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ABSTRACT
Objective: To reflect on the characteristics of the phenomenological interview as part of a phenomenological research in nursing 
research and to present some practical recommendations for its realization. 
Method: Reflective theoretical study conducted in October and November of 2016 about the development of the phenomenological 
interview in nursing, based on the scientific literature and critical analysis of the authors. 
Results: We present the characteristics of the phenomenological interview and suggest some practical recommendations for its 
application in nursing. 
Conclusions: The interview is a valuable tool to access the phenomenon studied in nursing and unveiled by being.
Keywords: Qualitative research. Interview. Nursing.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Reflexionar sobre las características de la entrevista fenomenológica como parte de una investigación fenomenológica en 
investigación en enfermería y presentar algunas recomendaciones prácticas para su realización. 
Método: Estudio teórico reflexivo realizado en los meses de octubre y noviembre de 2016 sobre el desarrollo de la entrevista feno-
menológica en enfermería, basado en la literatura científica y análisis crítico de los autores. 
Resultados: Se presentan las características de la entrevista fenomenológica y se sugieren algunas recomendaciones prácticas para 
su aplicación en enfermería. 
Conclusiones: La entrevista constituye un instrumento valioso para el acceso al fenómeno estudiado en enfermería y desvelado 
del ser. 
Palabras clave: Investigación cualitativa. Entrevista. Enfermería.

RESUMO
Objetivos: Refletir sobre as características da entrevista fenomenológica na pesquisa em enfermagem e apresentar algumas reco-
mendações práticas para a sua realização. 
Método: Estudo teórico reflexivo realizado nos meses de outubro e novembro de 2016 sobre o desenvolvimento da entrevista feno-
menológica em enfermagem, baseada na literatura científica e análise crítica dos autores. 
Resultados: Apresenta as características da entrevista fenomenológica e aponta algumas recomendações práticas para a sua reali-
zação na enfermagem. 
Conclusões: A entrevista fenomenológica constitui um instrumento valioso para o acesso ao fenômeno estudado em enfermagem 
e para o desvelamento do ser.
Palavras-chave: Pesquisa qualitativa. Entrevista. Enfermagem.
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 INTRODUCTION

Phenomenology is a philosophical school, which has 
been introduced into the science of nursing with the inten-
tion of considering the phenomena in themselves related to 
care. In this sense, phenomenology is identified as a qualita-
tive scientific method that allows the researcher to consider 
phenomena, which take place in a given person(1). Phenom-
enology moves between the description of the phenom-
enon to our understanding of it. Its fundamental intention 
is to access the consciousness of the individual and grasp 
what this consciousness is capable of revealing regarding 
the phenomena that it has experienced. Hence, phenome-
nology is at the same time the science of phenomena and a 
method to delve into the experiences of a person in the way 
that they have lived, experienced, and created meaning(2-3).

To apprehend phenomena such as experiences or events 
that a person has lived, the researcher themself becomes the 
instrument for data collection(3) as they delve into the phe-
nomenon through the speech of the participants, those who 
are in fact within the phenomenon itself and who are also 
the connective thread running through their speech. It is 
they who have experienced via their consciousness and who 
are manifesting themselves through their language. Some 
studies suggest differences in the types of interview, since 
there is evidence that some phenomenological researchers 
use structured or semi-structured interviews(4-5), which can 
limit openness to a phenomenon, which the person them-
self should determine. Others on the other hand, use simple 
observation. These differences in methodological approach 
lead some researchers to use phenomenology simply as a 
description of speech, which hampers the depth and rigor 
of the method and its philosophical basis. For this reason, this 
study aims to portray the characteristics of the phenomeno-
logical interview in nursing research and to present some 
practical recommendations for its implementation.

 METHODS 

A reflective theoretical study, it is based on concepts of 
Martin Heidegger, who utilizes some characteristics of the 
phenomenological interview. A literature review is present-
ed to determine the characteristics of the phenomenologi-
cal interview in nursing and practical recommendations for 
its realization.

Conceptualization of the  
phenomenological interview

We can define the phenomenological interview as a 
meeting between two people, (interviewer and interview-

ee), a dialogue, which permits the aprehension of a phe-
nomenon via language. Beyond prejudices, preconcep-
tions, value judgemets, categorizations or classifications, 
the phenomenological interview is both a method and a 
technique at the same time(5-6). The particularity of the phe-
nomenological interview is without a doubt that it is an 
open dialogue between two people(7). The interviewer is 
the very instrument disposed to listen, capture and coex-
ist with the phenomenon. The phenomenon willbe trans-
mitted via the speech of the interviewee (language)(8). This 
speech is sustained by the person themself regarding an 
experience that they have had at some point of their life or 
in the present itself. They have codified it, storing it in their 
consciousness, that is to say, given it meaning. Therefore, 
what is obtained is the speech itself already organized by 
the person, which they have structured based on what the 
phenomenon itself is (9).

Phenomenology seeks to aprehend the phenomenon 
itself, not information about the phenomenon. It is not an 
exploration of the actual consciousness of the experiences 
of a person, but rather of the experience itself. Via the phe-
nomenological interview we can explore the phenome-
non itself, different from positivist research, which explores 
its causes. Here is the reason for the very essence of the 
phenomenon: phenomenology does not seek the “why” 
but rather the “for what”, in some way, of this experience 
and its meaning.

In one sense, some interviews make use of an observa-
tional method, characteristics of the participants, the way 
in which they move their hands, their eyes and their expres-
sions. Neverthreless, these attributes do not correspond to 
phenomenology in its innermost intention, given that it 
supposes a “knowledge of the participant” and not “knowl-
edge about them”. Therefore, observation can embrace its 
subject from a position of movement-gesture perception 

(9), which goes beyond simple observation, needing to seek 
and acompany the person and even perceive the meaning 
that they themself attribute to said gestural movements 
which are already in themselves “being in the world”. 

The world lived and perceived by the interviewee com-
plements this, given that the interview is not from the per-
spective of the researcher, despite their having a theme to 
take into account. It is the interviewee who will give sense to 
his/her world, and their vision and perception of these expe-
riences and actions (7-8). “Seeing” in this sense is the apprehen-
sion of what the person is giving of themselves. Observation 
then, is nothing if not a way of apprehending the world of a 
person, not the description of their movements in the man-
ner of a technique for acessing information. Rather, it is an 
observation that takes into account the person-space (9). 
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It is because of this that we speak of investigating sin-
gularity and not particularity. Positivist science, to the con-
trary, seeks representationality. Phenomenology does not 
seek then, to determine how each person is different, but 
rather to encounter the singularity of the phenomenon 
that it is apprehending (6).

Because of this, the phenomenological interview is in 
itself, an interview open to possibilities, underlining an im-
portant difference when carrying out content analysis. We 
apprehend in this manner the essential or primary ideas. 
When we proceed via phenomenological analysis, which 
has as its basis the phenomenological interview, we ob-
tain “speech”, “original discourse”. We do not seek to give a 
meaning to these experiences, because the pearson who 
is speaking has already given them one. As Heidegger has 
said “reflection regarding langauge is useful here as a decisive 
manner to completely enter within the thought of the other, 
that is to say, the thought of the history of being” (8). Heideg-
ger continues, saying that the very origin of each word of 
the person has already been internally signified and now is 
merely being exteriorized. 

Differences from other interviews

Some studies suggest a phenomenological approach, 
however, they use interviews with other frameworks for 
data collection. Some of the most common are: structured 
and semistructured interviews, in depth interviews, and in-
terviews in focus groups with open questionnaires. In what 
way then, do these interview methods differ from a phe-
nomenological interview?

The structured interview is a series of ordered questions, 
an order, which must be adhered to. The semi-structured in-
terview includes a guide whereby the order can be altered 
depending on the conversation, it being possible to empha-
size some questions and include new ones. The in-depth in-
terview presupposes the developement of a theme, being 
able to include one or various meetings, depending on the 
concept or situation from which one derives the emphasis. 
This generates a semi-structured guide given that one can 
add questions to highlight certain situations (4).

The interview in focus group assumes a number of 
people who speak regarding a determined phenomenon 
according to an interview guide. The questionnaires al-
ready have responses presupposed in them (5,10). The funda-
mental difference is that all these interview methods have 
a set guide elaborated from a series of concepts or themes 
to explore the phenomenon, given by a preconception. 

The phenomenological interview is a meeting with a 
pehnomenon that is being lived by “a” person who deter-

mines the characteristics of the phenomenon. It is not the 
researcher who determines it before hand. Rather, it is the 
person who is allowed to bring forth this phenomenom 
from their consciousness and give it expression. 

General characteristics regarding how to carry 
out a phenomenological interview 

In general terms, the phenomenological interview is 
carried out based on a guiding question which orients it. 
This question focuses the course of the interview, indicating 
a way of speaking for the person regarding their experienc-
es and actions; emphasizing is a question. If the phenom-
enon is difficult to apprehend however, one can include 
two at the most three questions. These are not themes or 
characteritics of the phenomenon, but rather a phenom-
enon viewed according to certain linguistic approaches. 
The researcher, when determing their research topic via a 
phenomenological approach, should think about a guid-
ing question. This question needs to be understood by the 
participants, and so, is not necessarily the same question as 
the one that the researcher asks himself and the question 
that he will put to the participants. That is to say, the ques-
tion should be understood by the participant so that they 
will be able to speak. This question responds to a problema 
which the researcher has articulated (11-12).

Some examples: a question: How is your day-to-day af-
ter cardiac surgery? Provocation: How is it for you to live 
with diabetes?; two questions: What does it mean for you 
to be a older adult?, How has it been for you living as a old-
er adult? One can use questions that invite speech to help 
with the flow of the interview: Can you speak further about 
this?; Tell me more about this…

Practical recommendations for the realization 
of phenomenological interviews

Experience acquired undertaking phenomenological 
interviews, leads us to present some recommendations 
for researchers who intend to utilize this method. Physical 
preparations. The interviewer should have rested sufficient-
ly to be disposed to listen and be attentive, which includes 
adequate sleep, diet and physical well being. 

Emotional and spiritual preparation. The interviewer 
should firstly distance themself from situations which could 
affect the interview or even the possibility of putting them-
self in the place of the other. Interviews can emotionally 
provoke the interviewee and the interviewer should be a 
supportive and sensitive presence. Spiritually suppose an 
interior connection: the interviewer should know the objec-
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tive of the interview, know its limits and potential and know 
how to encounter themself with their interlocutor. If on the 
day of the interview a problem arises, for example being 
anxious, it is preferable to postpone until another moment. 

Previous meetings. One should access the location of 
the study on an occassion prior to the interview, so as to al-
low oneself to become involved with the phenomenon in 
its context and dynamics(11). Contextualization is important 
so that the researcher arrives knowing and being familiar 
with the participants. 

Suggestions for dress. Use comfortable clothing so 
that the interviewee feels totally at ease to speak. Avoid as 
much as posible using formal dress that generates a social 
language of power and superiority. Avoid clinical uniform 
or gowns, this generates inhibition in the interviewee. 
Avoid viewing onself in a socially dominant, egocentric or 
superior light. 

Movements, gestures and attitudes. Body language is 
social, people identify that if your arms are crossed or you 
yawn “it is beacuse you are bored”. One should always and in 
a decisive manner: assume a neutral posture, that appears 
agreeable to the interviewee, appearing tranquil, serene 
and attentive. Turn on the recorder and forget that it is there. 
Do not sit to the side of the interviewee, one should always 
be infront. Do not strictly focus your eyes on the eyes of the 
other, this can be intimidating. Adopt a serene and tranquil 
posture, receptive, disposed and generally sensitive (6).

Place and time. It is better to arrange a meeting place 
with the interviewee, where they feel comfortable to 
speak. Do not be pessimistic. Frequently one asks: How 
can you carry out an interview with a hospitalized patient 
in the middle of a hospital ward? It is always possible 
when the person feels comfortable, and the environment 
is calm, allowing the interviewee to enter into a feeling 
of connection with their experiences. Do not close your-
self off to the rigorous possibilities of the rational method. 
Equally, ask the person the time that they consider most 
adequate to be able to speak. Avoid agitated spaces that 
are noisy or uncomfortable.

If the home is the place chosen by the participant, seek 
the most private space possible, free from family interven-
tion. In our experience, this does not always happen and 
the family sometimes, even when not in the interview 
space, enters the environment and interferes. Whatever the 
place chosen for the interview, provide water in case the 
participant becomes thirsty or emotional. 

Transcription. Some researchers recommend carrying 
out the transcription on the same day as the interview, but 
in our experience we prefer to leave some time. This will 
help you to recall the original statements without becom-

ing overloaded. Do not wait too long so as not to lose the 
essence of the interview itself. Do not give it to other peo-
ple to transcribe. Being a phenomenological researcher in 
nursing implies a significant intellectual effort and as such 
the researcher should always be immersed in the phenom-
enon. Giving the transcription to someone else means that 
the transcription is not always accurate and in a certain 
sense loses scientific rigor. 

Our experience shows that it is best not to carry out con-
secutive interviews, despite wanting to listen, it always gen-
erates physical fatigue. You should give space for rest and in 
its turn this will help you to carry out the transcriptions. 

These recommendations reflect a phenomenologically 
sensitive posture to apprehend phenomena, and are not 
simply normative rules. Each phenomenological research-
er always decides through their experience when they are 
able to enter this rigorous subjectivity, which phenome-
nology demands.

 CONCLUSIONS 

The phenomenological interview is an existential ap-
proach between two people such that we can apprehend 
a phenomenon from the perspective of whoever is living 
it and giving it meaning. This interview has particularities, 
which should be distinguished by the researcher who 
should use this method to give validity and force to their 
research. The interview should take place without moral 
judgements or preconceptions. The researcher will arrive 
open to encounter the phenomenon that will be revealed. 
The interview constitutes the basis for the phenomenolog-
ical analyses using all the methodological tools available to 
phenomenology. The phenomenological interview allows 
the nursing professional to get closer to the person and 
understand the meanings that they give to their experi-
ences, allowing the researcher to formulate a treatment 
plan that attends to the patient’s real needs and brings a 
new perspective to their care. 

The study presented limitations due to the scarcity of 
articles to guide the researcher as to how to conduct the 
phenomenological interview with the participants. There-
fore, we emphasize the need for further investigation that 
can guide the phenomenological interview, given that it 
is a frequently used methodological and theoretical refer-
ence in nursing. 
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