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In this workshop the facilitators (Webber and
Johnston) started by giving a brief overview of what
phenomenography was, and some examples of
phenomenographic research. Marton (1) defined
phenomenography as: “the empirical study of the
differing ways in which people  experience, perceive,
apprehend, understand, conceptualise various
phenomena in and aspects of the world around us”.
Thus it is a qualitative research approach which
provides insights into the variation of conceptions
or experiences that people have of a phenomenon.
The phenomenon might be, for example, learning
(as in Marton’s original studies), information
literacy, or, in the medical context, a specific illness,
or (2) operating room efficiency. Data is normally
gathered via interviews, in which you are aiming to
find out how the person you are interviewing
conceives of the phenomenon you are investigating.
You pool all the interview transcripts and analyse
them together, so you can describe concisely the
different ways in which your interviewees, between
them, think about or experience the phenomenon.  
Some examples of phenomenographic studies
carried out by researchers in the information and
library field are: Wheeler’s (3) study of librarians’
conceptions of themselves as teachers; the
facilitators’ own  research into academics’

conceptions of information literacy, and pedagogy
for information literacy (4, 5); Yates et al.’s (6)
investigation into older Australians’ experiences of
health information literacy and Hornung’s (7)
research into Irish solo librarians’ conceptions of
Continuing Professional Development.
In the next section of the workshop, participants
discussed an article which they had been asked to
read in advance, a Swedish study (8) investigating
nurses’ conceptions of caring. The article provided
a description of the context and rationale for the
study, the methods, and the results. The authors
discovered four conceptions of caring (caring as
person-centredness, caring as safeguarding the
patient’s best interests, caring as nursing
interventions and caring as contextually
intertwined). The researchers also discussed
practical implications: this flagged up the fact that
phenomenographic results can be used to inform
policy, professional development and practice.
After this exercise, the facilitators worked through
some key aspects of phenomenography (e.g. shaping
the research question, identifying the sample and
carrying out the interview). A phenomenographic
study should result, firstly, in categories of
description (identifying each of the different ways in
which people conceive of the phenomenon) and,
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secondly, an outcome space that shows how the
categories are related. In this workshop, the
facilitators concentrated on the first type of analysis.
The participants were given an example interview
transcript, and asked to identify quotations which
they thought exemplified some aspect of the
interviewee’s conception(s) of information literacy.
Following on from this, they were asked to share and
compare their insights, and then there was a whole-
group discussion. 
Points that were raised included the importance
(and sometimes, difficulty) of “bracketing” (putting
to one side) your own opinions about the
phenomenon you were investigating when you were
interviewing and analysing (9). The value of the
interview itself was also highlighted. Just asking
someone to talk about the phenomenon could raise
their awareness of it, and provide insights that might
enable you to collaborate more effectively with the
interviewee.
The slides for the workshop presentation are on the
conference website and also at http://www.
slideshare.net/sheilawebber/an-introduction-to-
phenomenographic-research

REFERENCES

1. Marton F. Phenomenography. In: Husén T,
Postlethwaite TN. (Eds). The international
encyclopedia of education.  (2nd ed.). Oxford:
Pergamon Press; 1994. p. 4424-4429. 

2. Arakelian A, Gunningberg L, Larsson J. How
operating room efficiency is understood in a
surgical team: a qualitative study. Int J Qual
Health Care. 2011:23(1);100-6.

3. Wheeler E. [Internet] Investigating academic
librarians’ perceptions of their own teaching
skills. Unpublished MA disseration. Sheffield:
University of Sheffield. 2014 [cited 2015 Aug 2].
Available from http://dagda.shef.ac.uk/dispub/
dissertations/2013-14/External/Wheeler_13011
7630.pdf

4. Webber S, Boon S, Johnston B. A comparison of
UK academics’ conceptions of information
literacy in two disciplines: English and
Marketing. Libr Inform Res. 2005:29(93);4-15.

5. Boon S, Johnston B, Webber S. A
phenomenographic study of English faculty’s
conceptions of information literacy. J Doc.
2007:63(2);204-28. 

6. Yates C, Stoodley I, Partridge H, Bruce C,
Cooper H, Day G, Edwards S. Exploring health
information use by older Australians within
everyday life. Libr Trends. 2012:60(3);460-78.

7. Hornung E. On your own, but not alone: one-
person librarians in Ireland and their perceptions
of continuing professional development. Libr
Trends. 2013:61(3);675-702.

8. Andresson EK, Willman A, Sjostrom-Strand A,
Borglin. Registered nurses’ descriptions of
caring: a phenomenographic interview study.
BMC Nurs. 2015:14;16. DOI 10.1186/s12912-
015-0067-9

9. Ashworth P, Lucas U. Achieving empathy and
engagement: a practical approach to the design,
conduct and reporting of phenomenographic
research. Stud High Educ. 2000:25(3);295-308.

FURTHER READING 

Bowden J, Green P (Eds). Doing developmental
phenomenography. Melbourne: RMIT
University Press; 2005. 

Bowden J, Walsh E (Eds). Phenomenography.
Melbourne: RMIT University Press; 2000.

Lupton M. The learning connection: information
literacy and the student experience. Adelaide:
Auslib Press; 2004.

Marton F, Booth, S. Learning and awareness.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates;
1997.

Sjostrom B, Dahlgren L. Applying
phenomenography in nursing research. J Adv
Nurs. 2002:40(3);339-45.

Stenfors-Hayes T, Hult H, Dahlgren M. A
phenomenographic approach to research in
medical education. Med Educ. 2013:47;261-70.

Yates C, Partridge H, Bruce C. Exploring
information experiences through
phenomenography. Libr Inform Res.
2012:36(112);96-119.


