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UNDERSTANDING
PHENOMENOLOGICAL RESEARCH
METHODS BY CLARK MOUSTAKAS

Qualitative research has long sought to
capture  the  r ichness  o f  human
experience,  and  few  approaches
accomplish  this  as  profoundly  as
phenomenology.  Among  the  key  figures
who have shaped this  methodology in

the  social  sciences,  Clark  Moustakas
s t a n d s  o u t .  H i s  b o o k
Phenomenological  Research
Methods (1994) provides a systematic
yet  deeply  humanistic  framework  for
investigating  lived  experience.  This
article  offers  a  comprehensive
exploration  of  Moustakas’s  approach,
detailing  its  philosophical  roots,  core
processes,  and  practical  applications.
Whether  you  are  a  graduate  student
designing  a  study  or  a  seasoned

https://remodelicious.com/


2

2 Phenomenological Research Methods By Clark Moustakas 2024-10-14

researcher seeking a clear, step-by-step
m e t h o d ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g
phenomenological  research
methods  by  Clark  Moustakas  will
equip  you  with  a  powerful  tool  for
uncovering  the  essence  of  human
phenomena.

The Philosophical
Foundation:
Transcendental
Phenomenology
Moustakas grounded his method in the
transcendental  phenomenology  of
Edmund  Husserl,  while  making  it

accessible for  contemporary qualitative
inquiry.  The  term  “transcendental”
refers  to  moving  beyond  everyday
a s s u m p t i o n s  t o  r e a c h  a  p u r e ,
prereflective  consciousness.  For
Moustakas, the goal is not to explain or
predict but to describe the essence of a
phenomenon as it appears to those who
experience it. He emphasized that every
experience is intentional—meaning it is
always directed toward something. This
intentionality  is  captured  by  two  key
concepts:  noema  (the  “what”  of
experience)  and noesis  (the “how” or
act of perceiving). By bracketing biases
and returning to the things themselves,
the researcher can uncover the invariant
structures of a lived experience.
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Core Concepts in
Moustakas’s
Method
Before diving into the procedural steps,
it  is  essential  to  understand  the
foundational ideas that guide the entire
approach. These concepts are not mere
terminologies but active tools that shape
every phase of the research.

Epoche – Derived from the Greek
term meaning “to abstain” or “to
refrain from judgment.” In
Moustakas’s method, epoche
requires the researcher to set
aside all preconceptions, biases,

and prior knowledge about the
phenomenon. This is not a one-
time event but an ongoing,
conscious effort throughout the
research process.
Phenomenological Reduction –
After epoche, the researcher
engages in reduction, where each
experience is examined in its own
right. This involves describing
what is given in consciousness
without adding or subtracting
meaning. The goal is to move from
the natural attitude (everyday
assumptions) to a transcendental
attitude (pure awareness).
Horizontalization – During
reduction, every statement or
expression from participants is
treated as having equal value
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initially. This “horizontal” viewing
prevents the researcher from
privileging certain data points over
others. Later, irrelevant or
overlapping statements are
removed, leaving only the
horizons (the core meanings).
Imaginative Variation – This
step helps the researcher identify
the essential structures of the
phenomenon. By altering the
context, perspective, or role of the
experiencer, the researcher asks:
“Would the phenomenon still be
what it is if this aspect changed?”
This leads to the invariant
structure or essence.
Intuiting and Synthesizing –
Through deep reflection, the
researcher intuits the essential

meanings and then synthesizes
them into a unified description.
This final composite captures both
textural (what was experienced)
and structural (how it was
experienced) dimensions.

The Step-by-Step
Process of
Moustakas’s
Phenomenologic
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al Research
Moustakas  outlined  a  clear,  replicable
sequence  that  researchers  can  follow.
While  the  process  is  iterative  and
requires reflexivity, breaking it down into
p h a s e s  h e l p s  d e m y s t i f y  t h e
methodology.

FORMULATING THE RESEARCH
QUESTION

The  first  step  is  to  craft  a  question  that
focuses on the lived experience  of a
particular  phenomenon.  Moustakas
recommends that the question be open-
ended  and  personal,  reflecting  genuine
curiosity. For example: “What is the lived
experience of first-time motherhood?” or
“How do cancer survivors experience the

transition  to  post-treatment  life?”  The
question should avoid assumptions and
instead  invite  participants  to  describe
their reality in their own words.

ENGAGING IN EPOCHE

Before  interviewing  participants,  the
researcher  spends  time  in  reflective
practice  to  identify  and  set  aside
personal  biases.  This  can  be  done
through  journaling,  meditation,  or
systematic  bracketing  exercises.
Moustakas  emphasized  that  epoche  is
not about erasing one’s self  but about
creating a fresh, receptive stance. The
researcher  acknowledges  their  beliefs
and then consciously suspends them to
remain open to the phenomenon as it
presents itself.
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COLLECTING DATA VIA IN-DEPTH
INTERVIEWS

Moustakas  preferred  long,  open-ended
interviews as the primary data collection
method.  Each  participant  is  asked  a
single,  broad  question  (e.g.,  “Please
describe  your  experience  in  as  much
detail  as  possible.”).  The  interviewer
uses  prompts  to  encourage  deeper
reflection  but  avoids  leading  questions.
Typical ly,  5–25  part icipants  are
sufficient; the goal is not generalizability
but  rich,  thick  descriptions.  Interviews
are recorded and transcribed verbatim.
The  researcher  also  keeps  a  reflexive
journal to document their own evolving
thoughts and bracketed assumptions.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL REDUCTION:
HORIZONTALIZATION AND
CLUSTERING

Once  transcr ipts  are  ready,  the
researcher reads them repeatedly to get
a  sense  of  the  whole.  Then  comes
horizontalization:  every  statement
relevant to the phenomenon is listed in a
table or document, treated as a horizon.
The  resea rche r  then  removes
overlapping or repetitive statements, as
well as those that are not directly about
the  expe r i ence  ( e . g . ,  f a c tua l
d i g r e s s i o n s ) .  T h e  r e m a i n i n g
statements—ca l led  invar iant
constituents—are  clustered  into
themes. For instance, from descriptions
o f  m o t h e r h o o d ,  t h e m e s  l i k e
“overwhe lming  love ,”  “ loss  o f
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autonomy,” and “unexpected strength”
might emerge.
At this stage, the researcher also begins
the  textural  description:  a  detailed
account  of  what  the  part ic ipant
experienced.  This  is  written  using  the
participants’  own  words  as  much  as
possible, preserving the vividness of the
lived moment.

IMAGINATIVE VARIATION: CRAFTING
STRUCTURAL DESCRIPTIONS

Next, the researcher uses imaginative
variation  to  uncover  the  underlying
structures  that  make  the  experience
possible. The focus shifts from “what” to
“how.”  For  example,  the  researcher
asks:  “How  would  the  experience  of
motherhood differ  if  the  support  system

changed? If the culture were different? If
the  timing  were  earlier  or  later?”  By
systematically varying these conditions,
the  researcher  identifies  the  essential,
invariant structures. These might include
“the  need  for  relational  connection,”
“the tension between self and other,” or
“the  temporal  shift  in  identity.”  The
result  is  a  structural  description  for
each participant.

SYNTHESIZING THE ESSENCE:
COMPOSITE DESCRIPTION

Finally,  the  researcher  integrates  all
individual  textural  and  structural
descr ipt ions  into  a  composite
description that  captures  the universal
essence  of  the  phenomenon  across
participants.  This  is  the  culminating
product  of  the  research.  Moustakas
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emphasized  that  the  composite
d e s c r i p t i o n  s h o u l d  b e  b o t h
comprehensive  and concise,  conveying
the invariant meaning that runs through
all individual experiences. For example,
a  composite  description  of  first-time
motherhood  might  highl ight  the
simultaneous  presence  of  joy  and
vulnerability, the reshaping of personal
identity, and the deepening of empathy.
This essence is not a mere average but a
rich tapestry woven from the threads of
individual experiences.

Comparing

Moustakas to
Other
Phenomenologic
al Approaches
Moustakas’s method is often contrasted
with  those  of  other  phenomenologists,
such  as  Amedeo  Giorgi  and  Max  van
Manen. Understanding these distinctions
helps  researchers  choose  the  right
framework  for  their  work.

Moustakas vs. Giorgi: Giorgi’s
method is more systematic and
descriptive, emphasizing
psychological reduction and
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detailed structural analysis. While
Giorgi also draws from Husserl, he
incorporates rigorous steps like
meaning unit extraction and
transformation into psychological
language. Moustakas, however,
places stronger emphasis on the
researcher’s personal engagement
and the transformative potential of
epoche. His writing is more
accessible and spiritually attuned,
often blending science with art.
Moustakas vs. van Manen: Van
Manen’s hermeneutic
phenomenology focuses on
interpretation and the role of
language, text, and culture. He
emphasizes writing as a method of
inquiry and draws from Heidegger
and Merleau-Ponty. Moustakas, by

contrast, stays closer to Husserl’s
transcendental stance, prioritizing
description over interpretation.
Van Manen’s approach is more
fluid and poetic, while Moustakas
offers structured procedures.

For  novice  researchers,  Moustakas’s
method is often recommended because
it provides clear, actionable steps while
honoring  the  philosophical  depth  of
phenomenology.  His  approach  can  be
applied  across  disciplines,  including
psychology,  education,  nursing,
sociology,  and  business.

Practical
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Applications and
Strengths of the

Method
The  phenomenological  research
methods  by  Clark  Moustakas  have
been widely used to explore sensitive,
complex human experiences. Examples
include studies on grief, chronic illness,
spiritual  transformation,  teacher
burnout, and leadership transitions. The
method’s  strengths  lie  in  its  ability  to
give voice to marginalized or overlooked
perspectives and to uncover meaning in
phenomena  that  are  often  taken  for
granted.

Another major strength is its emphasis
on rigor without rigidity. While the steps
are  systematic,  Moustakas  encourages
researchers  to  be  flexible  and  creative.
The  method  a l so  f os te r s  deep
engagement  between  researcher  and
p a r t i c i p a n t ,  o f t e n  l e a d i n g  t o
transformative  insights  for  both.  For
instance, many researchers report that
the  epoche  practice  enhances  their
empathy  and  reduces  bias  in  other
aspects of their work.

Potential
Challenges and
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How to
Overcome Them
No  research  method  is  w i thout
c h a l l e n g e s ,  a n d  M o u s t a k a s ’ s
phenomenology  is  no  exception.  One
common difficulty is achieving a genuine
epoche. Researchers may unconsciously
impose their own frameworks, especially
if  they  have  personal  experience  with
the  phenomenon.  To  address  this,
Moustakas  recommended  ongoing
reflexive  journaling  and  peer  debriefing.
Another challenge is the intensive time
commitment:  t ranscr ib ing  long
interviews,  engaging  in  repeated
readings,  and  craft ing  detai led
descriptions can be laborious. However,

the  depth  gained  often  justifies  the
effort.
Additionally, some critics argue that the
method relies too heavily  on interview
data  and  does  not  sufficiently  account
for embodiment or context. To counter
this, researchers can combine interviews
with  observational  notes,  field  journals,
or  artistic  expressions.  Moustakas
himself was open to multimodal data, as
long as the phenomenological attitude is
maintained.

Why Moustakas’s
Work Remains
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Relevant Today
In  an  age  of  big  data  and  positivist
research  paradigms,  phenomenology
provides a necessary counterbalance; it
reminds us that human experiences are
irreducible  to  numbers.  Moustakas’s
methods,  in  particular,  empower
researchers  to  approach  their  subjects
with humility and wonder. His work has
been cited in thousands of studies and
continues  to  be  taught  in  qualitative
research  courses  worldwide.  The
phenomenological  research
methods by Clark Moustakas are not
merely a set of techniques—they are an
invitation  to  see  the  world  anew,  to
listen deeply, and to honor the fullness
of human consciousness.

Conclusion
C la rk  Mous takas  t rans fo rmed
transcendental  phenomenology  from  a
dense  philosophical  system  into  a
pract ica l ,  access ib le  research
methodology.  By  focusing  on  epoche,
reduction, horizontalization, imaginative
variation,  and  synthesis,  he  gave
researchers a clear pathway to uncover
the  essence  of  lived  experience.  His
method balances rigorous structure with
creative openness, making it suitable for
a wide range of human science inquiries.
Whether you are drawn to the study of
joy,  trauma, love,  or  fear,  Moustakas’s
approach  offers  a  compassionate  and
systematic  way  to  understand  what  it
means to be human. As you embark on
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your  own  phenomenological  journey,
remember his core advice: bracket your

biases, remain open to the phenomenon,
and let the essence reveal itself through
the voices of those who live it.


