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With the Lifeworld as Ground. 

A Research Approach for Empirical Research in Education:  
The Gothenburg Tradition 

 
by Jan Bengtsson  

 

 

Abstract 
 

This article is intended as a brief introduction to the lifeworld approach to empirical research in 
education. One decisive feature of this approach is the inclusion of an explicit discussion of its 
ontological assumptions in the research design. This does not yet belong to the routines of 
empirical research in education. Some methodological consequences of taking the lifeworld 
ontology as a ground for empirical research are discussed as well as the importance of creativity 
in the choice of method for particular projects. In this way, the lifeworld approach has its own 
particular perspective in phenomenological, empirical research in education. The article 
concludes with a description of an empirical study based on the lifeworld approach in order to 
illuminate the possibilities for empirical research in education as well as the significance of this 
approach for education. 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The existence of phenomenology as a movement has 
been acknowledge since Herbert Spiegelberg’s (1960) 
publication of his extensive study of  phenomeno-
logical philosophy. This study was enlarged in co-
operation with Karl Schuhmann in 1982 (Spiegelberg 
& Schuhmann, 1982). This movement can be divided 
into at least five different directions (Bengtsson, 
1991). The first three are strongly connected to 
Husserl’s original development of phenomenology. 
Phenomenology’s origins go back to the Austrian 
school, founded by Franz Brentano. It is within this 
school that Husserl found a platform for his 
phenomenology. This first direction could be 
characterized as a pre-phenomenological period. The 
second direction starts with Husserl’s break with the 
Austrian school and his criticism of psychologism 
(Husserl, 1980a). During this period, Husserl 
developed his first understanding of phenomenology 
as descriptive phenomenology. However, by 1907 
(Husserl, 1950) Husserl was already on his way to a 

new phenomenological direction, which he would 
term transcendental phenomenology, introduced as 
pure phenomenology (Husserl, 1976). The other two 
directions are phenomenology of existence and 
phenomenological hermeneutics. Both of these 
directions originated in Heidegger’s (1927) early 
philosophy and have been continued by other leading 
phenomenologists such as Sartre, de Beauvoir and 
Merleau-Ponty in the phenomenology of existence, 
and by Gadamer and Ricœur, in phenomenological 
hermeneutics. 
 
From this simple description of the phenomenological 
movement it is possible to conclude that 
phenomenology is not one single thing and therefore 
does not exist in a singular definite form. It is thus 
important to always be explicit about what direction 
within the phenomenological movement is used in 
any phenomenological investigation. It is equally 
important to realize that the phenomenological 
movement involves different directions because these 
directions are not identical. These differences 
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sometimes include contrasting knowledge claims and 
in these cases the directions are not always 
compatible. Notions and methods can therefore not be 
mixed freely between the phenomenological 
directions. 
 
The research approach introduced in this Special 
Edition is based on lifeworld phenomenology 
(Bengtsson, 1984; 1986; 1988a). This approach uses 
resources from lifeworld phenomenology. Books and 
articles about phenomenology frequently assert that 
Husserl introduced both the word and the notion of 
the lifeworld in his late work, which was published 
posthumously in the book Die Krisis der 
europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale 
Phänomenologie [The crisis of European sciences and 
transcendental phenomenology] (Husserl, 1954). This 
assertion is, however, incorrect (Bengtsson, 1984). 
Husserl’s use of the word lifeworld can at least be 
traced back to the years 1916–17 when he wrote a 
manuscript entitled Lebenswelt – Wissenschaft – 
Philosophie: Naives hinleben in der Welt – 
Symbolisches festlegen durch Urteile der Welt – 
Begründung [Lifeworld – science – philosophy: naïve 
living in the world – symbolic fixation through 
judgments about the world – founding]. This 
manuscript predates the publication of his article Die 
Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die 
transzendentale Phänomenologie [The crisis of 
European sciences and transcendental phenomen-
ology] in 1936 (Husserl, 1936) by 20 years. In fact, 
Husserl’s notion of the lifeworld was introduced even 
earlier than this date, but he referred to it using other 
terms, such as “the world of the natural attitude” 
(Husserl, 1976, p. 56). 
 
The above discussion serves to illustrate two points 
about the lifeworld. Firstly, the notion of the lifeworld 
was introduced in Husserl’s transcendental 
phenomenology, but was not part of pure 
phenomenology. The lifeworld thus belongs to 
mundane phenomenology. It is pre-transcendental and 
not transcendental; it precedes and is presupposed by 
transcendental phenomenology in its efforts to 
demonstrate the pure constitution of the lifeworld. 
However, if the transcendental argument is 
conclusive, transcendental phenomenology cannot 
presuppose the lifeworld completely. Transcendental 
phenomenology has to go beyond the lifeworld in 
order to be pure and cannot accept that the lifeworld 
is also presupposed in the reflection and explication 
of the lifeworld. However, the lifeworld phenomen-
ology used in the lifeworld approach contained in this 
Special Edition is consequent in affirming the 
presupposition of the lifeworld on all levels. There is 
no way to escape the lifeworld. Thus, lifeworld 
phenomenology is differentiated from the knowledge 
claims of transcendental phenomenology. 
 

Secondly, the notion of the lifeworld is not identical 
with the term ‘lifeworld’. As already noted, Husserl 
used several terms to describe the concept of the 
lifeworld. This is also true of other scholars in the 
phenomenological movement. Heidegger (1927) used 
the term ‘being-in-the-world’ (in-der-Welt-sein), 
Merleau-Ponty (1945) ‘being-to-the-world’ (être-au-
monde), and Schutz (1962) ‘world of daily life’. Each 
of these scholars added their particular accent to the 
understanding of the lifeworld. Among other things, 
Heidegger stressed the practical and historical 
dimension of the lifeworld, Merleau-Ponty its 
embodiness and Schutz its social dimensions.  
Together, these scholars provide a differentiated 
understanding of the lifeworld containing a large 
number of partial theories and concepts. This 
constitutes the core of the resources of the lifeworld 
approach. 
 
The understanding outlined above highlights the 
double function of the lifeworld. This is expressed in 
the title of this article: “with the lifeworld as ground”. 
On the one hand, the lifeworld is a factual ground that 
cannot be overcome through philosophical reflection 
or scientific research (the philosopher and the 
researcher are always already in the world), and on 
the other hand, the lifeworld is a theoretical ground 
for empirical research (the theoretical resources for 
research). 
 
The theories and concepts of lifeworld phenomen-
ology are, however, not directly available for use in 
empirical research. With the exception of Schutz none 
of the lifeworld phenomenologists mentioned above 
were interested in using lifeworld phenomenology in 
empirical research or in showing how an empirical 
research approach could be based on their theories. 
Their projects were strictly philosophical and they 
used the theory of the lifeworld to answer 
philosophical questions. This also applies to Merleau-
Ponty, despite the fact that he introduced empirical 
results from psychology and medicine into his 
discussions. Schutz (1932, 1962) tried to make the 
notion of the lifeworld useful to the social sciences. 
However, he avoided taking a stance regarding 
transcendental phenomenology’s claim of reducing 
the lifeworld to pure consciousness (Bengtsson, 2002) 
and he combined lifeworld phenomenology with a 
methodology based on neo-Kantian hermeneutics 
based on Max Weber. The inconsistency between 
lifeworld phenomenology and phenomenological 
hermeneutics, on the one hand, and neo-Kantian 
hermeneutics, on the other hand, will be discussed 
later in this paper. 
 
The empirical research approach discussed in this 
Special Edition aims to make the transition from 
philosophical to empirical research explicit. It also 
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aims to offer a research approach that is consequently 
and coherently based on lifeworld phenomenology. 
 
Philosophy of science of the lifeworld approach 

 
I believe that the ground of empirical research can be 
formulated in the following manner. All empirical 
research tries to establish knowledge about some 
delimited part of reality. In doing this, assumptions 
are made, often unconsciously, about this reality. 
Assumptions are also made about how it is possible to 
acquire knowledge about this reality. Theories about 
those kinds of assumptions belong to two different 
branches of philosophy, namely ontology and 
epistemology respectively. 
 
Ontological and epistemological assumptions 
constitute the philosophical ground of empirical 
research in the sense that they are presupposed in all 
empirical research. The ground, however, does not 
need to be understood in an absolute sense. In the 
following section I will limit the discussion to 
ontological assumptions, not because epistemological 
assumptions are less important, but because the space 
of an article is not enough to discuss both 
assumptions. I have chosen to focus on ontological 
assumptions because they are less noticed (Bengtsson, 
1988b, 1991). Ontological assumptions could be 
described as the medium through which research is 
conducted. From a different perspective they could be 
described as the invisible that makes the visible 
appear. I think, however, that the gestalt figure of the 
face-vase, introduced by the Danish psychologist 
Edgar Rubin (1915), adds a new dimension to 
understanding the relationship between philosophical 
assumptions and empirical research. 
 
 

Figure 1: Edgar Rubin’s face-vase 
(Source: Rubin 1915, figure 3). 

 
Within this figure, or figures, there is interdependence 
between figure and background. If the vase is figure, 
it is so only because the surrounding background is 
seen in a particular way. However, this can change 
radically. The figure suddenly switches and the vase 
becomes the background and the earlier background 
appears as two faces looking towards each other. 
Thus, if the background is changed a new figure 
appears. If this principle is applied to empirical 

research, it could be said that the empirical reality that 
is open for study depends on the ontological 
assumptions that are made. When the assumptions are 
changed a different reality appears. 
 
In other words, empirical research is not free of 
philosophical assumptions. These assumptions are 
different in different research traditions, but they are 
always presupposed. In some traditions, such as 
philosophical positivism, they are even denied, but 
this is, of course, also a theory, although of a 
particular kind. In other traditions, the assumptions 
are not denied, but they are also not made explicit. 
Instead, they function implicitly in the research. Such 
a tradition could be called naïve positivism. Some 
assumptions are always presupposed in empirical 
research and these assumptions need to be made as 
explicit as possible; otherwise it is not possible for the 
researcher to take a position regarding these 
assumptions. The assumptions should also be made 
explicit to other researchers in order to facilitate 
examination and discussion about them. If the 
presuppositions of research are not open to 
examination, the research’s contribution to scientific 
knowledge could be brought into question. In order to 
avoid this questioning the methods used in a 
particular study are always presented in empirical 
research reports. The ontological presuppositions for 
the choice of method should also be explicated in 
order to determine the research’s contribution. 
However, these ontological presuppositions might not 
always be completely and finally explicated. Later in 
this article I will return to a discussion of the 
methodological consequences of ontology. 
 

Ontological options 

 

Against this background the question arises of what 
ontological options are available. Ontology has 
existed for as long as philosophy, which has existed 
for at least 2500 years. It is, of course, impossible to 
provide even an outline of this history. The task 
therefore has to be limited in a way that is relevant to 
its purpose. I have decided on the following strategy. 
To start with, the task can be limited to the history of 
Western philosophy and further limited to its history 
since the Renaissance. It is during this period that 
empirical research originated and corresponding 
ontological theories were introduced. Contemporary 
empirical research is still to a large extent based on 
theories from this founding period (Bengtsson, 2013). 
The task can further be limited to some of the 
classical theories developed since the Renaissance in 
order to compare some of their essential assumptions 
and consequences for educational research with the 
lifeworld ontology. 
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One of the most influential ontological theories was 
the dualism of Descartes (Descartes, 1975).1 
According to this ontology, everything that exists can 
be understood with the help of two different kinds of 
qualities: material and mental. There is no 
relationship between these two kinds of qualities. 
They coexist but are incompatible with each other. 
This has been the crucial problem of dualism since its 
beginning. I will illustrate the problem through the 
use of an example. In the morning, when I am slicing 
fruit, I suddenly cut my finger. The finger has a 
wound, it bleeds and it hurts. Dualism can offer a way 
of analysing this example. The wound in my finger is 
physical and so is the blood. The wound and the 
blood are of the same kind and stand in a causal 
relationship to each other. The wound in the skin is 
the cause of the blood streaming out of the finger. The 
pain, however, is of a totally different kind and has 
nothing to do with material qualities. Dualism is 
therefore able to understand material as well as 
mental qualities, but they are divided in two separate 
realms that never meet. It thus remains a mystery 
what the pain has to do with the wound and the blood 
and vice-versa. 
 
Historically, two forms of monism have played the 
role of ontological theories competing with dualism. 
According to these theories, a single quality is enough 
to understand all that exists. These two forms of 
monism are usually referred to as materialism and 
idealism. Idealism argues that the only quality that is 
needed in order to understand reality is mental 
qualities of different kinds such as mental states, 
cognitions or ideas. Materialism turns this ontology 
upside down, so to speak, and argues that all that 
exists are material qualities of different kinds and in 
different constellations. Both forms of monism 
overcome one of the basic problems of dualism, in 
that they are able to explain the relationship between 
material and mental qualities. This problem simply 
disappears in monism. If only one kind of quality 
exists, there cannot be any problem in understanding 
the relationship between different kinds of qualities. 
However, a new question arises: Is it really possible 
to understand everything that exists with only one 
kind of quality? According to both forms of monism, 
everything can be reduced to only one kind of quality. 
Materialism reduces mental qualities to material 
qualities, arguing that all mental qualities can be 
understood as material qualities. Idealism uses the 
same strategy, but argues for the inverse reduction, 

                                                 
1 Descartes’ ontology is sometimes called metaphysics. 
However, his theory is very modern for its time in the sense 
that it is not dependent on metaphysical notions such as 
God. Although he introduces God in his discussion, God is 
a hypothesis that does not have a function in his theory of 
reality. This is a typical strategy in Renaissance thinking in 
relation to separating religion and research. 

namely that all material qualities can be reduced to 
different kinds of mental qualities. 
 
Materialism was the ontological foundation of 
psychology and educational research when they were 
established as scientific disciplines in the later part of 
the 19th century. Wilhelm Wundt is often considered 
to be the father of this scientific endeavour (Wundt, 
1873). He started the first psychological laboratory, as 
it was called, in 1879 in Leipzig, Germany. This was 
soon followed by psychological laboratories all over 
Europe and the USA. The inspiration for this 
psychology was the natural sciences (as can be seen 
in the choice of name and its technical use). In the 
psychological laboratories experiments were 
conducted in order to measure mental activities by 
way of physiological changes in the physical body. 
Wilhelm Wundt was also educated in medicine. This 
knowledge was transferred to educational research, 
which was understood as the application of 
psychological knowledge to educational problems 
(Bengtsson, 2006b). 
 
A second major direction in psychology and 
educational research based on a materialistic ontology 
is behaviourism. Watson provided behaviourism with 
its first influential formulation at the beginning of the 
20th century (Watson, 1919), and scholars like 
Skinner refined the research direction (Skinner, 
1971). This form of materialism differs considerably 
from the former physiological approach. In 
behaviourism, patterns of behaviour are studied in the 
form of the organism’s reaction to causal stimuli in 
the physical environment. While the physiological 
approach focused on inner processes in the organism, 
behaviourism observed outer physical behaviour. 
 
There are also different forms of idealism in the 
history of psychology and educational research. 
Piaget’s individual constructivism is an example of an 
approach that is clearly idealistic in its research 
approach. This is a neo-Kantian approach that 
assumes that children construct their reality 
cognitively. It is therefore the task of empirical 
research to find out what cognitions children need in 
order to understand reality. Consequently, during 
numerous equilibrative thought experiments of 
learning, Piaget exposed children to dilemmas that are 
supposed to be handled by purely logical means and 
integrated into a final equilibration of a logical and 
total system (see for instance Piaget, 1937; 1946; 
critical discussions by Merleau-Ponty, 2001; 
Hundeide, 1977).  
 
Different forms of social constructivism also have 
idealistic tendencies. Although the social and 
communicative aspects of the constructions are 
always stressed, the constitutive role of the human 
body is mostly neglected (Lave & Wegner, 1991; 
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Wertsch, 1991, 1998). There is sometimes a very 
strong focus on linguistic meaning, arguing that no 
meaning exists outside texts, narratives or language in 
general. Language in its different forms is supposed 
to constitute a self-sufficient, although not stable, 
meaning system (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). 
 
The possibility of monism replacing dualism depends 
on its power to convince researchers of the reduction 
of reality to one of two different kinds of qualities. 
Methodological consequences of the two forms of 
monism seem to be that materialism prefers methods 
like experiment and observation, while idealism 
prefers methods like interviews and intellectual tasks. 
This methodological choice came to the fore in the 
1980s when qualitative approaches were introduced 
in educational research. The credo of the qualitative 
movement at that time was often expressed in the 
rhetorical question, “If you want to know something 
about other people, why don’t you ask them?” (Kvale, 
1996, p. 1). This question was addressed to 
educational researchers who used behaviouristic 
methods such as observation and it presupposed that 
these methods could and should be replaced by 
interviews. 
 
Lifeworld ontology 

 
Lifeworld ontology represents a different under-
standing of reality. If it were not for phenomen-
ology’s continuing criticism of all kinds of -isms 
since its very beginning2, the lifeworld ontology 
could have continued the tradition of constructing 
names with the suffix -ism and used the name 
pluralism. In this context, pluralism means that reality 
is conceived of as complex, consisting of a large 
number of different qualities that cannot be reduced 
to each other. In this sense it is, of course, harmless to 
use the word pluralism as a synonym for the lifeworld 
ontology, because it means reduction to complexity, 
which is the opposition of traditional reductionism. 
 
In order to make the assertion of the complexity of 
reality credible, it is necessary to show this by way of 
some simple, but hopefully convincing, examples. In 
our everyday life, tools of different kinds surround us. 
Heidegger (1972) calls them Zeuge and they can be 
exemplified by items such as pen, paper, books, 
tables, clothes, shoes, glasses, and cell phones. Tools 
all have a particular quality in common that cannot be 

                                                 
2 In the first book in which Husserl introduced 
phenomenology, Logische Untersuchungen [Logical 
investigations], volume one, Prolegomena zur reinen Logik 
[Prolegomena to pure logic] (Husserl, 1980a), his criticism 
against psychologism in logic was so strong that he 
convinced most people at this time about the mistakes of 
reductionism and established phenomenology as a strong 
position. 

reduced to either physical or mental qualities. This 
quality could perhaps be referred to as ‘utility quality’ 
and it is experienced as the possibility of use. The cell 
phone, for instance, is made of several material 
qualities, mainly plastic and metal, but it also has a 
utility quality that cannot be reduced to material 
qualities. Despite this, the quality is an experienced 
quality of this material thing; to be precise it is 
experienced as the possibility of calling people with 
the cell phone. If we could not experience this quality, 
the item could not be used as a cell phone and then 
we would question whether it was actually a cell 
phone. It should also be obvious that the utility 
quality is not a mental quality; it is a quality of this 
particular material thing, not something that we can 
find in inner life. The utility quality of the cell phone 
should also not be confused with the technical 
function of the cell phone. We do not need any 
technical knowledge about the cell phone, we do not 
need to understand what makes it work, in order to 
experience it as a cell phone and know how to use it 
as a cell phone. 
 
In preschools, children might find things like swings, 
seesaws, balls and other objects to play with. Such 
things are not neutral for the children. They have a 
very particular quality, which could best be described 
by words such as requiredness or appeal (Langeveld, 
1984). The ball is there to be kicked, the swing 
requires swinging on, and the seesaw includes a social 
dimension in its appeal by requiring two children to 
use it together. This kind of requiredness can also be 
found in the exteriority as well as in the interiority of 
buildings and in places (Bengtsson, 2011). Libraries 
demand silence, churches a respect for the sacred, and 
a bump on the road not only requires us to slow down 
but also has built-in consequences if not obeyed. 
 
All tools and toys (actually, all things of all kinds) 
only exist together with other things. In the lifeworld 
there are, strictly speaking, no single things. Every 
object that we experience or handle is surrounded by 
other objects, and every object refers in its turn to 
further objects outside the present surroundings. 
However, all objects in the present surrounding and in 
the lifeworld are not of equal significance. Depending 
on the person’s activities, certain objects are singled 
out and they include references to appresented or co-
experienced other objects inside and outside the 
present surrounding.3 However, the person’s field of 

                                                 
3 In this text I use the term ‘appresentation’ for the 
simultaneous apprehension of different aspects of objects. 
In this way, appresentation means that all presentations or 
appearances of experience always and by necessity include 
additions without which the experienced objects would not 
be complete. Although the literal sense of appresentation is 
the addition of something to the presentation, this language 
might be misleading, because presentation and 
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activity does not only consist of different things, but 
also includes references to other persons with whom 
he or she interacts, has interacted or will interact. In 
this way, things, persons and activities constitute a 
regional world that is not limited to what is present, 
but includes other things, persons and activities that 
are possible to experience, interact with and perform 
within this world. Each regional world also 
constitutes its own particular history. The lifeworld is 
everything that is possible to experience and do for a 
particular individual, and the lifeworld consists of 
different regional worlds in which the individual 
lives, for instance the family, the working place and 
recreational activities with friends (Bengtsson, 1999, 
2006a, 2010). 
 
A second major characteristic of lifeworld ontology is 
the intertwinement or the interdependence of life and 
world (Bengtsson, 1988a). This point rejects dualistic 
ontology. The concept of the lifeworld is very 
peculiar and could perhaps be explained as a kind of 
in-betweenness. In other words, the lifeworld is 
neither an objective world in itself, nor a subjective 
world, but something in between. Ambiguity is a 
necessary feature of intertwinement. World and life 
are interdependent in the sense that life is always 
worldly and the world is always what it is for a living 
being. Thus, the world is open and uncompleted to the 
same extent as life. Life and world have identity, but 
it is not permanent or objective or universal. In this 
way, life and world are always already a unity that 
can be separated only afterwards (Heidegger, 1927; 
Husserl, 1954; Merleau-Ponty, 1945). It is therefore 
mistake to present a choice between life and world, 
despite the fact that we have learnt to do this in the 
Western history of ontology. 
 
We have to learn to see reality more in terms of both-
and instead of either-or. This applies not only to life 
and world, but also dualities such as body and mind, 
object and subject, outer and inner, physical and 
mental, sensuous and cognitive, reason and emotion, 
self and other, and individual and society. I will use 
an example from the previous discussion of the 
dualistic understanding of the relationship between 

                                                                          
appresentation constitute an inseparable unity with a mutual 
dependency upon each other. For this reason, the term co-
presentation might be a better choice of word. A simple 
example might shed some light on this relationship. A book, 
for instance, cannot be identified by its present presentation 
in perception. The book is always more than its experienced 
cover. It is actually not a book at all without the written 
pages between its covers, although they are not presented 
when the book is lying closed on the desk in front of me. In 
the same way, the book also appresents references to my 
friend to whom the book belongs and who lives in another 
part of the city, and it refers to the paper on which I am 
working. 
 

body and mind to illustrate this point. In lifeworld 
ontology, body and mind are mutually dependent on 
each other. The mind is embodied and the body is 
animated. I call the unity of body and mind ‘lived 
body’ to separate it from the physical body as well as 
from the inner experienced body and to indicate an 
originally combined and integrated position. The 
lived body is both physical and mental, object and 
subject, integrated in ‘my own body (le corps 
propre), to use Merleau-Ponty’s (1945) expression.  
 
In relation to the previous example of slicing fruit, 
lifeworld ontology will permit a different analysis of 
the relation between the wound, the blood and the 
pain. When I cut my finger, this is not the same as 
slicing fruit. The cut in my finger hurts. The same is 
also true the other way around, the pain is not a 
disembodied mental state, but perfectly integrated 
with my body in the sense that I know exactly where 
the pain is; it is in my wounded index finger, not in 
the foot, not in the head, and not in the middle finger. 
Body and mind are integrated in the lived body. 
 
The implications of the lived body can easily be 
extended. According to this ontological theory, the 
lived body is present in whatever we do and 
experience. We cannot leave it behind us, as we can 
with a bicycle, and pick it up later. It is always with 
us. Instead of saying that I have a body, it could be 
said that I am my body. Thus, the lived body is the 
subject of everything that we do and experience. In 
this way, the lived body is our access to the world. If 
something happens to our body, the world changes 
correspondingly. When we have a headache, the 
world is not accessible in the same way as it usually 
is, and if we lose our sight or an arm, the world 
changes in several respects. It is also possible to 
integrate physical things with the lived body. One 
common example is the blind man’s stick (Merleau-
Ponty, 1945). The stick is a thing among other things 
in the world, but when the blind person has learned to 
use the stick, it is no longer experienced as a thing but 
becomes an extension of the lived body through 
which the world is experienced. In a similar way, 
other things such as bicycles and cars can be 
integrated with the lived body and extend experiences 
and actions of the lived body. 
 
It should also be noted that the central notion of 
phenomenon has an intertwined character. The word 
‘phenomenon’ has Greek origins and means ‘that 
which appears’. Phenomenology uses the word in the 
same way and in no other way. A characteristic of a 
phenomenon in this sense is its intertwinement 
between object and subject. One of the conditions for 
something to appear is that there must be someone for 
whom it appears. In the history of Western ontology 
and epistemology, a second reality, more real than the 
world of phenomena and a condition for the latter, has 
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often been assumed. Kant’s ‘thing in itself’ is one 
famous example (Kant, 1976). However, this raises 
questions as to how we can ever know anything about 
this second reality. It also brings into question our 
reasons for assuming its existence. The only reality 
we know anything about is the world in which we live 
and which appears to us in one way or another, that is, 
the lifeworld. Husserl (1954) wrote about the 
assumption of a reality behind the reality that appears 
to us as a doubling of reality. Heidegger (1973) 
objected to Kant’s ideas and held that “[t]he ‘scandal 
of philosophy’ is not that this proof has yet to be 
given [that is, a proof of the existence of things in 
themselves behind our experiences], but that such 
proofs are expected and attempted again and again” 
(p. 249). 
 
Regional ontology 

 
Although ontological assumptions are presupposed in 
all empirical research, this does not imply that 
empirical research has to develop a general ontology 
as this falls within the realm of philosophy. Empirical 
research does not need a general ontological theory 
that includes everything that exists. Instead, it is 
enough to have an ontology delimited to a particular 
part of reality, in our case to educational reality. 
However, it is necessary to have such a theory and 
this theory needs to be made explicit within empirical 
research. Within the lifeworld approach, this 
delimited kind of ontology is referred to as regional 
ontology (Bengtsson, 1988b, 1991, 2005). It is 
important to note that this notion of regional ontology 
should not be confused with Husserl’s (1952) idea of 
regional ontology, although it is inspired by this idea. 
Husserl divides everything that exists into three 
regions or realms of existence, that is, material nature, 
animal nature and spiritual (geistige) worlds. This is 
an understanding of reality in the sense of a general 
ontology. 
 
My own understanding of regional ontology can now 
be further specified. It is not enough to delimit 
regional ontology to educational reality in general. It 
also has to be limited to the particular reality that is in 
focus in particular projects of educational research. In 
other words, regional ontology must be limited to that 
part of reality that the research question has singled 
out in its formulation. This view corresponds with the 
starting point in the section above concerning the 
philosophy of science of the lifeworld approach. It 
suggests that all empirical research is trying to 
establish knowledge about some delimited part of 
reality. The intention of these delimitations is to adapt 
ontology to empirical research. Ontology is, therefore, 
not approached for its own sake. Instead, it should be 
understood as an instrument for doing empirical 
research and is not developed further than is 
necessary for this purpose. It is on this point that I 

diverge from Husserl’s idea of a regional ontology (as 
well as from Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s 
ontologies). Husserl was never interested in 
elaborating ontology for the sake of doing empirical 
research. His interest was purely philosophical. My 
notion of regional ontology is in this respect closer to 
Schutz’s (1932, 1962) intentions with his 
development of a theory of the social world as the 
foundation of the social sciences. However, Schutz 
(1932, 1962) did not use the term regional ontology. 
If Schutz’s (1932, 1962) theory could be called a 
regional ontology, it is a regional ontology of the 
discipline of the social sciences rather than a regional 
ontology in the proper sense of the term.  
 
The question of what the regional ontology of the 
lifeworld approach is still remains to be answered. 
This question has to be answered in several steps. 
Firstly, the lifeworld ontology offers a general 
perspective on how to perceive and encounter the 
reality of an empirical study. Through lifeworld 
ontology, reality appears in a particular way. 
 
Secondly, the lifeworld ontology offers a number of 
concepts and theories about the lifeworld. These 
concepts and theories together constitute the 
theoretical resources of the lifeworld approach. They 
are not all relevant in all empirical studies. A 
selection has to be made in accordance with the 
research question. This point seems to not have been 
observed in Peter Ashworth’s (2003) empirical 
research approach based on the lifeworld. In a Special 
Issue about this approach in the Journal of 
Phenomenological Psychology, he lists seven 
universal categories. He himself calls them 
“fragments” to indicate that they “together do not yet 
constitute a full account of the essence of the 
lifeworld” (Ashworth, 2003, p. 147), but insists that 
they should nevertheless enable “the detailed 
description of a given lifeworld” (Ashworth, 2003, p. 
147). The used categories are selfhood, sociality, 
embodiment, temporality, spatiality, project and 
discourse. I question whether the same categories 
could be used in different studies irrespective of the 
research question. To my understanding of 
phenomenology, it also sounds strange use a limited 
number of categories to understand the lifeworld, 
regardless of whether there are more than seven 
categories. To me, this seems to be a variation of 
Kant’s formalism. Husserl stated that phenomenology 
was a task for generations of phenomenologists. Van 
Deurzen (1997) has extended the number of 
categories to 4 x 19 categories in order to describe 
human existence, and I am not convinced that this is 
exhaustive. It gives the impression of being a 
taxonomy, which is inconsistent with the lifeworld 
approach. The lifeworld approach is an explorative 
approach whereas taxonomies normally have a 
deductive purpose. 
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Thirdly, the concepts and theories about the lifeworld 
have to be adapted to the particular research question. 
Their purpose is to enable the researcher to identify 
and understand phenomena in a lifeworld sensitive 
way. The more general they are, the less useful they 
are in explorative research. Intentionality, for 
example, can be a useful concept in many studies, but 
it is not exactly the same in allocating marks as in 
discussing marks, in social relations between teachers 
and students, in teachers’ working pleasure, in pre-
school children’s outdoor activities in nature or in 
teachers’ use of self-knowledge in their professional 
life. When we want to research new worlds, we need 
to know in order to find, but we also need to find in 
order to know. We need a pre-understanding of the 
other world, but this is never the same as already 
understanding it in advance. Research has to live with 
this ambiguity. 
 
Some methodological consequences 

 
Lifeworld ontology has very definite consequences 
for methodology. I will discuss some of these 
consequences for methods of collection such as 
observation and interview as well as methods of 
interpretation of the collected material. 
 
Lifeworld ontology gives us the opportunity to 
observe and understand reality in a particular way. 
We are therefore able to access the study of different 
educational settings. The world is full of things and 
qualities that are neither objective nor subjective 
(such as tools and their utility qualities) and these 
things and qualities constitute regional worlds of 
people using them in particular ways. Thus, education 
takes place in a world of things, activities and 
interactions. The participating persons need to have a 
practical understanding of these things, activities and 
interactions. If we want to understand educational 
situations, we have to understand them in their lived 
and worldly context as this is where they have their 
meaning. 
 
However, the individuals are not only social and 
worldly agents. They are also embodied subjects. 
Against this background it is possible to use 
observations in a new sense. For instance, if we 
observe other people in action, the content of the 
observation is not limited to material qualities. The 
people we see have lived bodies that consist of neither 
purely physical behaviour nor purely interior mental 
life. Mental life is expressed in the body, and bodily 
movements are mental. Body and mind constitute an 
undivided unity in which the body is subject and the 
mind is embodied. In this way, the behaviour of a 
person allows us to understand something about 
his/her life; the behaviour has a particular meaning 
that is available to us. This meaning, however, is not 
hidden behind the behaviour in the subjective 

intentions of the agent as is believed by the neo-
Kantian tradition of hermeneutics.4 Instead, the 
meaning is experienced in the bodily movements of 
the other person and, together with the meanings of a 
specific surrounding of particular things and other 
people, it constitutes a particular world of meaning. 
For example, the teacher can see that a child might be 
in need of some help with his/her arithmetic, that 
another child is uninterested in his/her work today, 
and that a third child seeks contact with another child. 
As an observer, the researcher can see what the 
teacher sees and does, as well as what the children see 
and do. This does not mean that other people are easy 
to read. However, the possibility of observing the 
meaningful behaviour of another person can be used 
as a starting point for new and extended observations 
that form part of an interpretation process that takes 
into consideration previous and present as well as 
following events. Observations are not limited to 
meaningful behaviour. Speech activities might also be 
included. This is the lived language that people 
spontaneously use in their practice in distinction to 
the language they use when they reflect upon their 
practice in an interview. Observations in this sense 
have been used in several empirical studies in the 
lifeworld approach (Ferm, 2004; Friberg, 2001; 
Greve, 2007; Johansson, 1999, 2007; Løkken, 2000, 
2004). 
 
The agents might sometimes not even be able 
themselves to tell about such things as their 
intentions, feelings, thoughts and perceptions of their 
actions (Dahlberg, 2006). If the teacher is understood 
as an embodied subject and the actions take place 
within a regional world of professional practice, the 
mind of the teacher is integrated with the body in the 
sense that the mind has settled in the body as a way of 
thinking, seeing, feeling and being as a professional 
in a habitualized world of practice (Bengtsson, 1993). 
Research experience shows that there is often a 
difference between what teachers say they do and 
what they actually do in the classroom (Claesson, 
2004). This does not mean that teachers are lying. 
They simply do not have the necessary distance from 
their own practice to be able to describe what they are 
doing. Instead, they are more likely to describe an 
ideal of their work. 
 
These comments should not be taken to mean that 
interviews should be excluded from the lifeworld 
approach. However, just as observing people’s 
physical behaviour only tells us some things about 
them in the same way interviewing people only tells 
us certain things about them. The advantage of 

                                                 
4 Important representatives of this tradition are Wilhem 
Dilthey and Max Weber. Although Schutz (1932, 1962) 
based his social theory on phenomenology, he continued the 
neo-Kantian hermeneutics in his methodology. 
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interviews is that they allow people to talk about 
situations that are passed, situations that ethically 
delicate for participation such as sexuality or violence 
and situations that are hard to observe, such as 
working pleasure. When interviews are used within 
the lifeworld approach it is important to understand 
that the interviewer should help the interviewee to 
introduce a distance from his/her own lifeworld and 
conduct the interview in a corresponding manner. In 
this way the interviewees are helped to reflect upon 
and talk about different aspects of their lives. The 
persons should be stimulated and helped to see their 
lives and experiences in their worldly and embodied 
existence and not as decontextualized experiences or 
cognitions. In order to avoid general answers about 
the interviewees’ lives, it can be useful to ask for 
examples. Different strategies have been used in 
interviews of people in the lifeworld approach. These 
include in-depth interviews and narrations, which are 
sometimes complemented by drawings, writings, 
models (Alerby, 1998; Andrén, 2012; Hörnqvist, 
1999; Houmann, 2010; Kostenius, 2008; Nielsen, 
2005; Öhlén, 2000; Öhrling, 2000; Orlenius, 1999; 
Vinterek, 2001). 
 
Interviews and observations are not seen as opposing 
factors in the lifeworld approach as they were in the 
early days of qualitative research. Instead, these 
methods may be used separately, depending on the 
research question, but they can also be combined in 
different ways in order to complement each other. If 
different methods are used, however, it is necessary 
that they have the same theoretical ground. Methods 
are never free from theoretical assumptions. If 
different methods with different theoretical 
assumptions are used in the same research project, the 
results from the different methods can come into 
conflict with each other and will not contribute to the 
understanding of the phenomenon. With the lifeworld 
as a ground, several studies have used mixed methods 
(Berndtsson, 2001; Carlsson, 2011; Claesson, 1999, 
2004; Grundén, 2005; Hautaniemi, 2004; Hertting, 
2007; Hugo, 2007). 
 
This paper has already touched upon hermeneutics 
several times. It seems necessary to comment on the 
relationship between lifeworld phenomenology and 
hermeneutics. In this way the discussion of methods 
is continued by way of a discussion of interpretation. 
Classical phenomenology (such as that form of 
phenomenology represented by the Hegelian tradition 
as an example) and classical hermeneutics 
(represented by scholars from the days of 
Schleiermacher through to neo-Kantians such as 
Dilthey and Weber) are certainly two different 
traditions. However, in the new phenomenology 
started by Husserl around 1900, possibilities for 
integration of the two traditions were revealed. 
Heidegger was the first phenomenologist to introduce 

hermeneutics in phenomenology (Heidegger, 1927). 
In so doing he renewed both Husserl’s phenomen-
ology and hermeneutics. Gadamer (1960) and Ricœur 
(1965, 1969) continued this direction in different 
ways. The ground for the integration of phenomen-
ology and hermeneutics can be found in lifeworld 
phenomenology (Bengtsson, 1988b). Phenomenology 
and hermeneutics are thus not parallel traditions that 
never meet in the lifeworld approach. 
 
In the lifeworld approach, interpretation and 
understanding are not limited to texts, but also include 
tools and actions. The neo-Kantian tradition also 
includes the interpretation of actions, but in contrast 
to lifeworld hermeneutics, this approach looked for 
the meaning of texts and the actions behind them in 
the intentions or life of authors or agents. Lifeworld 
hermeneutics tries to understand texts and actions by 
the meaning that is expressed in the text and action 
respectively. This idea goes back to Husserl’s 
criticism of psychologism in logics and mathematics 
in the first volume of Logische Untersuchungen 
[Logical investigations] (Husserl, 1980a). Schutz 
(1932) continued the neo-Kantian tradition in his 
hermeneutics of social actions instead of developing 
the new possibilities in phenomenology (cf., 
Bengtsson, 1998, 2002). 
 
Interpretation in empirical research can also not be 
limited to the interpretation of transcribed interviews 
or observations. Seen from the perspective of 
lifeworld hermeneutics, interpretation already starts in 
the interview and observation, and the object of 
interpretation is not the transcriptions, but the 
interviews and the observations. 
 
In the lifeworld approach, empirical research in 
education implies that the both the people who are 
studied and the researchers are inseparably embedded 
in their different lifeworlds. Bridges must therefore be 
built between the lifeworld of the researcher and the 
lifeworld of the participants of the study. The primary 
means for building bridges involves creating 
encounters with other lifeworlds (Bengtsson, 1999). 
Two main methods have been discussed for this 
purpose, observation and interview, and it has been 
mentioned that these methods can be combined. The 
use of both methods implies the existence of the 
hermeneutic circle from the beginning of the research. 
We always already understand and interpret through 
our being in the world. It is not possible to escape the 
hermeneutic circle, but the encounters offer the 
possibility of exposing and confronting our pre-
judgements (Vor-urteile - to use Gadamer’s (1960) 
word) and letting the other lifeworlds speak in their 
otherness. Encounters enable the researcher to make 
discoveries and to change pre-judgements. 
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Choice of method 

 
So far only methodological questions relating to the 
lifeworld approach have been discussed. However, 
methodology is concerned with general principles or 
guidelines on how to conduct research. It can 
therefore not be equated with the choice of method in 
particular empirical projects that seek to answer 
specific research questions. This is of particular 
importance for the lifeworld approach, where 
creativity is demanded in the choice of method 
(Bengtsson, 1999). In other words, the lifeworld 
approach is not equivalent to a particular method. The 
choice of method should instead be made based on a 
combination of the research question and the 
ontological understanding (in this case lifeworld 
ontology) of the particular reality that the project 
intends to study. 
 
To deepen the understanding of the principle of 
creativity of method it could be described in the 
context of a phenomenological dilemma. The 
phenomenological movement started with a demand 
that phenomenology should “go back to the things 
themselves” (Husserl, 1980b, p. 6) as they appear and 
do full justice to these things. This demand, however, 
can easily come into conflict with a demand for 
method in scientific research. The prescriptive rules 
of scientific methods only provide the type of 
knowledge that the methods permit. However, in that 
case, research seems to do more justice to its methods 
than to the things themselves. Consequently, it seems 
that the researcher has to choose between following 
the things or some particular method. This choice is 
not as simple as it might seem. This is because the 
phenomenological demand of doing justice to the 
things seems itself to be a methodological principle. 
The dilemma is therefore actually a paradox.  
 
The conflict between following the things or a 
particular method only exists if the method must be 
applied in all research, or in other words if this 
implies that a general methodology exists that should 
be used indiscriminately in all educational research. 
This demand is in conflict with the demand of 
following the things. However, it is also possible to 
develop methods from the combination of the 
particular research question and the ontological 
understanding of the things to be studied. If research 
is done in this way then there is no conflict between 
method and things. 
 
The paradox thus only exists if the demand for going 
back to the things is understood as a developed 
method. However, it is certainly not a developed 
method. Instead, it is generally formulated and 
contains no prescriptions regarding the procedure for 
concrete research questions. I would propose that 
within empirical research it should be understood as a 

kind of general principle for choice of method. In that 
case, it should be read as a requirement to let the 
choice of method be decided by its ability to do 
justice to the regional lifeworld to be studied. An 
example can be found in Eva Johansson’s thesis 
described below. 
 
The lifeworld approach therefore cannot present a 
rigid procedure that can be used in all empirical 
lifeworld research and that can be used for judging 
research results. This also applies to methods of 
gathering and analysing empirical material. It is not 
possible to trust one correct method in the lifeworld 
approach and the researcher must therefore carefully 
work out and argue for a chosen method or methods 
in a project. Consequently, the lifeworld approach 
stimulates creativity of methods. 
 
The illusory conflict between the demand of going 
back to the things themselves and the demand of 
scientific method has sometimes led to a neglect of 
method in phenomenological empirical research. This 
is, for instance, the case with the Utrecht school that 
represents an anthropological-phenomenological 
approach to educational research. The research in this 
approach has often been more or less impressionistic 
and lacks discussion regarding the way in which the 
results were determined. In Van Manen’s (1990) 
version of phenomenology, phenomenological 
research has been compared to the art of poetry and 
“a primal telling” (p. 13) that gives voice to the 
world. This phenomenological direction therefore 
provides as little description and discussion of method 
as does poetry. However, the opposite tendency is 
also represented in the phenomenological tradition, 
and relates to the demand for strict scientific 
principles of method. Examples are Moustaka’s 
(1994) and Giorgi’s (1997; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008) 
more or less detailed procedures for conducting 
phenomenological empirical research. All three of 
these procedures demand the application of the 
phenomenological epoché, the particular method that 
Husserl introduced in his transcendental phenomen-
ology for philosophical purposes (Husserl, 1976), and 
a general procedure for analysis of all studies (Giorgi, 
2010). Peter Ashworth continues this methodology, 
but has added a number of categories of the lifeworld 
to enable descriptions (described above) (Ashworth, 
2003; Ashworth, Freewood, & Mac-donald, 2003). 
The lifeworld approach offers an alternative to these 
two options of doing empirical phenomenological 
research. 
 
Reporting results 
 
A lot of contemporary research in different directions 
of qualitative research uses the word ‘findings’ for its 
results. However, this is a very misleading term. This 
becomes clear as some examples of its use are 
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discussed. For example: “We found mushrooms just 
outside our house” or “we found a parking-place 
outside the railway-station”. If the word is used in this 
manner to describe research results it provides the 
impression of an effortless finding of the results or 
simply coming across these results. However, all parts 
of research are hard work and this includes arriving at 
and reporting results. 
 
At least three ways of reporting results have been 
used in the lifeworld approach. Firstly, reporting 
separately for each individual within a project 
(Berndtsson, 2001; Claesson, 1999; 2004; Nielsen, 
2005); secondly, reporting thematically across the 
individuals (Alerby, 1998; Carlsson, 2011; Ferm, 
2004; Friberg, 2001; Greve, 2007; Grundén, 2005; 
Hautaniemi, 2004; Hertting, 2007; Hörnqvist, 1999; 
Houmann, 2010; Hugo, 2007; Johansson, 1999, 2007; 
Kostenius, 2008; Løkken, 2000; Öhrling, 2000; 
Orlenius, 1999; Vinterek, 2001); and thirdly, 
reporting first individually and then, based on these 
results, thematically (Andrén, 2012; Öhlén, 2000). 
The work of reporting the results starts with 
interpreting what people have said or/and done. It is 
appropriate at this juncture to introduce critical 
distance in the work, both in relation to the researcher 
and to the people included in the study. This can be 
done by means of self-reflection and collegial 
discussion (Bengtsson, 1993). I also believe that 
Ricœur’s (1965) hermeneutics of suspicion as well as 
Dahlberg, Dahlberg and Nyström’s (2008) notion of 
bridling can be of use in this context. When an 
understanding of the said or/and observed has been 
reached, the work of reporting the results continues 
by means of the systematic organization of answers to 
the research question. Strict procedures are not a 
guarantee of relevant results. 
 
The language used in reporting results is always the 
language of the researcher, irrespective of whether the 
study is based on interviews or observations of 
activities, including speech. In the lifeworld approach 
language is not limited to ordinary language, but also 
includes the use of phenomenological language. It 
seems unprofessional to not use the wealth of this 
language to provide more precise and profound 
descriptions of the results. Phenomenological 
language cannot, however, be used in a general way, 
but instead has to be used descriptively. The word 
‘horizon’ could be an example. It has been used in a 
general way to describe the perception of space 
(Husserl, 1972; Merleau-Ponty, 1945), the experience 
of time (Husserl, 1972; Merleau-Ponty, 1945) and 
understanding (Gadamer, 1960). However, it has also 
been used descriptively in order to refer to displaced 
horizons in describing the changed world of everyday 
life for people who have lost their sight (Berndtsson, 
2001). 
 

The results of the lifeworld approach cannot be 
generalized for the simple reason that the principle of 
induction is not (and cannot be) used. This principle 
cannot be used because the number of participants 
involved in these explorative studies is insufficient for 
generalization. For the same reason, participants are 
not selected randomly but instead are selected 
according to a strategy. This strategy relates to the 
question of what type of participant can bring 
something new to the exploration of the field. The 
principle of induction is not used because it is 
questionable in general. Although it is not necessary 
to agree with Popper’s own theory, he certainly 
formulated strong criticism against induction (Popper, 
1959). It is also not possible to make claims of 
essences based on the results of the lifeworld 
approach. An essence, in the strict sense of the word, 
has to describe the necessary and sufficient qualities 
of an object. In other words, an essence must describe 
how it has to be at all times, in all cultures and for all 
people. It is not possible for empirical research to 
fulfil this task. Empirical research can identify 
empirical themes, but these should not be confused 
with essence. The strength of the results of the 
lifeworld approach is that they are able to show the 
significance of the results in relation to other 
empirical and theoretical research within the field of 
the research question and its use for practice. 
 
Example 
 
In order to demonstrate what the lifeworld approach 
can offer for empirical research in education, I now 
outline an example from research in the Gothenburg 
tradition, a doctoral thesis by Eva Johansson 
(Johansson, 1999). 
 
Johansson’s thesis is a study of small children’s moral 
values and norms in their interaction in preschool. 
The children’s interaction with the preschool teachers 
was not included in the project. The study was based 
on the daily interaction among 19 children, ten boys 
and nine girls, aged one to three years. The interaction 
was followed for seven months and video recorded. 
The research questions were based on the lifeworld 
assumption that interaction between people is 
meaningful and accessible for the parties involved. 
One important part of people’s interaction is its moral 
dimension, which is experienced and expressed 
through people’s embodied interactions with each 
other. A research question could therefore focus on 
the values and norms that small children experience 
and express. According to Piaget (1932), small 
children cannot be asked this question because 
morality is linked to the Kantian idea of self-
responsibility. Consequently, people can be moral 
only when they know themselves and take 
responsibility for their own actions, and small 
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children have not reached this stage. Piaget (1932) 
therefore describes small children as simply amoral.  
 
In lifeworld ontology, meaning and value in 
interaction do not primarily refer to people’s inner 
subjective intentions, but instead refer to the meaning 
and value that they experience and express through 
their lived bodies. For this reason, the study was 
based on observations of the children’s embodied 
interaction. There were two reasons why interviews 
were not considered an appropriate research method. 
First, the moral values and norms were not supposed 
to be found within the children, but instead in the 
embodied interaction between them. Second, the 
children were too young to have functional language. 
Thought experiments were also excluded as a 
research method for two reasons. Firstly, because 
morality was not conceptualised as an intellectual task 
or ability. Secondly, because the children were too 
young to solve intellectual dilemmas. It was also 
important for the lifeworld approach that the 
children’s moral interaction be studied in its lived 
environment. This is because the meaning and value 
of experiences and expressions never occur alone; 
instead they occur together with the meanings and 
values of specific things and other people that 
constitute a particular regional world of meaning. It 
was, therefore, not an alternative to use thought 
experiments or interviews outside the lived world of 
interaction where the meanings and values are created 
and sustained. 
 
Johansson’s (1999) thesis thus used observation, 
documented by video records, to build bridges 
between the researcher’s world and the children’s 
world. In this manner, the meaning of the experiences 
and the expressions of the interaction were available 
to the observing researcher, but they were available 
from within the world of an observing adult 
researcher. This does not mean that the children’s 
morality was not understood in its otherness. The 
values and norms of the children were certainly 
observed, but it was neither necessary nor possible to 
completely take the children’s perspective. Taking 
another person’s perspective would imply 
experiencing in the same way as the other person, and 
this is not possible without reducing his/her otherness. 
The researcher, therefore, has to begin with what is 
observed from his/her perspective and then try to 
confront this with the encountered world of the 
children. Johansson’s (1999) study is based on very 
rich empirical material, with observations of many 
interactional situations over an extended period of 
time. By recording all these situations, she could 
confront her initial understandings of them by looking 
at them several times and in this sense developing an 
ongoing hermeneutical dialogue with the situations. 
In this way, her results could be reported in an 
explicit, argued way. 

In the results of her study, Johansson (1999) showed 
that morality is an important part of the children’s life 
at the preschool. The children defended and valued 
their own rights and cared for others’ well-being.  
They defended their rights to things, as well as to 
sharing worlds with peers. Their concern for other 
children’s well-being was expressed in efforts to 
comfort and protect them from harmful situations. 
Johansson’s (1999) results clearly show that even 
very small children experience and express moral 
values and norms. By doing so, she showed that the 
results of Piaget’s research were wrong. This is 
indeed a strong contribution to this field of 
knowledge. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this article, I have tried to show some distinctive 
characteristics of the lifeworld approach and its 
consequences for empirical research in education. 
First, I have argued for the necessity of being explicit 
about the direction within the phenomenological 
movement from which a phenomenological study is 
conducted. The lifeworld approach is based on 
lifeworld phenomenology. Second, I have tried to 
show that a transition from philosophical to empirical 
research is needed. Third, as a way of achieving the 
transition, I have suggested the inclusion of an 
explicit discussion of the ontological and 
epistemological assumptions in the research design. 
Fourth, I have compared three traditional ontologies 
with the lifeworld ontology in order to highlight some 
significant differences in the understanding of reality.  
Fifth, I have argued for the necessity of delimiting 
ontology to the regional ontology of the particular 
reality that is in focus in particular projects of 
educational research. In other words, I have argued 
that ontology should be focused on that part of reality 
that the research question has singled out in its 
formulation. The intention of this delimitation is to 
adapt ontology to empirical research. Sixth, I have 
discussed some methodological consequences of the 
traditional ontological theories and the lifeworld 
ontology in order to make some of the particularities 
of the lifeworld approach visible. Seventh, I have 
shown the importance of creativity in the choice of 
method for empirical research. This principle offers 
an alternative to the demand for strict, scientific 
procedures for all research and to the neglect of 
methods in research. Instead, the choice of method 
should be made based on a combination of the 
research question and the ontological understanding 
of the particular reality that the project intends to 
study. Eighth, I have discussed ways of reporting 
results in the lifeworld approach. Finally, I have 
shown what the lifeworld approach can offer for 
empirical research in education by presenting the 
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design and results of one empirical study based on the 
lifeworld approach. 
 
In the lifeworld approach, the integration of 
philosophy and empirical research is not only an 
ideal. It is also an explicitly developed approach that 
is realized in ongoing research. The research 

approach is consequently and coherently based on 
lifeworld phenomenology. This gives the lifeworld 
approach its own particular perspective in 
phenomenological, empirical research in education. 
 

____________________
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