation.

Table 1 Phenomenology Based Organizational Study Approaches Dos & Don’ts

S.No. Do’s Don’ts

1. Collect Data from respondents by While collecting data do not judge the
active and patient listening respondents’ responses

2. Select respondents who are active in Avoid data collection from second or third order
the phenomenon to be studied of difference from the phenomenon

3. Collect data only and not analyze it Judgmental analysis based upon initial set of
at the first stage responses

4. Provide deep and sincere effort to Attempt to study the phenomenon without a

understand the boundary conditions of
the phenomenon to be studied

5. Define well the scope of the studied
phenomenon

6. Figure out with openness the basis of
the study

7. While collecting data probe deep with
the respondents to secure a thick
description. In other words, collect
latent, implicit aspects of the
phenomenon. Thus, conduct a very
in in-depth interview

8. Identify the themes by analyzing the
noematic correlates well and the
qualitative categories of data collected

9. When multiple scholar is involved seek
convergence

10.  While presenting the data present the
relationship between quotes and themes

proper understanding

Set to undertake the study without understand-
ing the context

Be open to observe the different aspects and
manifestations of the phenomenon but do not
remain uncertain

Avoid collecting just surface level data which are
observable and explicit only

Rushing on to the study themes based upon data

Pluralism should not result in divergence

Pure presentation of themes without properly
depicting the derivations should be avoided
in a systematic manner

Source: Authors’ Own Conceptualization

The steps of conducting phenomenology studies are given in fig.1.
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Fig.1 The Building Blocks 2 Steps of Phenomenological Approach Based Organizational Stud-

ies
Step 1: Comprehend and think about the phenomenon to be
studied with proper boundary conditions and scope of study
— ‘!' =
Step 2: ldentify the respondents with zeroth degree or first
degree of involvement with the phenomenon
'l' ]
Step 3: Conduct empathetic in-depth interviews with the
respondents to comprehend the latent implicit aspects of the
) ‘l’
Step 4: Analvze the thick description data with themes and
categories based upon gquotes
\ l
Step 5: Multiple scholars are involved seck convergence of
thematic output with consensus
o
7 )
Step 7: Present the phenomenon building block element themes
with proper justification with quotes of respondents while collecting
5 y
f/_ v - - . .
Step 8: Present the findings in a systematic manner with tables
and figures
N >

Source: Authors Own Conceptualization
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