
Phenomenological psychology  

Phenomenological psychology refers to an approach to psychology that draws on 

phenomenological, existential, and hermeneutic philosophy. The focus in all such work is on 

making sense of the meaning structures of the lived experience of a research participant or 

psychotherapeutic client. That is, in Husserl‘s terms—the founder of phenomenological 

philosophy—we go ―back to the things themselves‖ as they present themselves to 

consciousness in order to determine the ―essence‖ (eidos) of the phenomenon. There is not 

one approach to phenomenological psychology, however, with the perspective better being 

understood as a family of methods and modes of practice. All psychological research and 

practice within this tradition will have its roots in the thought of Husserl and key concepts 

therein but will also likely be informed by other philosophical work, such as that of 

Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre from the existential tradition, or Gadamer and Ricoeur 

from the hermeneutic tradition.  

According to Herbert Spiegelberg, the grand historian and explicator of the 

phenomenological movement (Spiegelberg 1960, 1972), phenomenology is the product of 

seven historical factors: (1) the decline of speculative philosophy, (2) the growth of a relative 

historicism as a result of progress in the natural and historical sciences, (3) an attempt to 

build philosophy on the foundations of the empirical sciences, (4) scientific materialism and 

monism, (5) the rise of positivism, (6) an attempt to psychologize philosophy, and (7) an 

attempt to revive abandoned phases of European thought, particularly Neo-Kantianism and 

Neo-Thomism 

Phenomenological psychology has its origins in European psychiatry with the work of Karl 

Jaspers in the early 1900s, along with figures including Ludwig Binswanger, Medard Boss, 

Viktor Frankl, Eugene Minkowski, and Jan Hendrick van den Berg. The primary aim of these 

thinkers was (a) the rejection of traditional notions of psychopathology, in favor of Husserl‘s 

descriptive method of analyzing psychological experience; and (b) the application of ideas 

from existential philosophy to therapeutic practice. A variety of modes of psychotherapeutic 

practice have evolved from this early work including Daseinsanalysis, logotherapy, British 

School existential analysis, and existential-humanistic psychotherapy. The Utrecht School in 

The Netherlands has been identified as the location of the first attempt to apply 

phenomenological philosophy to psychological research. Influenced by the work of the 

psychologist Adrian van Kaam and the philosopher Henry Koren, Amedeo Giorgi (beginning 

in the early 1970s) developed a systematic phenomenological psychology methodology at 

Duquesne University in the United States. Recent developments include methodologies that 

draw more extensively on hermeneutics or forms of critical social theory or both, including 

feminist theory. Some of these developments have proven controversial, with ongoing 

debates in the field about the boundaries and methods of phenomenological psychology 

The experiencing subject can be considered to be the person or self, for purposes of 

convenience. In phenomenological philosophy (and in particular in the work of Husserl, 

Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty), "experience" is a considerably more complex concept than it 

is usually taken to be in everyday use. Instead, experience (or being, or existence itself) is an 



"in-relation-to" phenomenon, and it is defined by qualities of directedness, embodiment, and 

worldliness, which are evoked by the term "Being-in-the-World".[5] 

The quality or nature of a given experience is often referred to by the term qualia, whose 

archetypical exemplar is "redness". For example, we might ask, "Is my experience of redness 

the same as yours?" While it is difficult to answer such a question in any concrete way, the 

concept of intersubjectivity is often used as a mechanism for understanding how it is that 

humans are able to empathise with one another's experiences, and indeed to engage in 

meaningful communication about them. The phenomenological formulation of "Being-in-the-

World", where person and world are mutually constitutive, is central here. 

Types of Research  

The method used by researchers is a qualitative research with phenomenological approach. 

Phenomenological study looked at human behaviour, what they say and what they do, is as a 

product of how people do their own interpretation of the world. By phenomenology  

researchers  want  to  more  deeply  understand  the  structure  of  the consciousness of  the 

people who are in  a particular situation, in order  to understand  the motives and meaning 

Hodge actions related to the purpose of survival. Phenomenology as a method has four 

characteristics, namely descriptive, reduction, essence and intentionality.  

1.  Description: The aim of phenomenology is the description of the phenomenon, and not 

explains the phenomenon.  Including any emerging phenomena such as emotions, thoughts 

and actions of human beings and as such. Phenomenology means describe something to the 

"thing itself". Supposition becomes unnecessary, since the objective is to investigate as it 

happens.  

2.  Reduction: Reduction is as a process in which the assumptions and prejudices about the 

phenomenon of delayed to ensure that biases do not pollute the description of the 

observations and ensure that the form of the description as the things themselves.  

3.  Essence:  The  essence  is  the  core  meaning  of  individual  experiences  in  certain 

phenomena as they are. Search essence, the essential themes or relationships are essential  in 

the  phenomenon of  what it  involves exploration of  the  phenomenon of using the free  

imagination, intuition and  reflection to determine  whether a particular characteristic  is  an  

essential  essence.  For  example,  in  the  case  of  the  essence  of learning,  a 

phenomenologist  would  consider  whether  any changes  and  progress  are essential essence 

of the learning process.  

4.  Intentionality:  Phenomenology using two concepts noesis  and  noema  to  express 

intentionality.  Intentionality refers  to as  the  correlation  between  noema and  noesis that  

direct  interpretation  of  the  experience.  Noema  is  an  objective  statement  of behaviour  

or  experience  as  a  reality,  while  noesis  is  a  subjective  reflection (consciousness) of the 

objective statement. In view of this that reality is what it is, we do not any idea of reality 

(objective statements). Interrelations between consciousness to the reality that he called 

intentionality 



Psychotherapy and the phenomenology of emotion 

Carl Rogers's person-centered psychotherapy theory is based directly on the "phenomenal 

field" personality theory of Combs and Snygg. That theory in turn was grounded in 

phenomenological thinking. Rogers attempts to put a therapist in closer contact with a person 

by listening to the person's report of their recent subjective experiences, especially emotions 

of which the person is not fully aware. For example, in relationships the problem at hand is 

often not based around what actually happened but, instead, based around the perceptions and 

feelings of each individual in the relationship. The phenomenal field focuses on "how one 

feels right now". 

Basic Concepts 

Phenomenological psychology is the use of the phenomenological method to gain insights 

regarding topics related to psychology. Though researchers and thinkers throughout the 

history of philosophy have identified their work as contributing to phenomenological 

psychology, how people understand phenomenological psychology is a matter of some 

controversy. On the one hand, in light of contemporary philosophy‘s affirmation of qualia as 

non-reducible, some understand phenomenological psychology to be merely a method for 

understanding subjective experience. When phenomenological psychology is understood this 

way, clarification is usually sought in terms such as ―introspection‖ and ―psychologism.‖  

On the other hand, phenomenological psychology refers to the use of phenomenology to 

study the necessary and universal structures of experience. In this way, phenomenological 

psychology is grounded in transcendental analysis as a research method which analyses the 

necessary conditions for the possibility of human experience. Whereas according to the 

former understanding, the results of such research supposedly have minimal to no universal 

generalizability, the latter understanding speaks of a cognitional structure universally 

generalizable to the human species.  

Method vs. Movement 

Phenomenology may be understood as a method for investigating the cognitional structure of 

experience or as a movement in the history of philosophy. Given the heterodoxy of 

approaches and emphases in the history of philosophy to phenomenology, formal explications 

of phenomenology usually resist speaking as if ―phenomenology‖ refers to a unified ―school‖ 

of thought. Yet, when considered as a movement in the history of philosophy, Edmund 

Husserl (1859-1938) is identified as the founder of phenomenology, and when considered as 

a method Immanuel Kant  (1724-1804) is identified as the progenitor of phenomenology. 

Two pieces are of the utmost importance in this passage from Kant. First, Kant makes a 

distinction between the impure and the pure use of reason. Impure reason refers to the a priori 

aspects of experience, and these aspects are universal within the human experience. Further, 

impure reason is differentiated from pure reason insofar as impure reason includes what Kant 

in the above passage calls ―sensibility.‖ Hence, ―phenomenology,‖ for Kant, should be 

understood as the ―science‖ that studies the aspects universal to human experience. 



The second important piece of the Kant passage is his explicit description of phenomenology 

as determining the ―principles of sensibility.‖ Here, ―principle‖ should be understood in terms 

of the structural origins of human experience. In other words, Kant understands the principles 

of sensibility to belong to the order of necessary and universal conditions of human 

experience, a.k.a. the ―structure of experience.‖ Already in this earliest definition by Kant, 

phenomenology pertains to human experience and, thereby, takes the first-person perspective 

of some subject as a point of departure. However, because phenomenology studies the 

universal and necessary aspects of such experience, it is neither merely subjective, nor 

concerned with a particular psychological subject. 

Phenomenological Psychology as a Science 

Phenomenology vs. Phenomenography 

As should be clear, phenomenological psychology, as a science, concerns itself with what is 

necessary and universal in human experience. This is opposed to the approach to human 

experience that seeks to record subjective experience as subjective. Such an approach, rather 

than be called ―phenomenological,‖ is better referred to as ―phenomenographical‖ (compare 

Marton, 1986). Whereas ―phenomenology‖ refers to the study of what is objective in 

subjective experience, including the structures of subjectivity itself, ―phenomenography‖ 

refers to the study of what is subjective in subjective experience. 

With this distinction in mind, there are a number of research methods classified as within 

phenomenological psychology to consider. In Phenomenological Psychology: Theory, 

Research, and Method, Darren Langbridge explains, ―when applying phenomenological 

philosophy to psychology, we aim to focus on people‘s perceptions of the world in which 

they live and what this means to them: a focus on people‘s lived experience‖ (Langbridge, 

2007, p. 4). Langbridge links ―developments‖ of phenomenology in philosophy with their 

corresponding research methods in psychology. For example, he claims ―phenomenology‖ 

refers to a ―descriptive approach,‖ ―existentialism‖ refers to an ―interpretive approach,‖ and 

―hermeneutics,‖ refers to a ―narrative approach‖ (Langbridge, 2007, p. 5). Though not listed 

by Langbridge, the perhaps most promising of the approaches to phenomenological 

psychology may be seen in Aron Gurwitsch‘s work in the phenomenology of Gestalt 

psychology (compare Gurwitsch, 1966). 

Descriptive Phenomenology 

Descriptive phenomenology, as seen for example in Amedeo Giorgi‘s The Descriptive 

Phenomenological Method in Psychology, results from not a ―transcendental‖ attitude but 

one ―more appropriate for psychological analyses of human beings since the purpose of 

psychology as a human science is precisely the clarification of the meanings of phenomena 

experienced by human persons‖ (Giorgi, 2009, p. 98). Associating phenomenological 

psychology with psychology as a human science, Giorgi suggests that in ―psychology as a 

human science … The priority of an already existing methodology is not posited. Rather, 

what is posited as the privileged position is fidelity to the phenomenon‖ (Giorgi, 1971, p. 52). 

Hence, in the ―descriptive phenomenological method in psychology‖ Giorgi explains, ―The 



situations to be described are selected by the participants themselves and what is sought is 

simply a description that is as faithful as possible‖ (Giorgi, 2009, p. 96; compare Gilbert and 

Fisher, 2006; compare MacLeod, 2002; compare Loftus, 1979). Further, Giorgi 

acknowledges ―The fact that the descriptions come from others could be challenged from a 

phenomenological perspective … but the descriptions provided by the experiencers are an 

opening into the world of the other [emphasis added] that is shareable‖ (Giorgi, 2009, p. 96). 

Interpretive-Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

Without discussing the other ―developments‖ of phenomenological psychology here, the 

following two examples should suffice to contextualize how these developments relate to the 

descriptive approach. On the one hand, regarding an ―Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis,‖ it is claimed, ―One is trying to get close to the participant‘s personal world‖ 

(Smith and Osborn, 2003, p. 51). On the other hand, it is suggested that the ―research results‖ 

of such interpretive activities open ―upon a limitless field of possible interpretations‖ 

(compare Kazdin, 2000, p. 164). Though it is not immediately clear how the results of any 

research could be subject to ―limitless‖ interpretations, supposing such a characterization 

were true, it is also not clear what the purpose of research in psychology that is open to 

―limitless‖ interpretation might be. Hence, the controversy and challenges remain for 

phenomenological psychology. That is to say, the psychological sciences that self-identify as 

phenomenological may be interrogated regarding whether they avoid psychologism and 

whether they might be better classified as phenomenographic. 

Clinical Psychology 

Clinical psychology is the psychological specialty that provides continuing and 

comprehensive mental and behavioural health care for individuals and families; consultation 

to agencies and communities; training, education and supervision; and research-based 

practice. It is a specialty in breadth — one that is broadly inclusive of severe 

psychopathology — and marked by comprehensiveness and integration of knowledge and 

skill from a broad array of disciplines within and outside of psychology proper. The scope of 

clinical psychology encompasses all ages, multiple diversities and varied systems. 

Clinical psychology, branch of psychology concerned with the practical application of 

research methodologies and findings in the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders. 

Clinical psychologists classify their basic activities under three main headings: assessment 

(including diagnosis), treatment, and research. In assessment, clinical psychologists 

administer and interpret psychological tests, either for the purpose of evaluating individuals‘ 

relative intelligence or other capabilities or for the purpose of eliciting mental characteristics 

that will aid in diagnosing a particular mental disorder. The interview, in which the 

psychologist observes, questions, and interacts with a patient, is another tool of diagnosis. 

Clinical Psychology is an important and popular applied branch of Psychology. It is related to 

the description, classification, diagnosis and prognosis of the mental diseases. The diagnosis 

and treatment of various mental diseases are based on psychological methods and therapies. 



Out of the total population of psychologists in America, one-third are the clinical 

psychologists. The importance of this branch is also clear by the data that out of 49 divisions 

of psychology of American Psychological Association, the division of Clinical psychology is 

the largest one. The official definition of Clinical Psychology by The Division of Clinical 

Psychology of American Psychological Association, as by Resnick (1991) is as follows: ―The 

field of Clinical Psychology involves research, teaching and services relevant to the 

applications of principles, methods and procedure for understanding, predicting and 

alleviating intellectual, emotional, biological, psychological, social and behavioural 

maladjustment, disability and discomfort, applied to a wide range client populations.‖ 

Concepts and definitions 

According to Saccuzzo & Kaplan (1994), ―Clinical Psychology is an applied branch of 

psychology devoted to helping adjust, solve problems, change, improve and achieve their 

highest potential.‖ According to Korchin (1986), ―Clinical Psychology is most distinctly 

defined by the clinical attitude, that is, a concern with understanding and helping individuals 

in psychological distress… Clinical Psychology is concern with generating and utilizing 

knowledge about the structure and functioning of human personality.‖ According to APA 

(American Psychological Association): ―Clinical psychology is the psychological specialty 

that provides continuing and comprehensive mental and behavioural health care for 

individuals and families; consultation to agencies and communities; training, education and 

supervision; and research-based practice.‖ Thus, Clinical psychology is the branch of 

psychology concerned with the assessment and treatment of mental illness, abnormal 

behaviour, and psychiatric problems. For purposes of treatment, the clinical psychologist may 

use any of several types of psychotherapy. Many clinical psychologists take an eclectic 

approach, drawing on a combination of techniques suited to the client. Clinical psychologists 

may specialize in behaviour therapy, group therapy, family therapy, or psychoanalysis, 

among others. 

Clinical psychology is a subject that focuses on the psychological (that is, the emotional, 

biological, cognitive, social, and behavioral) aspects of human functioning in varying 

socioeconomic, clinical, and cultural groups as well as in different age groups. This life span 

approach necessitates a focus on developmental psychology as well as on the dynamics of 

change for behavior, emotion, and cognition. The aim of clinical psychology is to understand, 

predict, and treat or alleviate disorders, disabilities, or any kind of maladjustment. This aim 

involves a variety of clinical specialities and competencies, such as the assessment of 

problems or impairments, the formulation of problems (which is linked to clinical judgment), 

and the indicated treatments for these problems. A second aim is to act on a preventative 

level to promote human adaptation, adjustment, and personal development, thereby placing a 

focus also on the prevention of mental health conditions. 

Clinical psychologists are involved in research, teaching and supervision, program 

development and evaluation, consultation, public policy, professional practice, and other 

activities that promote psychological health in individuals, families, groups, and 

organizations. Clinical psychology practitioners work directly with individuals at all 



developmental levels (infants to older adults), as well as with groups (families, patients of 

similar psychopathology, and organizations), using a wide range of assessment and 

intervention methods to promote mental health and to alleviate discomfort and 

maladjustment. This work can range from prevention and early intervention of minor 

problems of adjustment, to dealing with the adjustment and maladjustment of individuals 

whose disturbance requires them to be institutionalized. In terms of work settings, these 

include individual practice, mental health service units, managed health care organizations, 

counseling centers, and different departments in hospitals, schools, universities, industry, 

legal systems, medical systems, and government agencies. 

A brief History of Clinical Psychology  

➢ A History of Psychology ―Roots from ancient Greece‖ More than 2000 years ago, Plato a 

student of Socrates in ancient Greece, recorded his teacher‘s advice ―Know Thyself‖. This 

phrase has remained as a principle for psychological study. Socrates suggested that we can 

learn much about ourselves by carefully examining our thoughts and feelings. Psychologists 

called this method of learning ‗Introspection‘.  

➢ Another Greek philosopher Aristotle, raised many questions about behaviour. One of 

Aristotle´s work was the ―Peri Psyches‖, which means about the mind. Peri Psyches explores 

topics such as sensation, perception, thought, intelligence, needs, motives, feelings, emotions 

and memory.  

➢ The ancient Greeks also theorized about psychological problems such as confusion and 

strange behaviour, they attributed these disorders to supernatural forces, they believed that 

the gods punished people for their wrongdoing by causing them confusion and madness. 

However a Greek physician Hippocrates (c.460-c. 377B.C.), suggested that such problems 

were caused by abnormalities in the brain, this idea that biological factors can affect our 

thoughts, feelings and behaviour influenced thinking about psychology ever since. 

Nature and Characteristics  

• Clinical psychology is an applied branch of Psychology.  

• It is more popular than other branches of Psychology, such as Industrial Psychology, 

Educational Psychology, etc.  

• There is an emphasis on diagnosis and treatment of behavioural and emotional problems, 

such as mental illness, juvenile delinquency, mental retardation, marital and family conflicts, 

drug addiction, criminal behaviour, etc.  

• Clinicians have different approach and point of view towards such problems which is called 

as ‗Clinical Attitude‘ by Korchin (1986).  

• To understand the emotional and behavioural problems of the client or patient, there is an 

emphasis on the study of personality dynamics in this field.  



• Sigmund Freud has most concerned with this view. 

 • Korchin 1986 & Phares (1984) have also emphasised on the study of personality dynamics 

in Clinical psychology. 

The influence of Medicine on Psychology 

To speak of ―clinical‖ psychology is to invoke the medical metaphor of care at the bedside of 

the individual (the Greek word ‗klinein‘ refers to a couch or bed). In naming clinical 

psychology, Lightner Witmer thus alluded to the tradition of Hippocrates.  

➢ Many of the founders and influential researchers in the modern academic discipline of 

psychology, including Wilhelm Wundt, William James, Hermann Helmholtz, and Ivan 

Pavlov, were physicians by education.  

➢ Another example of the influence of medicine on general psychology is provided by the 

work of Hermann Helmholtz. In terms of contributions to psychology and what is now called 

neuroscience, Helmholtz was the first to actually measure the speed of the nerve routh 25 

impulse in several different species. Some of his best-known scientific work on vision and 

hearing.  

➢ The influence of medicine on general psychology is provided by the career of the Russian 

scientist, Ivan Pavlov, who received the Nobel Prize for Medicine or Physiology in 1904, for 

his work on digestive processes. 

Scope and Functions 

 • Psychotherapy- According to Rotter (1971), ―Psychotherapy…is a planned activity of the 

psychologists, the purpose of which is to accomplish changes in the individual that make his 

life adjustment potentially happier, more constructive or both.‖ Clinical psychologists who 

work as psychotherapists often utilize different treatment approaches when working with 

clients.  

• Diagnosis and treatment- Various types of diagnostic tools, such as observation, interview, 

psychological tests, etc. are used for assessment of psychological disorder and treatment is 

done using various therapies. 

 • Teaching- Clinical psychologists usually have a doctorate in psychology and also have 

receive training in clinical settings. Many psychologists engage in teaching often at the 

university level.  

• Research- There is always scope of conducting more researches to gain more information 

and utilizing the gained knowledge for the welfare of the needy.  

• Consultation- To strengthening the client‘s motivation to do the right things and help in 

reducing emotional pressure as well as to facilitate in decision making.  



• Administration and management- One of the scope and function of clinical psychology is 

also to administer and manage to treat and prevent social problems. 

Role of Antecedent factors in the Emergence and Growth of Clinical Psychology  

➢ Psychology was born as a modern science, when psychologists opened psychological 

Labourites. In the year 1879 Wilhelm Wundt created the first psychology lab, and establishes 

psychology as a science.  

➢ Wilhelm Wundt and his students founded a field of psychology that came to be known as 

―Structuralism‖, they were concerned with studying the basic elements of consciousness.  

➢ The term ―Clinical psychology‖ was first used in an article by Lightner Witmer (1867– 

1956), a psychology professor at the University of Pennsylvania.  

➢ William James (1842-1910) was one of the founders of the school of Functionalism, they 

were concerned with how mental processes help organisms adapt to their environment. They 

believed behaviours were adaptive because they were successful, less adaptive behaviours 

were dropped or discontinued.  

➢ Stanley Hall established the second American psychology lab at John Hopkins University 

in 1883, while James McKeen Cattell established the third American lab in 1888. Hall 

established the first independent psychology department at Clark University in 1887.  

➢ In 1892, the American Psychological Association (APA) was founded and Stanley Hall 

was elected its first president. Until that time, psychology departments were dependent to 

Philosophy.  

➢ John B. Watson (1878- 1958) Behaviourists believe behaviour can be studied in a 

methodical and recognizable manner with no consideration of internal mental states. Watson 

believed that it was unscientific to study consciousness as a private event; he asserted that if 

psychology was to be a natural science, it must be observable and measured.  

➢ Skinner (1904-1990) he added to the behaviourist tradition reinforcement.. Skinner 

showed that when an animal is reinforced, or rewarded, for preforming an action, it is more 

likely to perform the action in the future. 

Approaches 

Clinical psychologists who work as psychotherapists often utilize different treatment 

approaches when working with clients. While some clinicians focus on a very specific 

treatment outlook, many use what is referred to as an "eclectic approach." This involves 

drawing on different theoretical methods to develop the best treatment plan for each 

individual client. 

Some of the major theoretical perspectives within clinical psychology include: 



 Psychodynamic approach: This perspective grew out of Freud's work; he believed 

that the unconscious mind plays an important role in our behaviour. Psychologists 

who utilize psychoanalytic therapy may use techniques such as free association to 

investigate a client's underlying, unconscious motivations.
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 Cognitive behavioural perspective: This approach to clinical psychology developed 

from the behavioural and cognitive schools of thought. Clinical psychologists using 

this perspective will look at how a client's feelings, behaviours, and thoughts 

interact. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) often focuses on changing thoughts and 

behaviours that contribute to psychological distress. 

 Humanistic perspective: This approach to clinical psychology grew out of the work 

of humanist thinkers such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers. This perspective 

looks at the client more holistically and is focused on such things as self-actualization. 
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