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ABSTRACT

Hermeneutic phenomenology can contribute to the understanding of the lived experience of various health phenomenon of
nursing. Although hermeneutic phenomenology is gaining importance in nursing research, it remains important to discuss the
theoretical and ethical issues that may be encountered when using such methodology with children living with disabilities. A
critical discussion on the use of Heidegger’s hermeneutics when studying the lived experience of children living with disabilities,
will help us gain insight on the issues that we may come across as researchers. This article begins with an insightful overview of
the core concept of Heidegger Hermeneutic Phenomenology (HHP) followed by a discussion on theoretical and ethical issues that
may arise when doing research with children living with disabilities – the topic as example. In light of this discussion, we suggest
some innovator implications for nursing practices and nursing research.

Key Words: Heidegger Hermeneutic Phenomenology (HHP), Epistemology, Concepts, Nursing research, Children living with
disabilities, Theoretical issues, Ethical issues

1. INTRODUCTION

Hermeneutic phenomenology, as a qualitative methodology,
is gaining significance in nursing research due to the deep in-
sight gleaned from this method within human experience.[1]

Hermeneutic phenomenology research can contribute to the
understanding of different health phenomenon of interest for
the nursing discipline. As we are getting ready to undertake a
hermeneutic phenomenology research project with children
living with physical, intellectual or social disabilities, we are
faced with an important question: What are the theoretical
and ethical issues – in the nursing discipline domain - of
hermeneutics when studying children living with disabili-

ties? Thus, this paper addresses the positive and negative out-
comes of using hermeneutic when studying this phenomenon.
In doing so, we will develop our arguments drawing from
Heidegger’s hermeneutic philosophy and authors who inves-
tigated this method/philosophy. We will then make explicit
what can be gained and lost using hermeneutics by referring
to the heideggerian concepts of Dasein, the fore-structure
and situatedness of the researchers, the meaning and theory
of truth, the notion of language as well as the existentials
of Being-in-the-world.[2–4] To conclude, we will argue the
implications of Heidegger’s hermeneutics for nursing prac-
tice and nursing research. Thus, the purpose of this paper is
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to discuss the emergent theoretical and ethical issues when
using Heidegger’s hermeneutics in research, in this case with
children living with disabilities.

2. OUR RESEARCH PROJECT
Having worked with children living with physical, intellec-
tual or social disabilities in a community setting, we observed
that the actions of nurses have different effects on the child’s
development and well-being. We are also aware that some
nurse interventions are more beneficial than others. Based
on our experiences of working with these children, it is our
desire to contribute authentically to their development and
well-being. We then ask ourselves how we, as nurses, can
contribute to their well-being. After all, the nursing dis-
cipline is in part concerned with maintaining and restoring
health and well-being.[5] Therefore, we consider important to
undertake a qualitative study that allows us to gain a deeper
and more authentic understanding of the meaning of well-
being in children living with disabilities and how the actions
of nurses can contribute to their well-being. So, we judged it
appropriate to use hermeneutic phenomenology to theorize
about the well-being of children with disabilities and the
actions of nurses.

We believe that the experience of well-being for the child liv-
ing with disabilities is subjective and experiential. Each child
has a different way of experiencing health and well-being.
Therefore, this vision of the child living with disabilities
orientates us to consider a qualitative phenomenological re-
search design for this study.

3. HEIDEGGER HERMENEUTIC PHE-
NOMENOLOGY (HHP)

In this section we explain some of the core concepts used
in heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenology, which is, at
first glance, somehow complex. Our aim here is to provide
a comprehensive explanation in order to contribute to their
relevance to nursing research, philosophy and the practice
of nursing care. So, before attempting any HHP inquiry, we
suggest that the researcher needs to situate himself within
Heidegger’s philosophy and its core concepts. To do so, we
will mainly draw from the writing of Michael Gelvin[2] and
John Idhe[3] – renowned commentators of Heidegger’s cen-
tral work Being and Time, as well as the awarded work of
Lamarre[4] - who used HHP in her educational research.

HHP can be used to provide deeper understanding of the
meaning of being a person as well as what it means to be
in the world; it aims to interpret and construct an under-
standing of the human existence in his everyday world.[3, 6, 7]

In order to reach an understanding of what it means to be
in the world, the researchers need to consider Heidegger’s

ontological concept of the Being-in-the-World. Palmer[6] ex-
plains that the ontological quest must first move toward the
interpretation of the person experiencing the phenomenon
that authentically reveals itself. This quest needs to create
epistemic opportunities to allow some hidden structures or
information of the Being-in-the-World to be sizeable and
interpretable.[6] Watts[8] explains that unlike other Western
or Continental philosophers, Heidegger was primarily con-
cerned with understanding of the «meaning» of Being – as
ethics – rather than just knowing the Being – as pure ontology.
Specifically, each person is concerned with the way he feels,
understands his life events and exists. Here, Heidegger phi-
losophizes about the person’s existence in the sense of one
being «aware» that one is alive, rather than simply «being»
alive.[2] And, to do so, we need to consider heideggerian
concept of Being-in-the-World.[9]

The concept of Being-in-the-World delineated by Heidegger
can be understood as a twofold structure that comprises the
concept the Being-in and the World.[4] Heidegger uses the
concept of Being-in-the-World to explain that every person
is always in a context of an objective world and in his own
personal subjective world, which can’t be separated from
him.[10]

First, one must consider that the interpretation of the person’s
experience, means to interpret the person’s different ways of
existing.[2] And, according to Gelvin,[2] for Heidegger, the
best way to describe a person’s way of existing is to interpret
it’s ways of caring or caring-for. For Heidegger, to «care-
for» is the most fundamental attitude of the person: we need
to care about our own existence to keep living: existing.[2]

Although, the «care-for» others is expressed differently than
the «care-for» our own. The care-for the other is lived in
the form of solicitude, which can be conveyed somewhere
between an authentic and preoccupied solicitude or to an
inauthentic solicitude: as deep indifference.[11] So, in order
to recognize the other’s unique existential experience, the
person «caring-for», as professional nurse, must share an
authentic, preoccupied solicitude, for the «cared-for» – the
patient.

This brings us to explain the first component of Being-in-the-
World: the Being-in. Being-in is fundamental to understand,
to relate to or to care about the things that surrounds us.[2, 8]

Because the person exist «in», it is ineluctably affected by
his surroundings; «the environment».[2] Lamarre[4] adds that
a person is born into a world already there and the person
is understood only in and through its relationship with the
world, the other and itself.

As for the World - the second component of the Being-in-the-
World: it is more than simply the objective/external/material
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world.[6] According to Lamarre’s interpretation of Heideg-
ger, the World is where the person’s daily experiences take
place and it delineates most of which the person perceives
and interprets. When considering the World, it means reflect-
ing on more than the objects of the world surrounding us or
the simple environment (Umwelt):[6] it implies reflecting on
the world that is shared with other persons (Mitwelt).[6] The
Umwelt refers essentially to the world of things, of the nature
and of physiological needs; it is the surrounding world of
the person. Whereas the Mitwelt refers to the world shared
with other persons, that is to say the common world where
we interact and coexist with other persons.[4]

In another manner, according to Gelven[2] hermeneutics
comes from the Greek verb to interpret. For Heidegger,
our understanding is never complete without interpretation.
Therefore, for him, phenomenology is an approach that al-
lows the construction of the meaning of the various ways
we exist to be made explicit without overlooking the way
these meanings manifest themselves to us in our everyday
lives. In other words, phenomenology is a method that pre-
vents the phenomenologist from taking the things/realities
or phenomenon merely as they come to him. Heidegger[6] is
faithful to his two principles: a) let the facts speak for them-
selves and b) there are no such things as bare, misinterpreted
facts. In simple words, hermeneutics is a method to access
and eventually explain some of our everyday existence as a
human being, by interpreting the facts that are revealed to
us. Smythe et al.[12] mention that the phenomenon under
study needs to be interpreted considering the particularities
of the context of the world where people find themselves. So,
HHP values the context where the phenomenon takes place,
because that is where the meaning is grounded. They add
that when using hermeneutic investigation, it is important to
stay immersed in the data and to let the data speak to us.

4. BRIEF REVIEW OF NURSING LITERATURE
As mentioned previously, hermeneutic phenomenology is
gaining importance in nursing, since it provides an opportu-
nity to better understand the meaning of the lived experience
of divers actors. Indeed, using this methodology is pertinent
to nursing because, as its holistic approach, it upholds that
all individuals are unique and have their own life story.[9]

Much research has been published in nursing literature using
Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology, but only one study
has been interested in the cared-for with children/patients
living with disabilities.[13] So considering the lack of knowl-
edge in this field of epistemology and nursing practice, we
hope to make HHP more appealing to nursing researchers
who are interested in constructing knowledge of the lived
experience of the cared-for with disabilities.

Newman, Cashin and Waters[13] argue that to ensure the ac-
curacy of HHP with individuals who are living with autism,
it is important to slightly modify the research methodology.
Because of their impaired cognitive ability, the authors ques-
tion the plausibility of the individuals living with autism to
express the meaning of their lived experiences. Thus, they
suggest the use of concrete telling as a method of collect-
ing qualitative date to help them communicate their lived
experiences. However, because individuals with autism may
have more difficulty expressing their concrete lived experi-
ences through language, they recommend the use of visual
cues of a particular experience, such as diary and drawing.
These visual cues will then enable the individual to tap into
eidetic memory and then help him describe the particular
experience. The researcher will then be able to interpret this
material and develop an understanding of the individual way
of being-in-the-world.

5. THEORETICAL ISSUES USING HHP WITH
THE Cared-for

This section discusses the theoretical issues of using HHP
with cared patients in the nursing domain. It is in turn-
ing to the concepts of fore-structure and situatedness of the
researchers as well as the notion of meaning and Heideg-
ger’s theory of truth, that we are able to explain what can
be achieved - as interpretation and knowledge - with HHP
inquiries and also what can be challenging in this type of
qualitative research project with cared patients.

5.1 Fore-structure and situatedness of the researchers
Interpretation is the main key of HHP, so in order to interpret
the data, the researchers need to have immersion and famil-
iarity with the phenomenon. This a priori understanding of
the phenomenon is called fore-structure. This means that
we understand the world with the help of what is already
interpreted. The three components of the fore-structure are:
fore-having, fore-sight and fore-conception.[2] Because in-
terpretation occurs in relation to what is already known, a
fore-having refers to what we know, or our prior awareness of
it, before any interpretation. Secondly, a fore-sight is defined
as the point of view that we already have, a priori background
which allows us to direct our attention to the nursing need
for care. For example, it is because of our fore-sight that,
in nursing practice, we are able to direct our attention to
which action of the care doesn’t contribute to well-being of
the cared-for. It allows us to focus on the phenomenon. As a
result, we do need to have an experience background on the
topic of inquiry in order to direct our attention to the need
for care. This background is gained from our prior experi-
ences and knowledge working with the cared-for. Thirdly,
once we directed our attention to the need for care, the fore-
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conception helps us interpret the phenomenon and make it
explicit. The fore-conception is the one attitude by which
the phenomenon is interpreted. Since Heidegger highlights
the importance of the fore-structure, we, the authors, believe
that the background that we already have working with the
cared-for is a strength for any nursing research project. Not
only it allows us to be made aware of the nature of the phe-
nomenon itself, but it also will help us interpret the meaning
of the lived experience of being cared for. The familiarity
that we have from working with the cared-for is valued in
a HHP research and it allows the researcher to be part of
the research. This brings us to elucidate the position of the
researchers underpinned in an interpretative paradigm and
hermeneutic phenomenology methodology.

According to Lincoln, Lynham and Guba,[14] the interpre-
tivist’s aim is to interpret and propose an understanding
of what it means to experience a certain phenomenon for
the sake of improving nursing practice. In order to bring
about this understanding, the phenomenologists need to in-
terpret inter subjectively the perceptions of the participants
while always considering iteratively their contexts. Gold-
kuhl[15] states that the understanding comes from subjective
and shared meanings. For Heidegger, the researchers can-
not distance themselves from the phenomenon under study.
He argued that we cannot study things as they appear to
us by distancing ourselves from them.[16] The researchers
pre-understanding of a phenomenon is a part of their Being-
in-the-world and cannot be bracketed off, since it is part of
the world. This is what Heidegger describes as fore-sight,
mentioned earlier. Smythe et al.[12] report that Heidegger’s
hermeneutics of understanding of a phenomenon is already
in the world and cannot be separated from their thinking.

Thus, the pre-understanding gained from our experiences
and knowledge acquired from working with the cared-for
is a positive theoretical aspect of using hermeneutics in this
research project. We believe that much can be gained from
our experiences working with the cared-for, because it is
within our experiences that we are able to disclose under-
standing of what is brought to us in the world. In other
words, because we have an understanding of the cared-for’s
world, we are able to interpret new facts in relation to what
we already know. This helps us get closer to a truth, which
we will explain further in this paper. According to Miles et
al.,[9] accepting the researchers pre-understanding as a part
of the interpretation enables researchers to interpret the often
taken-for-granted activities and to gain insight into the world.

Interpretation is always based on pre-understanding that is
already in the world. As a result, we support that it makes

sense to say that it is essential for the researchers to have
pre-understanding of the phenomenon of inquiry. It is within
these pre-understandings that the researchers are able to mod-
ify their understanding of the facts that came to them (fore-
having). On the other hand, this pre-understanding can also
be seen as a negative theoretical issue, because the mean-
ing attributed to the lived experience of well-being could
be influenced by our limited or hermetic pre-understanding
of a phenomenon. Therefore, the understandings of a new
meaning can vary depending on the pre-understanding – and
the ethics - of the researchers studying the phenomenon.
In other words: depending on the pre-understanding of the
phenomenon that the researchers possess/belief/cherishes, it
is possible that the new understanding reveals differences
from one researcher to another – foreseeing epistemic rel-
ativism. Therefore, because each researcher has different
pre-understanding of the phenomenon, they might construct
meaning of the lived experience based on false or misinter-
preted ground. To conclude this argument, we agree that
pre-understanding has positive and negative theoretical is-
sues in a hermeneutic phenomenology. Nonetheless, we
believe that much more can be gained than lost using HHP.
Therefore, by adding to what is already known or correcting
what is already known (pre-understanding), we are ultimately
getting closer to a truth that is pursued and contributing to
better authentic care.

At last, when reflecting on the researcher’s position in a
hermeneutic phenomenology, we also wonder if it is even
possible to “eliminate” what the researcher knows about the
subject of inquiry in any type of qualitative research. More-
over, we can argue that all research projects originate, in part,
from a fore-having and fore-sight of the situation. Accord-
ing to Gelven,[2] Heidegger claims that for interpretation to
happen something needs to force one to become aware of the
as-structure. Let us explain what we mean by this argument.
For example, a nurse researcher will come about a topic
of inquiry from theoretical or practice experiences. These
theoretical or clinical experiences provide her with a priori
knowledge that helps her delineate her topic of research, be-
cause it makes her aware of the as-structure. Consequently,
to be able to outline the research topic, the researchers need
to be aware of the phenomenon (fore-sight and fore-having)
and have a fore-conception of its meaning. That being said,
how can a researcher be aware of what needs to be studied
without pre-understanding of the phenomenon? Thus, in
respect to Heidegger’s philosophy, the process of inquiry of
the researcher comes, after all, from the fore-structure of the
world.
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5.2 Meaning and Heidegger’s Theory of (a) Truth
The goal of hermeneutic phenomenology is to access and de-
liver an interpreted understanding of the meaning individuals
give to a phenomenon. Thus, it is important to understand
the significance of meaning according to Heidegger. Mean-
ing is what we strive for in hermeneutic research. When
conducting a research project with a population of cared-for
with disabilities using hermeneutics, the researcher’s aim is
to interpret the meaning of the cared-for experience. Hei-
degger believes that hermeneutic inquiry might be used to
make explicit the implicit meaning of existential facts.[2] For
Heidegger, the meaning needs to be made explicit in terms
of its services towards Dasein.[2] Hence, the interpretation
needs to be done considering the context of the cared-for, in
relation to the Being-in-the-world. Here, Heidegger argues
that it is impossible to separate the Being from the World,
and this is why he hyphenated Being-in-the-world.[9] This
way, using hermeneutics will enable us to gain insight into
the cared-for experience by making explicit what it means
to experience well-being and the actions of the care.

In Heidegger’s major work, Being and Time, he questions the
meaning of truth.[2] He asserts that Truth means disclosure:
to expose. Truth comes from the Greek word aletheia, which
means unhiddeness. With his analysis of Truth, Heidegger
raises two major points. First that truth belongs primordially
to the Dasein, and second that the Dasein is both in truth and
in untruth. He adds that, “[. . . ] truth is a characteristic of
the Dasein coming to be aware of itself through its disclosure
of itself in its limitations, possibilities, and tendencies toward
concealment [. . . ]”. To add to his claim, Heidegger says
that the truth does not refer to an external object, but to the
Dasein. Therefore, what is then revealed (uncovered) must
be a characteristic of the Dasein itself.[2] As a result, the
truth doesn’t exist independent of the Dasein.

After considering Heidegger’s theory of truth, we question
certain theoretical aspects of studying the cared-for. Firstly,
the notion of unhiddeness makes us wonder what truth can
possibly be uncovered in our research project. To be congru-
ent with his theory assertions, we will use the data, such as
our observations and verbatim as they are revealed to us by
the Dasein(s) – the children, even if we wonder if most of the
experience can actually be revealed by the Dasein. We argue
that it is not possible that the whole truth might be revealed
to the researchers. As a matter of fact, that is what Heidegger
meant by Dasein is both in truth and in untruth. Therefore the
truth is also part of what’s hidden from us, and we can only
state that we are getting closer to the meaning of the lived ex-
perience of well-being and not the complete meaning of the
experience. Secondly, even if everything could be revealed,
we argue that it is not possible to grasp all of what is revealed

by the Dasein. As mentioned earlier, the researchers must
have prior contact with the phenomenon in order to reach an
interpretation of the meaning of an experience. We suppose
that this pre-understanding could possibly create a shadow
on other aspects of the phenomenon that could be discov-
ered. Hermeneutics and HHP, then, are a complex process
that demands that the researchers be open to discovering and
putting-in-words new meanings. In contrast, we also support
that being aware that a Truth is also hidden from us, allow
researchers to be more open to discovery of meanings.

To add to the notion of unhiddeness explained above, we
are concerned with what can be uncovered when studying
the cared-for. With a qualitative research design through a
phenomenological hermeneutical approach, it can be made
explicit the shared meaning regarding the lived experience
of well-being of the cared-for. In doing so, it is important
to consider another important theoretical issue of meaning
and truth in this field of nursing research. As a result, we are
concerned by how much can be uncovered from studying the
cared-for. As mentioned above, the Dasein is both in truth
and in untruth. This principle makes it already challenging
for the researchers to understand the whole meaning of the
lived experience of well-being within marginalized groups
in an emancipatory perspective.

Finally, as some studies investigate marginalized groups
cared-for, uncovering meaning can also be challenging. Ac-
cording to Meleis cited in Rashotte and Jensen,[7] marginal-
ized groups can keep their identities secret and attempt to
pass as mainstream. For that reason, it is important for
a researcher to establish a trustworthy relationship with a
marginalized group. This will help researchers to uncover the
experience in its most authentic form. Despite the fact that
the cared-for taking part in our research project are in some
ways marginalized, we strongly believe that it is less likely
that they feel this way in the context of nursing community
programs. Our nursing program provides an environment
that does not allow marginalization to occur. After all, the
program was developed for these children and embodies a
vision that supports their blossoming health and well-being.
Finally, although we recognize that there are hidden aspects
of the phenomenon that we can’t discover, we also believe
that it is not only a characteristic of studying the cared-for,
but also a characteristic of hermeneutic approaches. Let
us also remind that the goal of qualitative research is to
“produce knowledge grounded in human experience”.[17] Ac-
cording to Pesut and Johnson,[18] philosophically influenced
investigations such as hermeneutics or HHP aim to interpret
meaningful sense of the data by making an effort to stay
“true” to the data. Thus, it is already assumed that qualitative
research is not used to expose one absolute truth, neither
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to blindly assert that such a concept might or should exists.
Nonetheless, what can be learned from qualitative research
is indeed greatly important for the nursing practice and disci-
pline.

5.3 Significance of data
Another theoretical issue that can emerge from studying the
cared-for, is the relevance of the data collected. In this re-
search project, it is the aim to investigate the lived experience
of well-being of some children with physical, intellectual or
social disabilities. Therefore, we want to ensure that the data
collected is relevant enough to enable us to understand the
true meaning. Although interviewing the cared-for can be
challenging, we believe that they are individuals who are able
to report on the meaning of their existence. In fact, in respect
to Hedeigger’s philosophy, the child or theoretically speaking
- the Dasein - is the only one that can make itself accessible
to others and describe the meaning of his existence.[4]

Being aware of this issue requires us to be adequately pre-
pared before conducting any HHP research project. Finlay
and Lyons[19] mention the importance of simplifying the
interview questions, making them with small phrases asso-
ciated with familiar situations for the participants. Accord-
ing to Lloyd, Gatherer and Kalsy,[20] the researcher who is
conducting the interview needs to be aware of his or her
communication skill and that the way the question is asked
is particularly important. In addition, they write that the
interview should take place in a location where the cared-for
feels safe and that sufficient time must be allocated to enable
participants to understand the question and then answer them.
In addition, the researcher must have a flexible attitude and
the ability to recognize the challenges that participants may
face during the interview. Considering this issue, researchers
can use diverse approaches such as photovoice as a comple-
mentary method of investigating the meaning disclosed in
the interviews. This way of approaching the phenomenon
is appropriate with the existential values of Heidegger’s phi-
losophy that support the experience of well-being for the
cared-for with disabilities as subjective and experiential.

6. ETHICAL ISSUES WHEN DOING
HERMENEUTICS WITH CHILDREN LIVING
WITH DISABILITIES

As nurse researchers, we consider it our duty to enquire
about the lived experience of children living with physical,
intellectual or social disabilities. Too often, these children
are left out of research – voice - because of the challenges
their disabilities might bring to the research process. More-
over, when we don’t consider children living with disabilities
in our nursing research program, we lose an opportunity to

contribute to their well-being by not assessing the reality
and need of these children. Consequently, considering the
premise that each child is unique, we believe that a qualita-
tive approach to the phenomenon of well-being in children
living with disabilities is most appropriate. This section of
the paper, focuses primarily on non-normative and norma-
tive ethical issues that can be encountered when doing HHP
with children living with disabilities, such as the notion of
language and the existentials of Being-in-the-world.

6.1 Notion of language
We embodied a vision that the cared-for living with disabili-
ties are unique Beings who experience nursing care in their
own way and are able to appreciate their life, their existence
and their body. Our vision concurs with Heidegger’s expres-
sion of the Dasein, which states that Dasein is the only one
that can make itself accessible to others.[4] That being said,
the meaning of well-being for the cared-for living with dis-
abilities is subjective. According to Lamarre,[4] each Dasein
has a unique way of being, thinking and understanding his
or her surroundings. It is with his or her own understanding
of the world that he or she comes to his own unique vision
of the world. Because every cared-for is Dasein living in
their world and in the world, it is possible to find shared
meaning of the lived experience. Having worked with these
children for many years, we strongly believe that each child
experiences being in a different way. Thus, we believe that
the reality for each child is different and is influenced by dif-
ferent ways of Being-in-the-world, but can also have shared
meaning from sharing a common world. As Gelvin[2] men-
tions, the understanding of the meaning of the phenomenon
is done with interpretation of the language shared between
the child and the researchers.

It is through language that the Dasein makes elicit the facts
available to the researchers to interpret. Although we believe
that the cared-for with intellectual disabilities are able to
understand their world from their unique perspective and
somehow express that understanding, we question the abil-
ity to accurately only use language to properly inform the
researchers on the subject of inquiry. This notion of lan-
guage highlights one ethical issue that can be encountered
using HHP with children living with intellectual disabilities.
We are aware that using HHP to understand the meaning of
well-being for a child with disabilities can pose challenges.
Nonetheless, we also believe that HHP can be a valuable
methodology to come to this understanding. Within Heideg-
ger’s hermeneutics, we have to consider that the accuracy of
the communication between the cared-for and the researchers
needs to be based on existential situations and not purely on
static language. This means that the interpretation needs to

Published by Sciedu Press 51



http://jnep.sciedupress.com Journal of Nursing Education and Practice 2017, Vol. 7, No. 10

be based in the existential phenomenal context of the cared-
for and not simply by studying the words from a logical
fancy methodology.

Without the context of the situation, the words can be in-
terpreted differently and be assigned an erroneous meaning.
Thus, because we have developed rich and insightful knowl-
edge of the existential context of the children with intellectual
disabilities, we believe that we are better situated to interpret
the meaning of the lived experience being cared for. However,
we still need to address the complex and challenging issue of
language. To do so, Newman, et al.[13] suggested a modified
approach of hermeneutic phenomenology, for example, when
studying individuals who have autism. As mentioned in a
previous section, when investigating the lived experience of
the individuals who have autism, the researchers can help
the participant to communicate the experience with concrete
illustration of the experience using visual cues, like drawing
or a diary. The researcher can then ask them to describe what
they have drawn in order to understand the meaning for the
participant. As a result, collecting data with interviews and
photovoice can be useful and will help counter the limitations
of language. Photovoice is described as a method that allows
for data collection from the child’s perspective. According
to Plunkett, Leipert and Ray,[19] the photovoice method re-
quires the participant to take pictures of what is significant
for him or her. Indeed, this method provides an opportunity
for the cared-for to express the lived experience from their
perspective, while adding to the data retrieved from the in-
terviews. These authors claim that meaning is developed
through interactions with others, which is indeed congru-
ent with Heidegger’s philosophy. Therefore, this method
allows for shared meaning of the lived experience. With
these methods, we are hoping to understand the cared-for
way of Being-in-the-world through this visual and concrete
telling (photos). Although one may think that this method
does not align with hermeneutic phenomenology, and it is
more a way of doing qualitative research like ethnography
and case studies, we believe that it is an interpretation of the
concrete telling in relation to the Being-in-the-world of the
cared-for who keeps it aligned with values underpinned in
hermeneutic philosophy and the HHP outlined in this paper.

6.2 “Existentials”
Additional issue might arises from our inquiry when studying
the cared-for living with social disabilities. As mentioned
earlier, it is only in relation to him or herself, the world, and
others - that the Dasein is able to interpret the significance
of his existence. Because it is fundamental that Dasein re-
lates to others in order to understand his or her existence, we
are faced with an issue when studying cared-for who have

conditions that make it difficult or impossible to relate to
others. Being-in-the world means to exist in - and relate -
to the world, to others and to oneself. For that reason, the
researchers need to interpret the meaning of the phenomenon
under study in relation to Being-in-the-world. For example:
cared-for living with Asperger is characterized by a social-
behavioral disorder. According to the Fédération Québécoise
de l’autisme,[22] a person living with Asperger has altered
perception and understanding of human relationships and
social rules. That being said, understanding the meaning of
the care for the cared-for with Asperger will be challeng-
ing. However, we consider it possible to grasp the meaning
of the cared-for living experience. Although the cared-for
may have some difficulties relating to others, he or she nev-
ertheless exists in relation to the world, the others and the
phenomenon. Therefore, an understanding of the lived expe-
rience can be gained by considering the Being-in-the-world
existential structure. Newman et al.[13] agree that although
people living with autism may pose a challenge when partic-
ipating in a research project, it is still possible that they can
explain their experiences by means other than simple words.
Indeed, when researchers use hermeneutics for achieving
the epistemological goal, they need to interpret the human
existence in relation to the structure of Being-in-the-world.
It is with the help of the existentials that the researchers are
able to understand and interpret the human phenomenon.
The three main existentials are: spatiality, corporeality, and
temporality.[4] The temporality of the human being: it rep-
resents the influence of the past and the anticipation of the
future on his or her existence.[4] For Heidegger, Dasein’s
being is in time and all individual are temporally situated
in-the-world.[2, 10] The word temporality is used to refer to
the way the Dasein experiences and lives as, though and in
time.[8] Consequently, because time is one of the fundamen-
tal structures of human existence, when a researcher uses
interpretation to understand a lived experience, he needs to
consider the context of time.[10] As mentioned by Miles et
al.,[9] being in time has an inherent influence on the interpre-
tation. That is to say, that memories of a lived experience
can be retrieved and interpreted not only to reveal the nature
of being in the past, but also to share what it means in the
present and what are the possibilities for the future. As for
the spatiality, it represents the space the human being occu-
pies which limits his possibilities. Human being are more
than just situated in time, but also in space. According to
Miles et al.[9] and Mackey[10] it is important that the lived
experience is also interpreted in relation to space. Not in a
sense of the space itself, but what the Dasein reveals in that
space. Thus, when the context of the experience is modified,
the meaning of the lived experience can also change. To ex-
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plain further, according to Mackey,[10] the researcher needs
to pay attention to the description of the experience in order
to grasp what is experienced in the background of their aware-
ness. When referring to the corporeality, we mean that the
body of the Being acts as a medium between the self and the
world. Thus, the knowledge that the Being has of the world
is mediated through the sensory experiences of his body.[4]

This being said, we assume that because the child is a spatial,
corporeal and temporal being, it is possible to interpret rich
understanding of his or her lived experience of well-being.
Lamarre[4] explains that the existentials are markers that help
us understand or interpret human phenomena.

7. IMPLICATION FOR NURSING PRACTICE
AND NURSING RESEARCH

Nurses care for others by preventing disease, promoting and
restoring health and well-being. In order to do so, the nurs-
ing discipline needs to provide knowledge that can inform
nursing practices. In fact, since nurses are constantly called
to intervene considering the unique and particular context
of each individual,[23] HHP appears to be a valuable choice,
as it provides nursing practice with living knowledge. As
Benner[24] mentioned, phenomenology allows nurses to di-
rect their attention to the person’s experience in relation with
others and to understand the meaning of the person’s expe-
rience. This way of gaining knowledge is very appealing to
nursing because in practice, nurses are called to establish a
patient nurse relationship in which the client comes with his
experience of health and illness.[24]

Carper[25] master work suggests four patterns of knowing
that delineates the knowledge of the nursing discipline: em-
pirics, ethics, aesthetics, and personal knowing. Following
Carper’s important and innovative work, a fifth pattern of
knowing was developed by Chinn and Kramer:[26] the eman-
cipatory knowing that is closely related to sociopolitical
knowing. This pattern of knowing is essential in order to
reduce inequality and injustice in sociopolitical institutions.
As for Chinn and Kramer, we recognize that hermeneutic
research can contribute to the nursing discipline’s knowledge
by providing lived experience knowledge. Van der Zalm
and Bergum[27] also believe that the knowledge gained from
phenomenology research can influence our actions toward in-
dividuals in a more thoughtful way. Furthermore, in practice,
nurses constantly interpretg what is expressed by the individ-
ual regarding the lived experience of health, illness and other
nursing phenomenon. Interpretation is used to understand
the meaning of what is voiced about the lived experiences in
each situation. Thus, nursing intervention or praxis is based
on interpretation of the individual information.[28]

Following Chinn and Kramer’s recommendations, we argue
that empirical knowledge can be expressed as an interpreta-
tion of empirical events or objects that provide understand-
ing.[26] Consequently, the interpretation of meaning revealed
from a hermeneutic phenomenology will provide empirical
knowledge to the discipline. Secondly, aesthetic knowing
is expressed through the actions and attitudes of, and the
interaction with nurses.[26] While the nurse is in relation
to others, it is essential that she has knowledge that allows
her to understand the meaning of each situation. Indeed,
hermeneutic phenomenology and HHP strive to do just that:
to interpret the meaning and to provide an understanding of
a phenomenon. Thirdly, ethical knowing is also valued to
guide nursing practice. Chinn and Kramer[26] characterize
ethical knowledge as the knowledge that guides the moral ac-
tion of the nurse. In order to act accordingly, the nurse needs
to have knowledge of what is ought to be done. We believe
that the meaning of a phenomenon that is revealed using
hermeneutics, can provide some knowledge that helps nurses
to take the right action. Fourthly, personal knowing is the
expression of the genuine Self. We think that the nurse who
understands and recognizes the unicity of each individual,
just like she is aware of the own authentic Self, will be able
to take actions that relate to the authenticity of the other Self.
The hermeneutic research can provide the knowledge that is
needed to take action, as well as the shared meaning. Last but
not least, hermeneutic phenomenology contributes to eman-
cipatory knowing. Like Chinn and Kramer, we assume that
hermeneutics are closely related to emancipatory knowledge
and praxis. Chinn and Kramer[26] argue that this pattern of
knowing is expressed through actions that intend to make a
change to benefit all. Considering the lived experience of
the child from his or her perspective helps give a voice to
those who too often don’t have one. As a result, we believe
that HHP is in itself emancipatory. As a matter of fact, this
type of phenomenology is used to allow the human experi-
ence to be expressed and heard, as is.[29] Using hermeneutic
phenomenology with children living with disabilities allows
researchers to be engaged in praxis because it helps counter
the inequities that can surround this population.

As nurse researchers, we value the subjectivity of the indi-
viduals as mentioned above. We believe that each individual
is able to appreciate his or her life, existence, body and
time. Gelvin[2] mentions that, according to Heidegger, it
is a unique characteristic of the Dasein to be able to rec-
ognize its own complex existence. Therefore, we believe
that the cared-for with disabilities is able to consider and
to be aware of his or her own lived experiences. Besides,
it is now recognized that a limited understanding of their
lived experiences makes it difficult to adequately respond

Published by Sciedu Press 53



http://jnep.sciedupress.com Journal of Nursing Education and Practice 2017, Vol. 7, No. 10

to their needs.[20] Hence, Heidegger claims that the ability
to reflect upon oneself is the most significant function of
the human being.[2] Acknowledging Heidegger’s philosophy,
we recognize that to understand the meaning of the lived
experience of well-being, we need to prioritize the unique
experiences and subjectivity of the cared-for with disabilities
themselves, because they are the ones who can make sense of
their existence. Therefore, it is important for the researchers
to respect the values and philosophical assumptions that they
hold regarding the nature of the world and the human be-
ing. In our research project, we refer to an existentialist and
emancipatory ontology perspective that is congruent with
Heidegger’s philosophy.

8. CONCLUSION

The philosophy underpinning Heidegger’s hermeneutic phe-
nomenology demonstrates that it is an appropriate epistemic
endeavor to gain insight into the lived experience of well-
being of children living with physical, intellectual or social
disabilities. Nonetheless, as we have argued in this paper,
it is important when enquiring about the lived experience

of children with disabilities to be aware of the theoretical
and ethical issues that the researchers and participants may
come across. The theoretical discussion outlined in this paper
will allow the researchers and practitioners to take adequate
measures in order to prevent and deal meaningfully with the
possible issues that we may encounter using hermeneutics
with this population. The researchers have a critical responsi-
bility when interpreting the meaning of the lived experience.
In order to be congruent with Heidegger’s philosophy, the
researchers have the responsibility to interpret the meaning
of the lived experience by considering Being-in-the-world as
the only way of existing. It is through language that meaning
can be made available to the researchers to interpret. When
interpreting this meaning, the researchers need to stay close
to the subjective data disclosed during the interview and
never lose sight of the context in which it was communicated.
It’s by eliciting this shared meaning that we understand the
lived phenomenon and contribute most effectively to the
nursing discipline.
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