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Abstract    Phenomenological  methodologies  are  fruitful
to  illuminate  the  meaning  of  human  experiences  but  are
rarely  applied  in  construction research.  These  methodolo-
gies  could  reveal  insights  into  the  tacit  and  contextual
dimensions  of  construction  practice  that  are  often  over-
looked  by  more  traditional,  quantitative  approaches.
Learning  from  practitioners’  experiences  is  particularly
appropriate  for  construction,  where  much  expertise  is
embedded  in  everyday  practice  rather  than  explicit  docu-
mentation. It is therefore argued that construction research
can benefit from methodologies that attempt to more fully
appreciate  practitioners’ experiences.  As  the  lived  experi-
ences  of  construction  professionals  remain  understudied,
there is surprisingly little guidance for selecting any appro-
priate  phenomenological  methodology  to  tackle  questions
of  concern.  The  objective  of  this  paper  is  to  offer  such
methodological  guidance.  Three  phenomenological
methodologies  are  discussed,  and  guidelines  are  provided
for helping to select and apply one of them.

Keywords      human  experience,  qualitative  methodol-
ogy, phenomenology, construction research

 1    Introduction

Addressing the grand challenges of our field necessitates
a  commitment  to  taking  people’s  experiences  seriously.
The  construction  industry  is  increasingly  pressured  to
deliver solutions in response to climate change, resource
scarcity and other challenges. For this reason, experimental
and interventionist methodologies are particularly popular
for  their  potential  to  developing  solution  concepts.  Such

methodologies,  however,  tend  to  overlook  practitioners’
experiences. While solutions can be more effective when
they  take  earlier  lessons  learned  into  account,  the  lived
experiences  of  construction  professionals  have  remained
remarkably understudied.
Construction  research  can  benefit  from methodologies

that attempt to more fully appreciate practitioners’ expe-
riences.  This  argument  resonates  with  a  recent  call  to
increase the maturity of construction research by borrowing
methodologies  from  outside  our  field  (Leiringer  and
Dainty  (2023).  In  particular,  construction  management
research focuses on people,  processes,  and organizations
involved  in  delivering  construction  projects.  These
temporary  projects  require  interorganizational  collabora-
tion between parties  and they influence culture,  commu-
nication,  and  adoption  of  digital  technologies  within
construction.  The  need  to  understand  these  human  and
social  dimensions  of  construction  makes  learning  from
lived experiences through phenomenological  methodolo-
gies a relevant research approach.
The significance of learning from people’s experiences

is widely recognized in construction (Chang et al., 2008,
He et al., 2021, Lindblad and Karrbom Gustavsson, 2021,
Styhre and Gluch, 2010). Linked to ideas of experimenta-
tion  and  learning-by-doing,  learning  is  essential  for
preventing mistakes and rework (Hartmann et al.,  2010),
development of project capabilities (Liu et al., 2024) and
changing  work  practices  (Kokkonen  and  Alin,  2015).
Delving  into  the  understanding  of  specific  phenomena
often requires knowledge of others’ experiences, facilitat-
ing  the  extraction  of  fresh  insights.  For  instance,  when
devising  a  treatment  for  a  particular  disease,  it  is  highly
informative to grasp the first-hand experiences of individ-
uals grappling with the disease itself (Carel, 2016). Some
even  view learning  from such  experiences  as  the  funda-
mental premise of all research (Neubauer et al., 2019).
Phenomenology deals with those experiences. The term

refers to both a philosophy and a methodology. As disci-
plinary  field  within  philosophy,  phenomenology  is  the
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study  of  phenomena:  the  appearance  of  anything  that
presents  itself  to  our  conscious  experience  (Moran,
2002). This can be a real or imagined object or idea (Van
Manen,  1997).  As  methodology,  phenomenology
explores  a  phenomenon  from  the  perspective  of  those
who  have  experienced  it  (Neubauer  et  al.,  2019).  It
involves the study of a ‘phenomenon’ through individuals’
lived experiences (Van Manen, 1997) – that is, the expe-
rience  as  it  is  lived  through,  prior  to  taking  a  reflective
stance  on  it  (Langdridge,  2007).  Phenomenology  is
concerned with the meaning of such experiences, both in
terms of what and how  they are experienced. Examining
those meanings can reveal a deeper meaning of the lived
experiences  (Laverty,  2003).  This  sets  phenomenology
apart  from  related  methodologies,  such  as  grounded
theory:  phenomenology  seeks  to  understand  the  essence
of  lived  experiences  whereas  grounded  theory  seeks  to
generate theory grounded in data.  Rather than producing
theories  that  explain  processes,  as  the  latter  does,
phenomenology  is  concerned  with  producing  detailed
accounts of certain experiences.
Given  the  significance  of  learning  from  practitioner’s

experiences  in  construction  research,  we  argue  that
research in this field could benefit from phenomenological
methodologies that attempt to more fully appreciate these
experiences.  The  problem  is,  however,  that  a  clear  and
detailed description of the methodological  steps taken in
the rare number of phenomenological studies in this field
is often lacking. As a result, these methodologies are used
relatively little in construction research and lived experi-
ences  remain  understudied.  The  objective  of  this  article
is, therefore, to support researchers in this field in applying
phenomenological  methodologies  by showing the  neces-
sary steps to conduct a phenomenological study.
This  paper  is  structured  as  follows.  First,  two  major

phenomenological  approaches  are  introduced  that  have
informed  several  descriptive  and  interpretative  method-
ologies.  Second,  drawing  on  this  divide,  three
phenomenological  methodologies  used  in  construction
research  studies  are  classified:  one  descriptive  and  one
interpretative  methodology  and  a  methodology  that
combines  both  approaches.  Three  examples  of
phenomenological  studies  in  the  field  of  construction
research  refer  to  each  of  the  three  phenomenological
methodologies. Third, by providing guidelines to support
researchers in selecting a certain methodology, the possi-
bilities  of  applying  phenomenology  as  research  method-
ology in the field of construction research are outlined.

 2    Approaches and methodologies

Contemporary  phenomenological  methodologies  can  be
traced  back  to  two  major  traditions  or  approaches:
Edmund  Husserl’s  descriptive  and  Martin  Heidegger’s

interpretative  approach.  These  approaches  are  discussed
first,  after  which  three  methodologies  are  presented  that
build on those approaches.

 2.1    Two approaches in phenomenology

Descriptive phenomenology (Husserl, 1970) tries to iden-
tify  those  features  that  represent  the  true  nature  of  a
phenomenon, the so-called universal essences of an expe-
rience.  A  phenomenon  can  be  reduced  to  its  essence
through two important methods: ‘bracketing’ and ‘imagi-
native  variation’.  Bracketing  implies  that  the  researcher
needs  to  set  aside —  or  as  in  a  mathematical  equation
bracket  off —  one’s  own  beliefs,  assumptions,  precon-
ceptions and expectations in order to fully focus on those
features  that  define  a  certain  phenomenon  (Lopez  and
Willis,  2004).  Identification  of  commonly  perceived
features  through  the  method  of  ‘imaginative  variation’
results  in  a  generalizable  description  of  the  essence  of  a
phenomenon  (Gill,  2014).  ‘Imaginative  variation’  is
performed  by  the  researcher  to  determine  which  aspects
of a phenomenon are essential and which ones accidental.
As  such,  this  method  aims  to  achieve  the  essence  of  a
phenomenon. Both methods, ‘bracketing’ and ‘imaginative
variation’ help describe the essence of an experience.
Interpretative (also called hermeneutic) phenomenology

rejects  the  idea  of  bracketing.  Instead,  it  views  prior
knowledge,  beliefs  and  pre-understandings  as  an
inevitable  and  valuable  part  of  interpreting  lived  experi-
ence.  Interpretative  phenomenology  encompasses  the
interpretation to understand the meaning of these experi-
ences.  The  approach  can  be  traced  back  to  Heidegger’s
school  of  thought.  For  Heidegger  (2008,  191–192),
actions and experiences of an individual cannot be sepa-
rated  from  the  world  they  are  living  in.  Individuals’
actions in and perceptions of reality are inherently shaped
by  the  environment  in  which  they  exist  (Lopez  and
Willis,  2004).  He  refers  to  the  way  human  beings  exist
and  act  in  their  lifeworld  as  their  ‘being-in-the-world’
(Aagaard,  2017).  Human  consciousness  is,  therefore,
shaped by historically lived and culturally mediated expe-
riences (Lopez and Willis, 2004). It is an inescapable part
of  ‘being-in-the-world’  (Aagaard,  2017).  Human  beings
always have the notion of ‘pre-theoretical’ shared practices
(Dias, 2006). Human experience of phenomena is, in this
approach,  inevitably  intertwined  with  these  pre-existing
frameworks of understanding.

 2.2    Three methodologies

Several  phenomenological  methodologies  have  been
developed based on either the descriptive or interpretative
approaches.  Three methodologies that have been applied
to  construction  settings  are  discussed  here:  a  descriptive
methodology  by  Moustakas’  (1994)  descriptive  method-
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ology,  Smith’s  (2004)  interpretative  methodology,  and
Van Manen’ (1997) methodology that borrows aspects of
both  descriptive  and  interpretive  approaches.  The  use  of
three  methodologies  is  illustrated  with  selected  example
studies  within  the  field  of  construction  (see Table  1 and
Table  2).  This  review  can  help  other  construction
researchers  in  selecting  and  applying  one  particular
methodology and deal with their difficulties.
A  descriptive  methodology  of  phenomenology  from

psychology  and  used  in  construction  research  is  the  one
of  Moustakas  (1994).  In  applying  this  methodology,
researchers try to follow Husserl’s thought by bracketing
off  any biases or  preconceptions,  irrespective where that
comes from (common sense or with scientific evidence).
The  researcher  adopting  this  methodology  aims  to
provide  a  universal  description  of  the  essence  of  a  lived
experience. The research steps of Moustakas’ methodology

(1994)  are  data  collection  through  interviews  and  tran-
scription,  bracketing,  ‘horizontalizing’,  imaginative  vari-
ation  and  universal  description.  Moustakas  adds  to
Husserl’s  approach  the  concept  of  ‘horizontalizing’  or
giving equal importance to statements made by the partic-
ipants (Chance et al., 2020). The study on the experiences
of  African-American  female  engineers  of  Somerville-
Midgette (2014) is  a rare but comprehensive example of
applying  the  steps  of  Moustakas’  methodology  in
construction  research  (Table  2).  Two  other  examples  of
studies  using  Moustakas’  methodology  in  construction-
related  research  are  those  of  Ajayi  et  al.  (2016)  and
Chance  et  al.  (2020).  The  first  applied  Moustakas’
methodology  in  a  very  general  way  to  investigate  the
cultural influences that amplify waste in the construction
sector.  Chance  et  al.  (2020)  employed  Moustakas’
methodology  to  explore  lived  experience  of  engineering

 

Table 1    Three phenomenological methodologies

Descriptive Interpretive Descriptive and interpretive

Moustakas Smith Van Manen

Origin Psychology Psychology Pedagogy

Major aim Universal description of the essence of a
lived experience

Constructing an understanding through
double hermeneutics

Explaining lived experience by
understanding the meaning of an

experience
Epistemological
assumptions

Bracketing: setting aside prejudgements,
unbiased receptive presence

Making sense of a participant’s meaning
requires interpretation

Every description of a phenomenon entails
an interpretation

Ontological
assumptions

What appears in consciousness is absolute
reality

Lived experience is based on individuals
making meaning of their world

Lived experience is situated in the
individual’s lifeworld

Data collection In-depth interviews with participants (no
typical sample size suggested)

In-depth interviews with participants
(small sample size)

Different methods: interviews,
observations, biographies, diaries, journals
etc. (no typical sample size suggested)

Data analysis Transcription
Reading written script

Bracketing and listing relevant expressions
through horizontalising
Imaginative variation

Individual and composite textural description
Individual and composite structural descrip-

tion
Universal description

Transcription
Multiple reading or listening recordings

Making notes
Transforming notes into themes

Thematic clustering
Explaining most important themes

in narrative account

Turn to a phenomenon of serious interest
Investigate the experience as it is lived
Reflecting on themes that reveal the

essence of a phenomenon
Describe phenomena through writing and

rewriting
Maintaining a strong and orientated relation

to the phenomenon
Balance research context by considering

parts and whole

 

Table 2    Three construction phenomenological research studies

Somerville-Midgette (2014) Van den Berg et al. (2024) Mathews (2021)

Phenomenological
methodology applied

Moustakas Smith Van Manen

Illustrative case study of the
methodology

Careers of African-American female
engineers

Circular design experiences in
construction

Impact of BIM on the professional in
the workplace

Sample size Six African-American female engineers Ten frontrunning Dutch designers Fourteen AEC professionals

Participant selection Purposeful convenience sampling based
on availability and ease of access of the

participants

Purposively selected for their firsthand
experience with circular design

Purposeful sample to ensure diversity in
discipline, age, gender, seniority, and

BIM experience.
Major themes identified • Academic Achievement

• Factors that Led to Persistence
• Strong Support System

• African-American Female Engineer
Identity

• Proclaiming responsibility toward the
Earth

• Materializing future-oriented solutions
• Dealing with a multi-headed monster
• Orchestrating a design ecosystem

• Identity
• Empowerment
• Disarrangement.

• Collaborative Practice

Methodological concepts uses • Horizontalization
• Imaginative variation

• Textural and structural synthesis

• Exploratory notes
• Emergent theme generation
• Clustering and abstraction

• Mapping experience
• Meaning of experience

• Synthesis and theme development
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educators implementing problem-based learning.
The interpretative  phenomenological  analysis  (IPA) of

Smith  (2004)  also  stems  from  psychology.  Instead  of
bracketing  off  the  researcher’s  subjective  viewpoint,
applying this methodology implies recognizing that indi-
viduals cannot be free of their lifeworld (Neubauer et al.,
2019).  IPA focuses on a detailed examination of partici-
pants’  understanding  of  their  own  experiences.  IPA  is
characterized,  first,  as  double  hermeneutic,  where  the
researcher  endeavors  to  interpret  the  sense-making
process  of  human  beings  dealing  with  their  experiences
(Smith,  2011).  A  second  characteristic  is  ideography:  it
emphasizes a concentration on the specific rather than the
universal. Thirdly, IPA is interrogative, aspiring to make
theoretical  contributions  to  a  field  by  discussing  results
not  on  their  own  but  in  relation  to  the  extant  literature
(Smith,  2004).  Major  steps  of  IPA  are:  data  collection
through  interviews,  data  analysis  through  reading  of  the
transcripts,  creating  emergent  themes  and  clustering
them.  The  study  of  Van  den  Berg  et  al.  (2024)  on  the
circular  design  experiences  as  lived  by  designers  in  the
field of construction is a rare but comprehensive example
of  applying  the  methodology  of  Smith  in  the  field  of
construction  research  (Table  2).  Other  example  studies
that applied Smith’s IPA in construction-related research
are  those  by  Zakaria  et  al.  (2018)  and  Krystallis  et  al.
(2015). Zakaria et al. (2018) studied patterns of interaction
between  construction  professionals  making  decisions  on
Industrialized Building Systems adoption; Krystallis et al.
(2015) examined BIM in healthcare projects with the aim
of  developing  a  taxonomy  of  interactions  between  BIM
and future-proofing approaches.
In  his  phenomenology  from  pedagogy,  Van  Manen

(2016, 1997) combines elements from the descriptive and
interpretive methodology. He also seeks the essence of a
phenomenon  but  rejects  the  idea  of  bracketing  (Beck,
2019).  Van  Manen  believes  that  researchers  should
recognize  their  presuppositions  because  assumptions  or
prior  knowledge  of  the  researcher  directs  the  enquiry.
Van  Manen  suggests  about  six  methodological  ‘sugges-
tions’ or ‘phases’ that may aid in conducting hermeneutic
phenomenological  research  (Van  Manen,  1997)  (see
Table  1  –  Data  analysis).  These  suggestions  or  phases
should  not  be  viewed  as  a  rigid  protocol  to  be  followed
step-by-step, but rather as methodological considerations
to  bear  in  mind  during  the  research  process.  There  is  a
dynamic interplay of these phases. A rare but comprehen-
sive example of applying the methodology of Van Manen
in  the  field  of  construction  research  is  the  study  on  the
experiences  of  the  adoption  of  Building  Information
Modeling  (BIM)  in  the  workplace  by  Mathews  (2021)
(Table  2).  Two  other  examples  of  studies  using  van
Manen’s  methodology  in  construction-related  research
are Grosse (2019) and Roche et al. (2022). Grosse (2019)
explores  his  own  experiences  of  running  a  construction
company.  Roche  et  al.  (2022)  employed  Van  Manen’s

methodology  to  investigate  the  engagement  of  infection
prevention and control specialists employed by the client
during the development of new hospital buildings.

 3    Selecting a methodology

Practitioners’  experiences  are  widely  recognized  as
essential learning sources in the construction management
literature.  Phenomenological  methodologies  can  help
explicating  these  experiences  in  a  systematic  manner.
Since  it  can  nevertheless  be  challenging  to  apply
phenomenology  in  a  research  study,  this  article  has
outlined three different methodologies that could be used
in  future  construction  research.  As  such,  we  encourage
construction  researchers  to  consider  applying  these
methodologies and offer practical suggestions to select a
particular one.
In this selection process, construction researchers must

ask  themselves  the  following  three  questions.  A  first
question  is  whether  phenomenological  methodologies  at
all  may  add  value  to  their  research  project.  If  yes,  a
second  question  for  construction  researchers  should  be
whether or not they think it is possible to view reality via
bracketing  one’s  everyday  way  of  perceiving  the  world
by setting aside prejudgments and predispositions toward
the phenomenon. A third question concerns the practical
conditions  for  applying  phenomenology  regarding  the
sampling  strategy,  data  collection  and  analysis.  Through
elaborating  these  three  different  questions,  this  section
offers  construction  researchers  pointers  to  choose  a
particular phenomenological methodology.

 3.1    Added value of a phenomenological methodology

A first question is whether phenomenological methodolo-
gies  may  be  valuable  for  a  certain  construction  research
study.  In  general,  selecting  a  methodology  depends  on
the  objective,  type  of  research  question,  and  the  kind  of
knowledge to be generated.
Phenomenology offers new ways to learn from experi-

ences  by  taking  experience  of  practitioners  seriously.
Phenomenologists’ overarching goal is to fully understand
and  appreciate  an  experience,  rather  than  predict  or
explain  behavior  (Gill,  2014).  Phenomenological  studies
generate  rich,  reflective  accounts  of  how  individuals
experience  and  make  sense  of  a  particular  phenomenon.
The  aim  is  not  to  change  practice  but  to  illuminate  the
essence  of  an  experience  as  it  is  lived  through.  Unlike
action  research,  which  is  intervention-based  and  aims  to
improve  practice  or  solve  a  problem  through  cycles  of
action and reflection (Wisner et al., 1991), phenomenology
remains  non-interventionist.  In  action  research,  partici-
pants  actively  shape  the  research  process,  implement
actions, and evaluate outcomes; data collection is tied to
organisational  change  rather  than  to  uncovering  the
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meaning  structure  of  lived  experience.  Thus,  while  both
may  involve  interviews,  action  research  seeks  practical
improvement, whereas phenomenology seeks deep expe-
riential understanding.
Phenomenology  is  also  distinct  from  ethnography

(Oluka, 2025). Ethnography focuses on studying cultures,
behaviors,  and  social  contexts,  often  through  months  of
fieldwork,  participant  observation,  and  immersion  in
daily  life  of  a  group.  Its  interest  lies  in  cultural  patterns
and collective practices. In contrast, phenomenology does
not  aim  to  understand  a  culture  but  rather  the  personal,
subjective  experience  of  individuals  (Sanders,  1982).
Ethnography  focuses  on  what  people  do,  whereas
phenomenology studies what people experience and how
they attribute meaning to those experiences. Phenomeno-
logical methodologies can serve as an alternative to what
Ahiaga-Dagbui and Martek (2023) describe as the ‘ubiq-
uitous  use  of  questionnaire  surveys’  in  construction
research for doing perception-based research. In line with
their  call  to  move  away  from  such  questionnaires,
phenomenological  studies  of  perceptions  may  provide
better insights of actual practices and how there are expe-
rienced firsthand (Sokolowski, 2000).
Phenomenological methodologies may particularly add

value in relation to the issue of learning within and across
construction  projects.  Project  processes  typically  exhibit
a  temporary  and  unique  nature,  characterized  by  non-
routine  elements.  In  such  temporary  organizations,
knowledge acquired from experiences during one project
may not naturally translate into insights for other projects
or  contexts  unless  deliberate  efforts  are  made  to  capture
and share them (Williams, 2008). With a focus on learning
from  people’s  experiences,  phenomenological  method-
ologies  can  add  value  by  collecting  and  disseminating
relevant  experiences  in  a  systematic  way.  By  learning
from  these  experiences,  mistakes  can  be  avoided  (Love
and Smith, 2016). This, in turn, is particularly appropriate
for  an  industry  that  relies  heavily  on  tacit  knowledge,
such  as  construction.  By  using  descriptive  phenomenol-
ogy, common ‘routine’ features or the essences of practi-
tioner’s project experiences can be identified.
Learning in and across construction projects, however,

also  occurs  in  a  particular  organizational  and  cultural
context  of  previous  projects  and  the  wider  organization
(Hartmann and Dorée, 2015; Newell et al., 2006). People’
s  experiences  will  be  colored  by  these  specific  contexts
and  lifeworlds.  By  using  interpretative  phenomenology,
the significance individuals attribute to their lived experi-
ences can be understood within the framework of organi-
zational and cultural contexts. Moreover, project manage-
ment,  traditionally  viewed  as  primarily  technical,  is
increasingly  recognized  as  requiring  a  broader  under-
standing  of  management  practices  to  ensure  successful
project outcomes (Crawford et al., 2006). Instead of using
abstract  models,  learning  is  seen  as  a  central  enabler  to
change  project  management  practices  (Kokkonen  and

Alin,  2015).  Phenomenology  can  play  an  important  role
in  being  such  an  enabler:  it  allows  learning  from  the
experience of others.
Phenomenological approaches in general offer valuable

opportunities  for  deepening  construction  management
research  by  uncovering  how  individuals  experience  and
interpret  their  work  environments.  The  experience  of
collaboration  in  project  teams  is  a  central  theme  in  this
field of research. Given construction’s reliance on multi-
organizational  collaboration,  phenomenology  reveals
how  practitioners  experience  fragmentation  and  (dis-)
trust  across  organizational  boundaries.  Phenomenology
also supports the exploration of practitioners’ lived expe-
riences  when  they  are  learning  new  skills.  Safety  is
another  longstanding  and  central  theme  in  construction
that  lends  itself  well  to  phenomenological  studies,  for
example by exploring workers’ lived experiences of ‘near-
miss  situations’  and  practitioners’  perceptions  of  risk.
Phenomenology also helps to understand how the adoption
of  new  technologies  such  as  AI,  BIM  and  robotics
changes work experience. The topics identified - including
collaboration, learning, safety, and technology adoption -
are  inherently  experiential  and  therefore  well-suited  to
phenomenological approaches.

 3.2    Bracketing one’s everyday way perception or not

A second question relates to the construction researchers’
own  worldviews.  They  should  ask  themselves  whether
they  believe  it  is  possible  to  view  reality  via  bracketing
one’s  everyday  way  of  perceiving  the  world.  The  need
for bracketing of presuppositions and beliefs when doing
phenomenological  construction  research  is  relevant  in
selecting  either  a  descriptive  or  an  interpretative
phenomenological  methodology.  Bracketing  is  essential
to  the  methodology  of  Moustakas  but  less  relevant  in
those of Van Manen and Smith. Reflecting on one’s epis-
temological  and  ontological  assumptions  will  help
researchers in selecting a methodology.
By  using  descriptive  phenomenology,  common

features,  or  universal  essences,  people  have  experienced
about  a  phenomenon  are  identified.  To  identify  these
essences  of  construction  project  management,  requires
researchers to temporarily suspend their own assumptions
and preconceptions in order to focus on the participants’
experience of a phenomenon (Lopez and Willis, 2004).
Bracketing allows construction researchers to critically

reflect  on  their  own  presuppositions  and  interpretations
that  may  influence  their  understanding  of  a  certain
phenomenon.  By  suspending  these  biases,  construction
researchers  can  focus  on  the  phenomena  as  they  are
presented by the construction project participants, without
imposing their own theoretical or conceptual frameworks.
This contributes to the robustness and validity of the find-
ings,  as  it  assists  in  ensuring  that  the  description  of  the
phenomenon is based on the participants’ own experiences
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and meanings. Trying to identify these common features,
or universal essences, in construction research argues for
a descriptive phenomenology.
By  focusing  on  bracketing,  setting  aside  researcher

assumptions,  and  describing  experiences  as  given,
descriptive  phenomenological  methodologies  help
construction  research  to  capture  the  essence  of
practitioners’  lived  experiences.  Because  descriptive
phenomenology  clarifies  “what  it  is  like”  for  practition-
ers, it is ideal when construction research aims to under-
stand practice at  the human experience level,  rather than
seeking explanations or interventions.
Alternatively,  researchers’  own  worldviews  may  be

more aligned with interpretative traditions.  Each project,
for instance, possesses unique characteristics that result in
context-specific  perceptions  and  actions.  As  such,  in
terms of Heidegger, a construction practitioner or engineer
can  be  perceived  as  being  “thrown”  into  a  specific
project.  This  “thrownness”  stands  in  contrast  to  the
detached  analysis  of  an  observer  (Turk,  2001).  When
practitioners engage in reflective thinking, they disconnect
themselves from this “thrownness” within a given project
context,  with  its  unique  characteristics.  Engineers  could
experience  “blindness”  if  they  solely  rely  on  conceptual
models of either the product or process they are involved
in,  without  acknowledging  this  “thrownness”  (Turk,
2001).  This  “thrownness”  argues  for  an  interpretative
phenomenology  with  the  double  hermeneutics  where
researchers  interpret  the  interpretations  of  certain
construction  practitioners  (Pietkiewicz  and  Smith,  2014,
Smith,  2004).  Researchers  document  their  reflections  in
writing and subsequently engage in further reflection and
writing,  establishing  ongoing,  iterative  cycles  aimed  at
developing more comprehensive and nuanced analyses.
Interpretative  phenomenology  explores  the  sense-

making  and  context-embedded  interpretations  of
construction  work.  It  emphasizes  interpretation  rather
than pure description and tries to understand how practi-
tioners  make  sense  of  their  construction  environment.
This  approach  is  better  suited  to  construction  studies
when  researchers  acknowledge  the  complex  social  and
organizational dynamics that shape these contexts, where
“meaning” influences actions.

 3.3    Sampling strategy, data collection and analysis

The  third  question  relates  to  the  practical  conditions  of
the  research  project.  Selecting  a  particular  phenomeno-
logical methodology, whether it is rooted in the descriptive
or interpretative tradition, finally depends on the intended
sampling  strategy,  and  the  data  collection  and  analysis
possibilities.
Different  methodologies  propose  different  numbers  of

participants. In general, phenomenological methodologies
employ  relatively  small  sample  sizes.  The  more  insights
participants  share about  their  experience,  the smaller  the

size needed (Beck, 2019). Moustakas and Van Manen do
not  suggest  a  typical  sample  size.  Many  studies  that
follow  the  IPA  methodology  have  samples  of  5–10
participants, with Pietkiewicz & Smith (2014, 9) arguing
that even just one single participant “may well be justified
if rich and meaningful data has been collected.” While all
methods  employ  individual  interviews,  Van  Manen  also
suggests,  when  applicable,  the  inclusion  of  group  inter-
views  and  observations  (Gill,  2014).  His  approach  also
accepts multiple interviews with each participant to facil-
itate interpretation too. Van Manen’s approach is also the
only one that allows a collaborative interpretation with a
research seminar or group (Beck, 2019).
Moustakas’ descriptive phenomenology seeks to depict

an  experience  universally,  as  one  shared  by  many.  The
interpretative phenomenology of Van Manen methodology
is  a  suitable  option  when  exploring  commonalities  of
experiences  across  several  participants.  If  a  researcher
aims  to  elucidate  individual  experiences,  then  Smith’s
methodology of interpretative phenomenological analysis
(IPA)  would  be  more  appropriate.  In  contrast  to
Moustakas’  general  structure  of  the  phenomenon  being
studied,  Smith’s  IPA  focuses  on  microanalysis  of  each
individual’s experience (Beck, 2019).
In  terms  of  data  analysis,  the  different  methods  put

different  accents.  Van  Manen  differentiates  between
essential and incidental themes while Smith et al. (2009)
categorized  themes  in  superordinate  en  subordinate
themes. Moustakas uses free imaginative variation. Typi-
cally,  generalizations  are  confined  to  specific  groups,
with all methodologies prioritizing rich qualitative narra-
tives  over  quantity  of  data.  Additionally,  each  approach
incorporates  some  form  of  thematic  analysis  to  unravel
the  experiences  under  scrutiny  (Gill,  2014).  Practical
conditions  of  any  planned  research  project  can,  accord-
ingly, guide researchers toward any specific phenomeno-
logical methodology.
Based on the three questions discussed in this  section,

five standards are defined for conducting phenomenolog-
ical construction research (Table 3).

 4    Conclusions

Construction  research  studies  tend  to  overlook  the  how
and what of experiencing certain phenomena. Descriptive
or  interpretative  phenomenological  methodologies  can
add  value  to  this  field  by  enabling  learning  from practi-
tioners’ lived experiences. We discussed the phenomeno-
logical  methodologies  of  Moustakas,  Smith,  and  Van
Manen,  all  of  which  have  been  applied  to  construction
phenomena. These three methodologies have in common
that  they  each  attempt  to  fully  appreciate  and  grasp  any
relevant  lived  experiences  in  a  systematic  way.  This  is
specifically  appropriate  for  the  construction  industry,
which  relies  heavily  on  tacit  knowledge.  The  extent  to
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which assumptions and beliefs must and can be set aside
(through  bracketing)  is  critical  when  choosing  between
either a descriptive or an interpretative phenomenological
methodology. Bracketing is essential to the methodologies
of Moustakas’ approach but less relevant in Van Manen’s
approach  and  not  in  Smith’s  IPA.  Descriptive
phenomenology  is  appropriate  when  the  intended
research  outcome  of  a  construction  study  is  to  identify
universal  essences  of  participants’ experiences.  Interpre-
tative  phenomenology,  alternatively,  acknowledges  the
Heideggerian  “thrownness”  in  a  given  context  and
embraces context-specific perceptions of any practitioners
involved.  The  choice  for  a  certain  phenomenological
methodology also depends on, and influences, the condi-
tions for the sampling strategy, data collection and analy-
sis.  Our  three  considerations  and  practical  pointers  offer
guidance to deal with the challenge of selecting a particular
phenomenological  methodology  for  future  construction
research. Doing so will enable construction researchers to
shed  new  light  on  important  phenomena  by  taking  the
experiences of construction practitioners seriously.
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Table 3    Standards for conducting phenomenological construction research

Standard 1 — Take lived experience as the primary object of research.

Standard 2 — Use phenomenology only when the research question is experiential.

Phenomenological research must explicitly focus on how phenomena are experienced by participants, rather than on opinions or abstract variables.

Standard 3 — Explicitly state the phenomenological tradition followed.

Standard 4 — Discuss positionality explicitly in the methodology section.
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