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Hermeneutics is a philosophical approach to research. The term hermeneutics is often used 
interchangeably with the term “phenomenology.” As mentioned above, phenomenology uncovers 
the meaning of phenomena experienced by individuals by analyzing their descriptions of the 
phenomena and searching for commonalities and shared meanings between individual 
experiences. Phenomenology is closely tied to hermeneutics as hermeneutics assumes that 
language is the means through which humans experience the world and that language provides 
understanding and knowledge (Paterson 2005).  

Although related, the key distinction between the two is the interpretation of the experience 
at hand. Interpretation is something that has been commonly debated amongst philosophers for a 
long time. It is such a controversial topic because there are no universal principles when it comes 
to interpretation. However, interpretation is human and is left to human decipherings. This is why 
hermeneutics, widely based on interpretation, is often used as a research approach to practices of 
human relating, such as nursing and education (Paterson 2005).  

Despite hermeneutics’ heavy reliance on interpretation, hermeneutic research must be 
conducted in a way that is unbiased. Researchers who use this approach must attempt to rid 
themselves of preconceived assumptions and prejudices and must consider the situation at hand 
from a variety of different aspects (Renning).  
 

● Interpreted phenomenology - the ‘art of interpretation’ - commonly debated in philosophy 
○ No universal principles 

● Three branches: 
○ Objective  
○ Gadamerian 
○ Critical (Dowling) 

● Often used as a research approach to practices of human relating (i.e. nursing or education) 
● Philosophical underpinnings (Paterson) 
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