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Researching Lived Experience Van
Manen

Researching Lived Experience Van Manen: A Comprehensive Guide When it comes to
understanding human experience on a profound level, researching lived experience Van
Manen stands out as a powerful qualitative approach. This methodology, rooted in
phenomenology, offers researchers a pathway to explore and interpret the essence of
individuals’ lived realities. If you're interested in phenomenological research or aiming to
delve deeply into personal narratives, understanding Van Manen’s approach is essential.
This article provides an in-depth overview of how to effectively research lived experience
using Van Manen’s methodology, covering key concepts, steps, and practical tips to guide
your investigation. Understanding Van Manen’s Approach to Lived Experience Who is Max
van Manen? Max van Manen is a renowned scholar in qualitative research, particularly
known for his development of phenomenological methods that focus on human lived
experience. His approach emphasizes the importance of understanding how individuals
perceive and make sense of their world, highlighting the richness and depth of personal
narratives. Core Principles of Van Manen’s Phenomenology Van Manen’s method is guided
by several core principles: - Lived Experience as a Source of Knowledge: Personal narratives
and experiences are invaluable sources of understanding human phenomena. - Holistic
Approach: The research considers the entire context of lived experiences rather than
isolating variables. - Interpretive Process: Researchers interpret the meanings embedded
within personal stories to capture the essence of the experience. - Dialogical Engagement:
The researcher engages in a reflective dialogue with the data, emphasizing openness and
sensitivity. Steps for Researching Lived Experience Using Van Manen 1. Selecting a
Phenomenon of Interest Clarify Your Focus Identify a specific lived experience you wish to
explore. It could be anything from coping with illness, experiencing grief, to navigating
cultural identity. The phenomenon should be meaningful and relevant to your research
goals. Tips for Selection - Ensure the phenomenon is accessible to participants. - Consider its
significance within a broader social or cultural context. - Think about how understanding this
experience can contribute to knowledge or practice. 2. Collecting Rich, Descriptive Data
Methods of Data Collection Van Manen advocates for in-depth, descriptive data collection
methods such as: - In-depth Interviews: Engage participants in conversations that encourage
detailed sharing of their experiences. - Personal Narratives or Journals: Encourage
participants to share written accounts. - Observations: When appropriate, observe behaviors
or environments related to the experience. Best Practices - Use open-ended questions to
facilitate detailed responses. - Foster a trusting environment to encourage honesty. - Probe



for deeper insights without leading the participant. 3. Engaging in Reflective Thematic
Analysis Van Manen emphasizes thematic reflection to uncover the essence of the
experience. Thematic Reflection Process - Identify Significant Statements: Extract
meaningful phrases or sentences from the data. - Cluster Statements into Themes: Group
these into themes that capture the core aspects of the lived experience. - Reflect on the
Meaning: Contemplate the significance of these themes in the context of the phenomenon.
Practical Tips - Maintain an open mind, avoiding premature judgments. - Be attentive to
subtle nuances and contradictions. - Use memoing to record thoughts during analysis. 4.
Applying Van Manen’s Six Existentials Van Manen proposes analyzing experience through six
fundamental existentials:

Lived Space (Spatiality): How do participants experience space in relation to the1.
phenomenon?
Lived Body (Corporeality): What is the bodily dimension of the experience?2.
Lived Time (Temporality): How does time influence or shape the experience?3.
Lived Other (Relationality): How does the experience relate to others or societal4.
contexts?
Lived Thing (Materiality): What objects or material aspects are involved?5.
Lived Voice (Expressivity): How is expression or voice manifested in the experience?6.

Applying these existentials helps deepen the understanding of the phenomenon and ensures
a holistic analysis. 5. Writing the Phenomenological Narrative Crafting the Narrative The goal
is to write a vivid, nuanced account that captures the essence of the lived experience. Use
rich descriptions, direct quotes, and interpretive commentary to bring the data to life. Tips
for Effective Writing - Balance between participant voice and your interpretation. - Highlight
the themes and existential dimensions. - Maintain a respectful and authentic tone that
honors participants’ stories. Practical Tips for Effective Researching of Lived Experience with
Van Manen Build Trust and Rapport Creating a safe space encourages participants to share
authentic and detailed experiences. Be empathetic, patient, and non-judgmental. Use
Reflexivity Reflect regularly on your own biases and assumptions throughout the research
process. Van Manen emphasizes the researcher’s reflective engagement as vital to
phenomenological inquiry. Maintain Ethical Standards Ensure confidentiality, informed
consent, and respectful handling of sensitive data. Respect participants’ rights to withdraw
at any point. Be Patient and Open to Unanticipated Findings Phenomenological research
often uncovers unexpected insights. Stay open-minded and allow the data to guide your
understanding. Challenges and Solutions in Researching Lived Experience with Van Manen
Challenge: Subjectivity and Interpretive Bias Solution: Engage in reflexivity, maintain
transparency in your analysis, and consider peer debriefing to validate findings. Challenge:
Data Richness and Complexity Solution: Focus on depth over breadth—select meaningful
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themes and meaningful statements that truly capture the essence of the experience.
Challenge: Ethical Considerations Solution: Prioritize ethical protocols, especially when
dealing with vulnerable populations or sensitive topics. Concluding Thoughts Researching
lived experience Van Manen offers a profound way to access the depths of human
perception and meaning. By focusing on detailed, descriptive accounts and engaging in
reflective analysis, researchers can uncover the core essence of participants' experiences.
This approach requires sensitivity, openness, and a commitment to understanding the world
from the perspective of those studied. Whether for academic research, clinical practice, or
social inquiry, Van Manen’s phenomenological method remains a vital tool in exploring the
intricacies of human lived experience. Additional Resources for Researchers - Van Manen, M.
(1990). Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for Action Sensitive Research. State
University of New York Press. - van Manen, M. (2016). Researching Lived Experience: Human
Science for Action Sensitive Research (2nd ed.). Routledge. - Journals: Qualitative Health
Research, Phenomenology & Practice, and International Journal of Qualitative Studies on
Health and Well-being often publish articles employing Van Manen’s methods. By thoroughly
understanding and applying Van Manen’s approach to researching lived experience, scholars
and practitioners can gain rich, nuanced insights into human existence that go beyond
surface-level understanding, fostering empathy, awareness, and meaningful change.

Researching Lived Experience Van Manen: A Comprehensive Exploration Understanding
human existence and the nuanced realities individuals live through is a cornerstone of
qualitative research. Among the prominent figures in this realm is Max van Manen, whose
approach to exploring lived experience has significantly influenced phenomenological
inquiry. This review delves into the intricacies of researching lived experience through Van
Manen’s lens, offering a detailed guide for scholars, students, and practitioners interested in
phenomenology and qualitative research.

Introduction to Van Manen’s Approach to Lived
Experience

Max van Manen is renowned for his phenomenological methodology that emphasizes the
richness and depth of human lived experiences. His approach is rooted in the belief that
understanding human phenomena requires more than surface-level descriptions; it demands
a profound engagement with the existential and subjective dimensions of experience. Van
Manen’s work bridges philosophical foundations with practical research strategies, making
his approach both intellectually rigorous and methodologically accessible. Core Principles of
Van Manen’s Methodology: - Emphasis on lifeworld (Lebenswelt): The world as experienced
by individuals. - Focus on meaningfulness rather than mere description. - Use of
phenomenological reflection to interpret lived experiences. - Incorporation of existentials



(lived body, lived space, lived time, lived others, lived things) as guiding themes. -
Commitment to holistic understanding over reductionist analysis.

Understanding the Concept of Lived Experience

Before delving into research methods, it’s essential to grasp what constitutes lived
experience within Van Manen’s framework.

Defining Lived Experience

Lived experience refers to the personal, subjective reality of individuals—the way they
perceive, interpret, and make meaning of their existence. It encompasses: - Emotions,
sensations, and perceptions. - Personal interpretations and meanings attached to life events.
- The existential conditions shaping one’s being-in-the-world.

Why Focus on Lived Experience?

Studying lived experience allows researchers to: - Gain nuanced insights into human
phenomena. - Understand subjective realities that influence behavior and perspectives. -
Illuminate aspects of human existence often overlooked by quantitative methods. - Foster
empathy and deeper appreciation for individual diversity.

Philosophical Foundations of Van Manen’s Method

Understanding the philosophical underpinnings is crucial for meaningful engagement with
Van Manen’s approach.

Phenomenology as a Foundation

Van Manen’s methodology is rooted in phenomenology, especially inspired by Edmund
Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. It emphasizes: - Epoché (bracketing): Setting aside
preconceived notions. - Intentionality: Consciousness is always about something. - The
importance of direct, lived engagement with phenomena.

Existential Phenomenology

Van Manen expands phenomenology by integrating existential themes, focusing on: - The
lived body as the primary site of experience. - The significance of space and time. - The
social dimension of others. - The material environment (things) that shape human
experience. This existential perspective aims to uncover the fundamental conditions of
human existence as experienced by individuals.
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Steps in Conducting Research on Lived Experience Using
Van Manen’s Approach

Van Manen’s methodology provides a structured yet flexible framework for exploring lived
experience. The process involves multiple interconnected steps:

1. Identifying a Phenomenon of Interest

- Choose a phenomenon that resonates deeply with human experience. - Ensure the
phenomenon is specific enough to allow in-depth exploration yet broad enough to capture
rich insights. - Examples include grief, joy, identity, caregiving, or trauma.

2. Formulating Research Questions

- Focus on open-ended, descriptive questions that invite detailed narratives. - Examples: -
"What is the experience of caring for a loved one with chronic illness?" - "How do individuals
experience moments of existential crisis?"

3. Data Collection: Engaging with Lived Stories

- In-depth Interviews: The primary method, encouraging participants to share their stories
freely. - Narrative Journals: Participants record ongoing experiences. - Observations:
Immersive engagement in natural settings. - Artifacts & Material Culture: Analyzing objects
or environments relevant to the experience. Key considerations: - Establish trust and
rapport. - Use open-ended prompts to facilitate rich narratives. - Be attentive to non-verbal
cues and emotional expressions.

4. Phenomenological Reflection and Thematization

- Engage in reflective practice to interpret the data. - Identify meaning units—phrases or
segments that encapsulate core aspects of the experience. - Use Van Manen’s existentials
as thematic guides: 1. Lived body (corporeality) 2. Lived space (spatiality) 3. Lived time
(temporality) 4. Lived others (relationality) 5. Lived things (materiality) - Formulate themes
that capture the essence of the phenomenon.

5. Writing and Interpreting the Phenomenology

- Compose a narrative that weaves participant stories with interpretive insights. - Maintain a
balance between description and interpretation. - Use vivid language to evoke the depth and
richness of the lived experience.



6. Validating and Reflecting on Findings

- Although Van Manen emphasizes the interpretive nature over validation, researchers
should: - Engage in member checking when appropriate. - Reflect critically on personal
biases and assumptions. - Seek peer feedback to enhance credibility.

Methodological Considerations and Best Practices

Researching lived experience via Van Manen’s approach requires careful attention to
methodological rigor and ethical considerations.

Ethical Considerations

- Ensure informed consent, emphasizing the interpretive nature. - Maintain confidentiality
and anonymity. - Be sensitive to emotional distress during storytelling. - Provide support
resources if needed.

Researcher Reflexivity

- Recognize the researcher’s positionality and potential biases. - Engage in ongoing
reflective journaling. - Question how personal perspectives influence interpretation.

Data Saturation and Depth

- Focus on depth rather than breadth. - Aim for rich, detailed narratives that capture
essential aspects of the experience. - Use multiple data sources to triangulate insights.

Challenges and Limitations

- Subjectivity of interpretation. - Ensuring depth without overgeneralizing. - Balancing
empathy with analytical rigor.

Applications of Van Manen’s Lived Experience Research

This approach has been applied across various disciplines, including: - Nursing and
healthcare: understanding patient experiences. - Education: exploring teacher or student
lived realities. - Psychology: examining trauma, resilience, or identity. - Sociology:
investigating social phenomena from personal perspectives. - Anthropology: capturing
cultural and existential dimensions of life.
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Integrating Van Manen’s Method with Other Qualitative
Strategies

While Van Manen’s approach is distinctive, it can be complemented with other
methodologies: - Narrative Analysis: Emphasizing storytelling. - Hermeneutic
Phenomenology: Interpreting texts and dialogues. - Ethnography: Contextualizing lived
experiences within cultural settings. - Thematic Analysis: Identifying patterns across
narratives. This integration enriches understanding and provides multifaceted insights.

Final Reflections on Researching Lived Experience with
Van Manen

Researching lived experience through Van Manen’s phenomenological method is both an art
and a science. It demands a deep sensitivity to human stories, philosophical rigor, and
methodological discipline. By engaging with participants’ narratives authentically and
reflectively, researchers can uncover the profound meanings that underpin human
existence. This approach fosters empathy, enhances understanding, and contributes to a
richer appreciation of the human condition. In sum, Van Manen’s methodology offers a
powerful pathway to access the depths of human lived experience, making it an invaluable
tool in qualitative research. Whether exploring individual stories or collective phenomena,
the focus remains on capturing the essence of what it means to be human in the myriad
ways we experience life. Key Takeaways: - Van Manen’s approach centers on the
phenomenological exploration of lived experience. - It emphasizes reflection, existential
themes, and holistic understanding. - Data collection involves narrative storytelling,
observation, and engagement. - Thematic analysis guided by existential themes helps
interpret the essence of experiences. - Ethical sensitivity and reflexivity are crucial. - The
methodology is versatile, applicable across disciplines, and enhances empathetic
understanding. References for Further Exploration: - Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching
Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy. State University of New
York Press. - Van Manen, M. (2016). The Tact of Teaching: The Meaning of Pedagogical
Thoughtfulness. Routledge. - Finlay, L. (2009). "Debating Phenomenological Research."
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 6(3), 6–20. - Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009).
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research. Sage. This
comprehensive overview aims to serve as a foundational guide for those interested in
applying Van Manen’s phenomenological approach to



Questions & Answers About researching lived experience
van manen

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the significance of van
Manen's approach to
researching lived experience?

Van Manen's approach emphasizes understanding the
essence of lived experiences through a
phenomenological lens, allowing researchers to
explore the depth and meaning of human
experiences in a comprehensive and reflective
manner.

2 How does van Manen suggest
conducting phenomenological
research on lived
experiences?

Van Manen advocates for a method that involves
thematic analysis, reflective writing, and deep
engagement with participants' narratives to uncover
the essential themes and meanings of lived
experiences.

3 What are the key
methodological steps in van
Manen’s research on lived
experience?

The key steps include turning to the nature of lived
experience, investigating experience as we live it,
reflecting on essential themes, describing the
phenomenon, maintaining a strong relation to the
phenomenon, and balancing the research context.

4 How can researchers ensure
validity when researching
lived experience using van
Manen's methodology?

Researchers can ensure validity by engaging in deep
reflexivity, maintaining close contact with
participants, using rich, detailed descriptions, and
continually reflecting on their interpretations to stay
true to participants’ experiences.

5 What are some common
challenges faced when
applying van Manen's method
to lived experience research?

Challenges include maintaining objectivity, capturing
the depth of participants' experiences accurately,
managing researcher bias, and balancing detailed
descriptions with thematic synthesis.

6 How does van Manen
differentiate between
description and interpretation
in researching lived
experience?

Van Manen emphasizes that phenomenological
research involves both describing the lived
experience in its richness and interpreting its
underlying meanings, with a focus on capturing the
essence rather than just surface descriptions.

7 In what fields is van Manen’s
research approach on lived
experience most commonly
applied?

Van Manen’s approach is widely used in health
sciences, nursing, education, psychology, and social
sciences to explore the subjective human
experiences within these disciplines.
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8 What are some recent trends
in researching lived
experience using van Manen’s
methodology?

Recent trends include integrating digital storytelling,
reflexive journaling, and participatory methods to
deepen understanding of lived experiences, as well
as combining van Manen’s phenomenology with other
qualitative approaches for richer insights.

phenomenology, qualitative research, narrative inquiry, existential analysis, lived
experience, Van Manen methodology, phenomenological approach, reflective practice,
experiential knowledge, hermeneutic phenomenology
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