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Abstract
This paper sets out from the hypothesis that the embodied competences and exper-
tise which characterise dance and sports activities have the potential to construc-
tively challenge and inform phenomenological thinking. While pathological cases 
present experiences connected to tangible bodily deviations, the specialised move-
ment practices of dancers and athletes present experiences which put our everyday 
experiences of being a moving body into perspective in a slightly different sense. 
These specialised experiences present factual variations of how moving, sensing 
and interacting can be like for us as body-subjects. To use of these sources inevi-
tably demands that qualitative research methodologies – especially short-term eth-
nographical fieldwork – form part of the research strategy and qualify the way the 
researcher involves a second-person perspective when interviewing dancers and 
athletes about their experiences. In the subsequent phases analysing the data gener-
ated, I argue that researchers first strive to achieve internal consistency of empirical 
themes identified in the case of movement practices in question thus keeping to a 
contextualised and lived perspective, also denoted as an emic perspective. In sub-
sequent phases phenomenological insights are then actively engaged in the explora-
tion and discussion of the possible transcendental structures making the described 
subjective experiences possible. The specialised and context-defined experiences 
of ‘what a moving body can be like’ are accordingly involved as factual variations 
to constructively add to and potentially challenge phenomenological descriptions. 
Lastly, I exemplify how actual research strategies have been enacted in a variety of 
projects involving professional dancers’, golfers’ and sports dancers’ practices and 
experiences, respectively.
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1  Introduction

For decades, phenomenological thinkers have employed data from pathological 
cases to put normal, lived experiences into perspective. This is for example the 
case, when Merleau-Ponty (1962) analyses the bodily and perceptual capacities of 
the patient Schneider, when Shaun Gallagher (2005) makes a similar investigation 
of Ian Waterman, who suffers from a rare neurological condition, to discern vari-
ous systems of bodily consciousness,1 or when Joel Krueger (2012) examines the 
Moebius syndrome to understand the importance of facial expressivity as founda-
tional for empathy (Ravn & Høffding, 2016). In methodological discussions, Zahavi 
(2005, 2013), Gallagher (2012), and Froese and Gallagher (2010) have emphasised 
that these kinds of pathological cases present real-life deviations that phenomenol-
ogy can profit from. Empirical measurements from these cases offer rich sources of 
lived experiences valuable for phenomenological analysis. In Zahavi’s description:

[empirical scientists] “do in fact pay quite a lot of attention to concrete phe-
nomena and might consequently be less apt to underestimate the richness, 
complexity, and variety of the phenomena than the standard arm-chair philoso-
pher” (Zahavi, 2013: 35).

This paper sets out from the hypothesis that the embodied competences and 
expertise characterising dance and sports activities also have the potential to con-
structively challenge and inform phenomenological thinking. As highly trained 
movement practitioners, dancers and athletes present real life variations or – to 
use the expression presented by Tom Froese and Gallagher (2010) – factual vari-
ations of how moving, sensing and interacting can be like for us as body-subjects. 
While pathological cases present experiences connected to tangible bodily devia-
tions, the specialised movement practices of dancers and athletes present experi-
ences which put our everyday experiences of being a moving body into perspec-
tive in a slightly different sense. As variations of ‘what a moving body can be like’, 
their practices and experiences highlight possibilities and aspects not immediately 
present to the movement, sensing and interactions which characterise everyday 
life (Legrand & Ravn, 2009). However, while pathological cases can, to a certain 
degree, be defined by specific physical alterations to the body which can then be 
measured and tested by medical science, the identification and description of danc-
ers and athletes as cases have a different starting point. The specialised incorporated 
skills and the ‘richness, complexity and variety’ of experiences so tethered to the 
practices of those skills, are in a fundamental sense part of social and cultural occur-
rences. Accordingly, the incorporated techniques of athletes and dancers, their ways 
of interacting, of using sense awareness and so on synchronously intertwine with 
social and cultural characteristics of their movement activities and the contexts of 
these specialised practices will have a profound bearing on experiences and the way 
such experiences can be described (e.g. Potter, 2008). In this article, I contend that 
exploring these specialised movement practices as empirical cases to be used for 

1  Ian Watermann’s way of dealing with his neurological condition was first described in the book Pride 
and the Daily Marathon written by Johathan Cole (1991).
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phenomenological analysis requires research methodologies that are sensitive to the 
contextual premises of experiences connected to these practices and, as I will expli-
cate, this is exactly the distinct characteristics of qualitative research. In the argu-
mentation and descriptions of how these explorations can take shape I will focus 
more explicitly on qualitative research strategies involving combinations of observa-
tions and interviewing. A combination which I, in the following, will also refer to as 
short-term ethnographical fieldwork.

The aim of this article is to indicate how we can use specialised forms of move-
ment practice as factual variations in a phenomenological analysis by integrating2 
qualitative research methodologies and phenomenology. Pursuing this aim, I shall 
firstly present a few phenomenological considerations on why and how experiences 
closely linked to specialised kinds of movement practices present intriguing factual 
variations for phenomenological analysis. This is followed by sections focusing on 
qualitative research: describing what it is, some overall considerations on the valid-
ity and reliability of short-term ethnographical methods and analysis, and the way 
rich descriptions are generated so that these have relevance for phenomenological 
analysis. In these sections, in the name of clarification, I also specify how the combi-
nation of short term ethnographical methodologies and phenomenology is different 
to the interview methods and analytical strategies of micro-phenomenology as well 
as to some of the applied phenomenological approaches dominating certain strands 
of qualitative research. Finally, I touch upon the analytical process that leads to the 
use of rich descriptions of dancers’ and athletes’ experiences in phenomenological 
analysis and present some examples on research projects based on data derived from 
artistic dancing, couple-based sports dance and golfing.

The article is based on a number of projects in which we (various colleagues and 
I) have integrated qualitative research and phenomenology in the analysis of various 
kinds of specialized movement practices. The methodological considerations and 
suggestions presented are grounded in a protracted analysis and condensation of the 
analyses performed in these projects. It is important for me to emphasise that the 
intention has not been to come up with a set of methodological doxas and specified 
‘steps’ to take but to present central characteristics of qualitative research method-
ologies– and on this basis to indicate important aspects that should be considered 
when integrating short-term ethnographical fieldwork with phenomenological anal-
ysis in the case of specialised movement practices.

2 � Moving bodies are lived – and contextually embedded

Merleau-Ponty, the phenomenologist of the body par excellence, emphasises motil-
ity as our basic intentionality (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1964). Movement and percep-
tion form a system that varies as a whole and that together comprise our very being 
in the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 152). He further emphasises that what we move 
is never our objective body – for example, by bringing sense impressions and the dif-
ferent parts of the body together one by one – but our phenomenal body (ibid.: 106). 

2  I here use the descriptions ‘integrating’ as synonymous to ‘interdisciplinary combination’.
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This is a body in which “the various parts of the body are known to us through their 
functional value only” (ibid.: 149) and the translations and unifications of different 
senses are the body itself (ibid.: 106, 148–149, 153). Merleau-Ponty also enables 
us to understand that the body is to be compared to the “general instrument of our 
‘comprehension’” of being a body-subject in the world (ibid.: 235). He emphasises 
that the phenomenal body, in its livedness, is processual and that the lived body as 
this ‘instrument of my comprehension’ is interactively shaped.

Following Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions, we know our lived bodies in relatively 
different ways. In concrete terms, ballet dancers know their body in quite different 
ways from rugby players or pianists. The ways the various part of the body in a 
practical sense are known will be reflected in the practitioners’ ways of relating to 
and conceptualising their moving body, in the skills incorporated and the ways these 
skills present potentials for action, and, not least, in the various ways ingrained bod-
ily postures, tensions and gestures form an ever present (back)ground for their act-
ing, sensing and interacting. As Iris Young (2005) has critically pointed to in her 
analysis of a girl throwing, actual practices as they unfold in situated conditions also 
entail a bodily comportment that is secondary to those that are socially and cultur-
ally ingrained. Her analysis reminds us that lived bodies also entails aspects and 
dimensions not immediately visible to us. Thus, when we turn to dancers’ and ath-
letes’ practices and experiences as cases which might show us what a moving body 
can be like, we should carefully consider that these practices and experiences do 
not only reflect a here and now of the actions unfolding. These cases of specialised 
movement practices also involve diachronic aspects of bodily comportments that 
silently condition the skills and actions in focus for the analysis.

That the experiences of our moving body are connected to a certain herit-
age informing our postures, tensions and gestures in complex ways has also quite 
recently been addressed by Evan Thompson. In his introduction to the second edi-
tion of The Embodied Mind (2016), he (self)critically points out that Buddhist medi-
tation is to be viewed as an exercise of skilful practice and know-how and that it 
offers a skillful way of enacting certain kinds of embodied states and behaviours in 
the world (Thompson, 2016: xxiv). Comparable to dance and sports practices, medi-
tation is a contextually embedded practice and, in Thompson words, it is accordingly 
a mediated experience.3 Thompson specifies the mediated aspect of experiences 
by drawing on anthropologist and social scientist Gregory Bateson’s (1972) work 
on interaction and context and his explications of how communication unfolds on 
several levels simultaneously. Between others, Bateson exemplifies, ways in which 
metacommunicative aspects are central to being able to know if, for example, fight-
ing is for play or for real (Bateson, 1972: 177–193). Adding to Thompson’s point 
on the mediated aspect of the practice under investigation, Bateson’s work facili-
tates clarifications of how diachronic perspectives are ingrained into the interactions 
of the here-and-now and offers a practice-connected approach to become specific 
in relation to what the interactive shaping of practices and experiences entails. To 

3  To be precise, Thompson specifically points to that if we accepted the claim that Buddhist philosophy 
derives from meditation, we would end up ignoring the complex historical and interpretative issues that 
arise in trying to relate mindfulness meditation practices to Buddhist philosophies.

110 S. Ravn



1 3

know how to participate, when to do (and say) what, and how to notice the ‘right’ 
things in a situation characterise central aspects of the incorporated logics that are 
weaved into and constitute metacommunicative layers of actions and interactions. 
Bateson’s work emphasises that practices and experiences are inextricably bound up 
with context. It thereby anchors Thompson’s point concerning the mediated nature 
of practices and experiences to contextual matters. Contexts are profound to how 
practices are enacted, and it would simply be a mistake to aim at dissociating con-
text from experience as if context constitutes a “satellite dimension” (Petitmengin 
et al., 2019) to the experiences in focus.

Taking Young’s, Thompson’s and Bateson’s works into consideration, the meth-
odological strategy presented in this article is firstly to generate rich descriptions 
by accepting that experiences as lived are simultaneously contextually embedded 
and  based on ingrained bodily comportments. This means that when researching 
these experiences, the generation of rich descriptions should not only focus on the 
subject’s inner feelings and thoughts but would also need to include descriptions 
of the interactions and actual situated perspectives embedding the experiences. By 
definition, these rich descriptions present subjective accounts of experiential content 
contingent to the actual practices. From thereon, in a second part of the research 
process, the strategy is to actively engage phenomenological insights when aim-
ing at accounting for and (critically) discussing the possible structures that support 
and enable such experiences. In other words, we use a strategy in which we employ 
descriptions of the ‘what’ of experiences as data for analysing the possible ‘how’ of 
such subjective experiences.4

Generally, the methodological strategy for generating rich descriptions of these spe-
cialised practices thereby reflects the strategy as described by Høffding and Martiny 
(2016) in their article focusing on how to use interviews for phenomenological analy-
sis. Following their descriptions, we should think of the first and the second part of the 
research process as two tiers. In the first tier, researchers are to generate rich descriptions 
in accordance with the rigor of qualitative research and then in the second tier they focus 
on the phenomenological analysis of these descriptions. As articulately described by 
Høffding and Martiny, the two tiers are each linked to their research paradigm – qualita-
tive research and phenomenology, respectively – but also dialectically connected in the 
iterative process of generating and analysing descriptions of experiences. Important to 
the integrative strategy presented in this article, Høffding and Martiny (2016) highlight 
that the two tier strategy is quite different to the methodological approach presented in 
the Explication Interview (EI) (Bitbol & Petitmengin, 2013; Petitmengin, 2006) and the 
Micro-Phenomenological Interview (MPI) (Petitmengin et al. 2019) which are based on 
a fairly elaborate framework for interviewing. The strategy of these closely connected 
approaches is to use the interview to employ a guided form of bracketing of the inter-
viewee’s experiences throughout the interview sessions. Accordingly, in the interview EI 
and MPI are already focused on generating descriptions that address the possible ‘how’s 
of the singular experience in focus and on revealing the structure of that experience. As 
recently emphasized by Petitmingen et al. (2019), the methodological aim of MPI has 

4  I here implicitly draw on Gallagher and Zahavi’s (2008) introduction to phenomenology and the 
endeavour of the philosophical phenomenological tradition.
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been to develop an interview protocol that enables the interviewee to reenact and live the 
experience under investigation in the here-and-now of the interview, allowing her/him 
to describe part of her/his experiences which s/he would also experience under the ‘nor-
mal’ conditions for such experience. However, as Petitmingen et al. (2019) emphasise, 
under normal conditions this part of experience is unrecognized by the subject inter-
viewed (2019: 694).

By contrast and in accordance with the stance in this article, Høffding and Martiny 
argue that experience is not something we can retroactively return to. Rather, “it [experi-
ence] has no fixed diachronic stability, hidden inside the head5 to be dug up by memory, 
no Archimedian point of reference. It is embodied and enacted in the world together with 
other experiencing subjects” (2016: 544). The interview is not outside the flow of lived 
experiences. Experiences as described in the interview situation are part of a retrospec-
tively oriented process, recalling experiences under the condition of the interview situa-
tion. Reflecting and describing experiences present an opening up of these experiences 
on new terms (Zahavi, 2011).6 Accordingly, the data generated form part of a co-genera-
tive process also involving, as a minimum, the interviewer and his or her ability to facili-
tate still richer descriptions of experiences (Ravn, 2009, Ravn & Hansen, 2013). Before 
moving on to explicate how qualitative research presents appropriate approaches to han-
dle such co-generative processes and, not least, the contextual embeddedness of the lived 
experiences in focus, let me also, however briefly, place the methodological strategy in 
this article in relation to current debates on qualitative research and phenomenology.

3 � Qualitative research and phenomenological analysis – a highly 
debated combination

In a recent paper, philosopher Anthony Fernandez (2017) points out that phenome-
nology seems to claim an identity based on a specific methodology in use. He argues 
that the subject matter of phenomenological investigations should and could be bet-
ter identified and proposes a differentiation between different layers of the subject 
matter under analysis. Taken together these layers are, each in their own way, cen-
tral to the description of the overarching theme of phenomenology: “the structure 
of meaning or the structure of world-disclosure” (2017:3559). Fernandez does not 
deny that phenomenology is characterized by the methodologies in use, but from 
a philosophical standpoint highlights the fact that several aspects will influence the 
way a phenomenological analysis unfolds. In a phenomenological investigation, the 
subject matter in focus will necessarily influence the methods applied for the given 
study – the order and ways they are put to use (Schmicking, 2010).

Qualitative inquiries per se address a diversity of ways in which data can be gen-
erated. As evidenced by the structure of central handbooks and by the presentation 

6  As Høffding and Martiny writes: “Zahavi specifically discuss how reflecting and describing should not 
be seen as falsifications of originary or pre-reflective experience (Zahavi, 1999, 2011, 2015) and criticise 
the idea that pre-reflective experiences as if internal, something you can ‘come into contact with’ or get 
‘closer’ to.”.

5  See Krueger, 2014 and Krueger and Overgaard, 2012.
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of methodological discussions, the methods chosen and the explicit ways these are 
combined are highly dependent on their subject matter, on the access the researcher 
has to relevant persons, groups and fields, and on the research questions and research 
interests at stake (e.g. Smith & Sparkes, 2016b; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Framed 
within this methodological background it seems paradoxical that many qualitative 
research studies have preferentially focused on applying a particular phenomeno-
logical methodology and insisted that in this process the employment of the epo-
ché and phenomenological reduction is to take center stage (e.g. Allen-Collinson, 
2011; Allen-Collinson & Evans, 2019; Dale, 1996; Finlay, 2012; Giorgi, 1975, 
1997, 2008; Kerry & Amour, 2000). Following Fernandez’ point that phenomenol-
ogy tends to be presented as a specific methodology, it seems fair to note that this 
tendency has had contagious effects on how phenomenology has been applied in the 
academic fields of qualitative research.

Recent critique, especially from Zahavi, has pointed up serious misunderstand-
ings in several of these applied versions of phenomenology (e.g.  Zahavi, 2019a, 
2019b; Zahavi & Martiny, 2019).7 As echoed in Dahlberg and Dahlberg’s (2020) 
sketch of Zahavi’s critique, phenomenological ideas and concepts seem to be trans-
posed and used as though they were “building blocks ready to use.” The point here 
is not to recall elements of the harsh critique raised but to emphasize that Zahavi’s 
(2019b) call for “ignoring the epoché,” and encouragement to qualitative researchers 
to focus instead on using the phenomenological insights for the elucidation, analysis 
and discussion of the phenomenon in focus of their investigation, invites construc-
tive discussions regarding how to engage phenomenology in qualitative research.

At this point, permit me to reiterate that this article is not aimed at discussing how 
phenomenology can be put to use in qualitative research but, conversely, focuses on 
discussing how qualitative research can be put to use, so that phenomenology can 
profit from cases of specialized movement practices. It is important to note however 
that it is fundamental to the methodological strategy presented here that these two 
strands of methodological interests are to be regarded as connected. That is, if we 
draw on the two-tier argumentative logic presented by Høffding and Martiny, we 
are interested in how description of practices and experiences can form the ground 
for analyses which unfold in accordance with the rigour characterizing sound philo-
sophical phenomenological analysis. However, it is also central to the considerations 
presented here that using the same methodological strategy we can target academic 
fields of qualitative research. When doing so, phenomenological insights are then 
in use to better understand the experiential structures that potentially underlies and 
supports the contextualised and lived experiences in focus (Ravn, 2016). In more 
concrete terms this means that researchers would, for example, aim at analysing cer-
tain implicit aspects of subjective experiences by using phenomenological insights 
in ways that has value for the field of qualitative research. This has for example been 

7  The part of Zahavi’s critique concerning the ‘phenomenology light’ versions of application has also 
been critically discussed on several occasions in the fields of qualitative research. In the light versions, 
researchers seem to present phenomenology as if this is the best method to thoroughly describe subjec-
tive experiences. That is, several qualitative researchers have critically argued that, if we are to denote an 
investigation ‘a phenomenological qualitative inquiry’ it must as a minimum involve philosophical phe-
nomenological descriptions and/or clarifications (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Finlay, 2009).
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the case in several studies where we  (various colleagues and I) have analysed the 
actual ways the physicality of the body is present to different athletes and danc-
ers. (e.g. Ravn, 2010; Ravn & Christensen, 2014; Hjortborg & Ravn, 2019; Bluhm 
& Ravn, 2021). The results of these analyses are intended to have importance to 
coaches, athletes and dancers but might also potentially in a further analysis, present 
factual variations phenomenology can profit from. I will return to exemplify this 
connection by drawing on a specific investigation of the golfer’s specialised use of 
bodily self-consciousness in the last section of this article.

4 � Qualitative research – basic methodological concerns

Qualitative research presents an important methodological basis for a number of 
academic disciplines and each presents separate and partly distinct academic tra-
ditions for the way methods are used and mixed. As Denzin and Lincoln (2011) 
emphasize, qualitative research operates in a complex historical field and means rel-
atively different things in each of the areas that constitute the historical fields of aca-
demia. Bearing this complexity in mind, they offer the following generic definition:

“Qualitative research is a situated activity which locates the observer in the 
world. Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices 
that make the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn 
the world into a series of representations, including fieldnotes, interviews, 
conversations, photographs, recordings and memos to the self. At this level, 
qualitative research involves an interpretive naturalistic approach to the world. 
This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 
people bring to them.” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011: 3, my italics)

As indicated throughout the definition, qualitative researchers deal with life as 
lived in context and engages in handling interpretative challenges throughout the 
processes of both generating and analysing descriptions of life as lived. Compared 
to the more specified methodological discussions which unfold in relation to speci-
fied analytical strategies,8 the methodological concerns I highlight here are no doubt 
more basic – and for researchers familiar with qualitative research tradition partially 
trivial. Nevertheless, these basic methodological descriptions are fundamental to 
understand what qualitative research can entail and which studies can count as quali-
tative research. Such descriptions have explicit relevance in relation to how one per-
ceives and handles the validity criteria for analysing interviews.

Two closely linked features characterize fundamental methodological differ-
ences between qualitative inquiries and the  quantitative based analyses which are 
used in, for example, the natural sciences. Firstly, as the qualitative researcher works 
on contextualized conditions, he/she cannot meet the criteria for repeatability that 

8  I here think of specific analytical strategies and discussions found in connection to, between others, 
Grounded Theory, thematic analysis and the different narrative analytical approaches (e.g. Smith & 
Sparkes, 2016a).
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characterize quantitative oriented methods. To be more exact, in quantitative meth-
odologies, instruments and methods are expected to be used in a standardized man-
ner and in accordance with predetermined procedures so that measures are repeat-
able and consistent over time (Golafshani, 2003). In this setting, human emotions 
and experiential perspectives from subjects – and researchers – present undesirable 
biases, which disturbs repeatability. However, these kinds of ‘bias’ are exactly what 
is considered “essential and inevitable” to the qualitative researcher (Leung, 2015). 
For qualitative inquiry, emotions and experiential perspectives present the meas-
ures that are, to cite the generic definition, ‘turned into a series of representations’. 
Accordingly, when qualitative researchers deal with different kinds of real-life prac-
tices and practitioners’ subjective experiences of these, they are not expected to be 
able to present a one-to-one correspondence between what ‘actually’ happened in 
the situation and the data generated. Rather, they are expected to have faced the 
challenges of turning contextualized and situated activities and experiences into 
descriptions – or data – of relevance to the inquiry.

Secondly, like subjects interviewed and/or observed, the qualitative researcher is 
her/him-self in the world – and, as already indicated, part of the situation in which 
data are co-generated. Notes, descriptions and transcriptions are generated by the 
researcher ‘being there’, while forming part of and relating to these practices and 
experiences. The qualitative researcher has to realize that her/his own history, biog-
raphy, gender, social class, ethnicity and so on cannot be neutralized but will influ-
ence the interaction and thereby the outcome in relation to the situated activity in 
focus for the study (Berger, 2015; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Thorpe & Olive, 
2016).9 The point to be emphasized here is not that the one position is superior than 
others for generating data; for example that one needs to be a dancer to thoroughly 
understand dancers’ experiences. Rather the point is to highlight that from the very 
outset different researchers will adopt relatively different positions in relation to 
the practices under investigations and that these positions must be reflected in the 
analysis.10

Kvale (2002) emphasised decades ago, in metaphorical terms, that qualita-
tive researchers are not ‘mine diggers’ carving out data but are best described as 
‘explorers’.11 The route they choose to take and the way they interact and attentively 
direct their awareness while taking this route (by, for example, combining observa-
tion and interview) will have a bearing both on the choice of practices and experi-
ences explored and on the methods used (e.g. Strauss, 2000; Thorpe, 2012). While 
the route taken throughout the research can be relatively objectively described, 
the researchers’ involvement in the situation demands (critical) self-reflexivity 

9  With reference to Young’s (2005) analysis of the throwing girl, the background of the researcher will 
also influence the ways in which s/he is aware of special characteristics of bodily comportment.
10  As I have discussed in other papers, the considerations on researcher positions presented here are in 
disagreement with Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s (2012) insistence that the researcher will need a dance 
background to understand dance and to follow an analysis of dancing. This methodological disagreement 
is discussed further in Ravn, 2009, ch. 2 and Ravn and Høffding (under review).
11  We are aware that the Danish word used by Kvale: ‘opdagelsesrejsende’ is often translated to 
‘traveler’. However, we find that the English term ‘explorer’ much better covers the original meaning 
addressed in Kvale’s original discussions on interview methods.
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throughout the research process and, not least, transparency in relation to how self-
reflexivity is put into use throughout.12

5 � Validity and reliability of qualitative research

As emphasised in the former section, qualitative researchers link to a complex histori-
cal field of academic traditions and related epistemologies and consequently questions 
about validity form part of ongoing discussions spanning the diversity of interests and 
research paradigms identified within qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011: 
11). Let me therefore note that, in the following, I focus specifically on the way valid-
ity and reliability is considered in relation to ethnographical oriented studies and the 
majority of case13 studies (e.g. Cho & Trent, 2006; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).

Generally speaking, the validity of qualitative research will be expected to reflect 
the appropriateness of methods in use to answer the research question in focus (Lin-
coln et  al. (2011). It concerns the trustworthiness of the investigation including 
the consistency with which the different kinds of choices are made throughout the 
research process – from the epistemology underpinning the understanding of phe-
nomena, the research questions raised, to the ways data are generated and analysed 
(Tracy, 2010). Specified in the discussion of Cho and Trent (2006) concerning trust-
worthiness, major validity will be focused on the transactional aspects of methods 
in use. That is, the researcher is expected to ensure that the

“interactive process between the researcher, the researched, and the collected 
data is aimed at achieving a relatively higher level of accuracy and consensus 
by means of revisiting facts, feelings, experiences and values or beliefs inter-
preted“ (Cho & Trent, 2006: 321).

When focusing on the cases of dancers’ and athletes’ experiences, transactional 
aspects of validity will depend on the ways in which the researcher creates good 
possibilities for being able to follow the descriptions of experiences on the prem-
ises of the dancers’ and athletes’ actual practices in the process of generating and 
analysing descriptions. That is, the ways in which the researcher adopts an open-
ended, non-objectifying and self-reflective perspective – also addressed as a sec-
ond person perspective (Varela & Shear, 1999) – in relation to the dance and sports 
practices in focus. Practices which are contextually embedded through and through. 
Accordingly, the researcher must actively consider a research strategy which cre-
ates opportunities to follow descriptions from a second-person perspective on the 
premises of the actual practices – as contextualised practices. Observations present 
an obvious choice to include in the strategy – or design – of such studies. In different 

12  Such self-reflexive considerations, and the ways these are inherently ingrained in the academic tra-
ditions which the researcher forms part of, interestingly link to ontological and epistemological ques-
tions discussed recently in philosophical anthropology (Pedersen,  2020; Throop,  2018). The relatively 
restricted space of this article does not allow for a discussion on these philosophical anthropological 
arguments and their relevance for the methods discussed in this article.
13  Short-term ethnographical fieldwork is generally understood as a specific kind of strategy or design 
for case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2011; Hodge & Sharp, 2016).
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ways, depending on how observations are performed, they will create opportunities 
to come to learn about the implicit logic used to, for example, structure the training, 
and the ways concepts and particular kinds of wordings are used to address specific 
aspects of the movement practices and so on.

The transactional aspects of validity will entail that the researcher self-reflexively 
considers how her subjectivity has been involved in the generation of rich descrip-
tions of the athlete’s and dancer’s world (Ravn, 2017a). It includes an awareness of 
how one becomes attuned to the moving body in new ways. This is not an easy task 
but involves ongoing considerations that lie beyond relatively obvious statements 
about one’s prior experiences and immediate prejudices related to the practices 
in focus. Compared with the researcher’s  attunement to ways of moving, interact-
ing and living by participating in the everyday lives of others over longer periods 
spanning several months or years in anthropological oriented ethnographical field-
work (Throop, 2018),14 the short-term ethnographical fieldwork demands that the 
researcher considers more active ways of attuning herself to the practice in focus. 
On short-term premises, these transactional aspects of validity can between others 
be facilitated by constructively using different versions of researcher triangulation,15 
for example, by involving peers to critically read the ongoing analysis to point out 
if implicit meanings and relatively esoteric concepts and descriptions could be fur-
ther described in follow up interviews and/or if certain aspects of experience tend to 
be ignored in the analysis (e.g. Ravn, 2009; Ravn & Hansen, 2013). Furthermore, 
the strategies for how observations and interviews are carried out and combined 
throughout the study, might in case specific ways also constructively add to heighten 
transactional validity. An example of how this can be carried out is presented in the 
later example of how the diversity of professional dancers was used actively in the 
way investigation was organised as a multi-sited ethnographical field-study.

Reliability is best evaluated in relation to the transparency of how the investiga-
tion is performed. That is, the various phases and the steps taken should be transpar-
ent to intersubjective corroboration. It should be possible to follow all the choices 
taken and the methods used during the process. Reliability and validity are closely 
interlinked. So, for example, following Burke’s (2016) discussions, the reliability of 
qualitative research can, like validity, be addressed as a matter of its trustworthiness. 
Notably, when trustworthiness concerns reliability, it addresses the way methods and 
analysis are handled. To further the close link, Golafshani (2003) emphasises that if 
validity is replaced by the idea of trustworthiness then reliability is the consequence 
of validity handled in the study.

Let’s return, however briefly, to the way validity is addressed in EI (Bitbol & 
Petitmengin, 2013; Petitmengin, 2006) and MPI (Petitmengin et al., 2019). In these 
works, the validity of statements about experience should be measured in relation 
14  In philosophical anthropological discussions Throop 2018 describes the anthropologist’s attunement 
to new horizons of understanding in ethnographical fieldwork by emphasising that this attunment must 
be grounded in an interest into understanding the other through an engagement of “lateral displacement 
that enables one to critically reconsider one’s views from another vantage point” (Jackson, 2013: 262). In 
the philosophical anthropological discussions these descriptions of how a second person perspective is to 
be brought are closely aligned with phenomenology and addressed as an ethnographical epoché.
15  Triangulation is here used in a relatively loose sense to address that a multiple method and/or multiple 
analytical strategy is involved to critically think with the descriptions generated.
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to a performative and not a “correspondentist” view (Petitmengin et al., 2019: 697). 
These specialized interview methods thereby at first impression seem to reflect the 
way validity is discussed and dealt with in the domain of qualitative research. How-
ever, unlike discussions of rigour in qualitative research, the researchers behind EI 
and the MPI continue to emphasize that reliability is to be measured in relation to 
the performative consistency of how the interview is performed against the elabo-
rated framework and relatively detailed instructions of the methods. Reliability, for 
example, is to be judged by assessing whether questions are posed in accordance 
with the EI or MPI framework. Petitmengin et  al. (2019) also emphasise that the 
focus of MPI and analysis on the structural elements of the experience under study 
allows reproducibility of analysis results (ibid.: 701). Furthermore, they emphasize 
that “the focalization of most qualitative methods on the contents of experience 
rather than on structures makes this reproducibility more difficult or even impos-
sible” (Petitmengin et al., 2019: 701). Statements like this seem to insist that reli-
ability is to reflect the criteria concerning reproducibility characterising quantitative 
based measurements. Petitmengin et al. thereby ignore the discussion in qualitative 
research on approaching reliability and validity on different terms than quantitative 
measures. To put it bluntly, they make comparison with qualitative research using 
false criteria. In general terms qualitative researchers will be expected to take great 
care not to circumvent but to address the condition of lived experiences while insist-
ing on transparency in showing how contextual aspects and interpretation have been 
taken into account in the process of generating and analysing data.

6 � From the within‑case consistency of practitioners’ experiences 
to phenomenological themes

In the ongoing analysis, I suggest  the researcher will continue scrutinizing the 
data on the contextual condition of the actual practices. Accordingly, s/he is to 
focus on identifying significant characteristics of experiences and ideas which 
are central to the dancers or athletes while still adhering to the validity criteria 
of qualitative research. This includes that descriptions and notes are organized 
into themes that concern different aspects of the practitioners’ experiences. The 
identification of these themes – and possible categorization of them – generally 
unfold as part of an iterative process in which the researcher reflexively re-ques-
tions themes and categories and if different themes belong in the same group. 
Let me emphasise that phenomenological themes are not directly expressed in 
the themes and categories identified at this point of the analysis. Rather, it is in 
the following phases of analysis that the dancer’s or athlete’s experiences are 
used as factual variations for a phenomenological analysis. In that sense, while 
the first phase of analysis is focused at achieving internal consistency for the 
within-case descriptions of the practitioner’s embedded experiences the later 
phase is focused on engaging phenomenology to point to invariants that are 
structural to the experiences described.
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In the first phases of analysing data the researcher should stay with describing 
themes so that these, as closely as possible, accord with the contextual and lived 
conditions of the subject’s practices. In pragmatic accordance with ethnographical 
and cultural analytical considerations, descriptions should thereby be handled 
in accordance with significant indigenous themes. This can also be addressed 
as using an ‘emic’ approach. In Kenneth Pike’s introduction of the term for lin-
guistic analysis, emic accounts are (sub)culturally bound while its counter term 
‘etic’ adheres to descriptions of phenomena that apply across cultures and which 
accordingly also reflects theoretical ideas of the analysists (Morris et al., 1999; 
Peterson & Pike, 2002).16 As emphasised earlier in this article, there is no neu-
tral stance from which to generate data, and a solely emic perspective is impos-
sible as every researcher always brings an inescapable subjectivity and lived 
experience to the study (Morris et al., 1999; Olive, 2014). Furthermore, as has 
been pointed to in discussions of the two terms, proportions of either substan-
tive theory and/or methodological theory about how to go about conducting a 
process of reflecting contrasts between emic and etic perspectives will also influ-
ence the research process (Peterson & Pike, 2002: 15). So, to focus on using 
an emic approach does not present a methodological solution to how to achieve 
robust transactional validity. Rather, I suggest the term is understood as a meth-
odological oriented tool which can help keep focus on the indigenous perspec-
tive of experiences.

7 � The research strategy in use – two examples

The following two examples – spanning three different research projects – exem-
plify how the methodological considerations presented in this article are put into 
play in research projects. Especially how each project called for specific meth-
odological considerations and choices. The three projects briefly presented, have 
been carried out with various colleagues - philosophers and/or qualitative research-
ers. Reflecting the discussions in the article I specifically focus descriptions on a) 
the design of the investigations, b) the handling of the second-person perspective in 
the research process to create optimal transactional validity between practices and 
experiences in focus and the data generated, and c) the phenomenological topic in 
focus for the analyses.

7.1 � On dancers’ bodily self‑consciousness

In this project we aimed to investigate bodily self-consciousness in the case of 
skilled movement practitioners – more specifically: how the physicality of the 

16  The terms emic and etic are originally developed in linguistics by Kenneth L. Pike for cross-linguistic/
cultural analysis but are today adapted into other fields of research – including ethnography. One finds 
relatively different versions and tense discussions of the terms across the fields in which it has been 
brought to use (e.g. Harris, 1976; Peterson & Pike, 2002). I here use the terms in accordance with both 
Peterson and Pike’s (2002) discussion and the way it is used in ethnography (e.g. Olive, 2014).
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body can be present to practitioners’ awareness17 (Ravn, 2009; Legrand & Ravn, 
2009). The practices of professional dancers were considered especially interest-
ing cases, as these specialised movement practitioner’s both explore and train the 
physical body (the possibilities it opens and limits) as well as engage their bodily 
experiences quite actively in relation to these physical explorations (e.g. Potter, 
2008; Rouhiainen, 2003).

Two circumstances played a central role for how the overall design of the research 
project and the handling of the second-person perspective took shape. Firstly, recog-
nising the diversity of dance practices characterising professional dance in a European 
context, it was important from the beginning to aim at including relatively different 
genres and styles of dance practices in the artistic field. Thus, a total of 13 dancers 
from different cities in Europe were involved in the research project which, accord-
ingly, was organised as a multiple-sited fieldwork (Amit, 2000). This meant that the 
different field sites involved can be viewed as an intersection of professional dancers 
and their practices within the shifting terrain they form part of (Strauss, 2000) and that 
the fieldwork was organised around the places and settings where the dancers worked. 
Geographically, it accordingly took place in Copenhagen, London, Amsterdam, 
Malmo, Brussels and Vienna. The dancers were in different ways and with different 
preferences trained in ballet, improvisation and/or various contemporary dance styles. 
Data was generated through series of short-term fieldwork, typically of one week. It 
included a formal interview which was prepared on the basis of the fieldwork. This 
was generally repeated twice with each of the dancers (Ravn, 2009: 118–120).

Secondly, as the researcher had a background in professional dance herself, her 
embodied dance experiences was used in an activist fashion to form a resource in 
observation by actively forming part of the training. Thus, the researcher’s observa-
tions and participation were used to prepare formal interviews. This meant that the 
dancers were asked to describe their practices and experiences of these practices in 
accordance with the structures and contexts of the actual practices. Often concrete 
situations from the practices were included in the questions to both invite further 
descriptions in relation to experiences (see also Ravn and Hansen, 2013). In this 
way, the interview approach depended on an attentive listening position from the 
researcher’s side (Thorpe, 2012) and involved an openness for interviews to develop 
into active dialogues. (e.g. Holstein & Gubrium,  1995; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998: 
105). In these active dialogues the researcher at times used her own first-person 
experiences of the practices to elicit further descriptions from the dancer.

However, the researcher’s familiarity with the practices being studied also 
involved careful consideration of how to set up a design in which some of the danc-
ers’ practices could allow the researcher to cast constructive doubt and to find ways 
to defamiliarize herself with her own experiences of dancing. The idea was to enable 
her to take up an open-ended and self-reflexive stance adhering to a second per-
son perspective without ending up resonating her own first-person perspective of 
the same kind of dancing to such a degree that it overshadowed the specificity of 

17  The whole project began as an explorative investigation of the dancers’ techniques – and how the 
materiality of the body is dealt with. The phenomenological theme concerning bodily self-conscious-
ness was specified in close collaboration with contemporary phenomenological discussions – especially 
Legrand’s work (2007a, b).
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the interviewee’s descriptions. Furthermore, on several occasions data and analysis 
were discussed with another researcher who was not herself a dancer. These discus-
sions were especially used in between interviews and to prepare for follow up inter-
views (Ravn & Hansen, 2013).

In the subsequent phases of the analysis the multiple field study was handled as a 
multiple case study in the sense that, when identifying central themes for coding, the 
data on each dancer’s experience was analysed on its own terms. Thereby coding cat-
egories were developed based on induction for each dance practice and on the contex-
tual embeddedness characterising each of the practices. In this phase of the analysis, 
interview transcriptions were also processed into condensed versions to help follow 
each of the professional dancers’ descriptions of the contextualised conditions of the 
specific dance field they formed part of. These took form as abbreviated versions of the 
transcript in which irrelevant descriptions were taken out and certain characteristics of 
spoken language, such as repetition and unfinished sentences, were also removed or 
transformed into more readable text, while taking care to formulate sentences as faith-
fully as possible to the words and descriptions presented by the dancer. Checking the 
validity of the descriptions generated included each dancer being invited to accept, 
comment, and/or adjust the edited interview so that it accorded with the dancer’s 
report of the central part of his/her experiences in movement (Ravn, 2009: 141 ff.). 
These edited transcriptions, alongside the original full transcription and observational 
notes, were included in the case-specific analyses describing central themes important 
to the dancer’s experiences. What especially stood out was that the dancers in each 
their way described how they had to feel their body in a certain way to dance well. 
The specific ways of feeling the body was then contingent to the techniques and styles 
in which the dancer trained and performed. For the ballet dancers this feeling of their 
bodies was centered round feeling aligned and placed, for one of the improvisers it 
was absolutely necessary to “feel weighted” to be able to improvise and for the dancer 
specifically drawing on Body-Weather training (a Butoh related dance practice) it was 
necessary to feel grounded to being able to be in contact with the energy transforma-
tion central to her expressive dance activities (Ravn, 2009, 2017b).

In the following phase of phenomenological analysis, we focused on these dif-
ferent kinds of feelings of their bodies to see if certain experiential structures were 
recognizable across the variety of the dance practices and specifically involved 
Legrand’s (2007a, 2007b) phenomenological analysis of bodily self-consciousness. 
As a result of this part of the analyses we proposed that “a form of experience of 
the body’s subjectivity which is perceptual but not reifying” presents a special kind 
of pre-reflective performative bodily self-awareness (Legrand & Ravn, 2009: 405). 
Further and not least that this kind of pre-reflective performative self-awareness is to 
be considered a central part of the dancers’ expertise.

7.2 � The reciprocity of interaction in elite sports dance and bodily 
self‑consciousness in golfing

In this second example I draw upon two different projects which involved 
similar setups. In the first study we aimed at continuing the investigation of 
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bodily self-consciousness to see if the kind of pre-reflective performative dimension 
described in the study with dancers could also be present in athletes’ experiences 
– or more precisely for an elite golfer’s awareness of her body when training. At 
the same time, however, if confirmed, we wanted to also discuss what could be the 
potential value of such phenomenological insights for future analysis of golf train-
ing. The other study focused explicitly on exploring the reciprocity of shared experi-
ence in the face to face encounter of dancing together (He & Ravn, 2018). Primar-
ily building on Zahavi’s (2015), Zahavi and Rochat’s (2015) and León and Zahavi’s 
(2016) work on this phenomenological topic, we were interested in investigating if 
or how such reciprocity of shared experiences could be trained and possibly strategi-
cally used by athletes involved in couple based sports – in concrete two couples of 
sports dancers competing in the absolute world elite.

In both cases the phenomenological topic of interest was clearly sketched out 
from the beginning and the overall design framing the research strategies were 
alike. More specifically, both cases of practices could be considered “crucial cases” 
(Hodge & Sharp, 2016), which in overall terms refers to that the case holds the 
potential to constructively challenge the insights and theories forming a central 
background of the study. As emphasised in sociologist Bent Flyvberg’s often quoted 
work on the value of case studies, crucial cases can help us to “understand the limits 
of existing theories and to develop new concepts, variables, and theories that are 
able to account for deviant cases” (2011: 307). Like the case of the girl throwing 
(Young, 2005) cases can be carefully chosen with the specific aim of further explor-
ing phenomenological descriptions of specific topics. Metaphorically speaking, the 
cases potentially present examples of there being ‘black swans’ and thereby prove 
that not all swans are white (Flyvbjerg, 2011).

In these two investigations I (performing the fieldwork) did not have an embodied 
familiarity with the practices in focus, as was the case in the investigation of the 
13 professional dancers’ technical expertise. Observations were thus performed by 
sitting at the side and more passively observing the golfer and the sports-dancers’ 
practices of training. Other aspects were also alike: Both the golfer and the sports-
dancers had a very tight schedule involving much travel, participation in tourna-
ments and so on, so a short term ethnographical field work was performed by fol-
lowing the everyday training on five to seven occasions spread out over a period of 
a couple of months. In the formal interviews, a variety of examples based on the 
observed practices was used as an opener to invite the golfers and sports dancers, 
respectively, to describe practices and experiences in detail. Again, great care was 
taken that formal interviews were developed from the contextualized condition of 
the practitioners’ experiences. This included that words and concepts were strived to 
be used on emic terms throughout the interview and the first phases of analysis. In 
similar fashion to the way of heightening validity in the case of dancers described in 
the former example, the golfer and sport dancers were invited to read and comment 
on their interview transcripts in between interviews.

The single case study of the golfer was from the outset aimed at contributing to 
fields of qualitative research. Thus, we used phenomenological insight on the differ-
ent dimensions of bodily self-consciousness as explicated in the phenomenological 
analysis of the professional dancers to critically elucidate on the golfer’s ways of 
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being aware of her body while training to optimise her skills. The study pointed out 
that current golf literature is based on a theoretical understanding of bodily self-
consciousness which is too narrow or simple compared to the understanding we 
could offer by involving recent phenomenological insight on the structure of bod-
ily self-consciousness. Thus, based on our analysis we suggested that golf coaches 
revise the theoretical background they use when analysing and assisting golfers in 
improving their skills. Although not explicitly addressed in the result of the analysis 
it’s here relevant to add that the investigation of the golfer’s ways of being aware of 
her body from a phenomenological point of view adds to both confirm and further 
exemplify how a special kind of pre-reflective performative bodily self-awareness is 
important to movement practitioners.

In accordance with Zahavi’s descriptions of the bi-directed nature of shared expe-
rience, the analysis of the elite sports-dancers exemplified how this kind of reciproc-
ity can unfold in highly specialised practices and presented detailed descriptions of 
how this bi-directedness can unfold in an ongoing dynamics of two separate flows 
of movement (He & Ravn, 2018). However, beyond confirming the very outset for 
the analysis, the practices of the two couples also uncovered that reciprocity can be 
deliberately shaped through the mutual coordination and affective bound dynamics 
of the dancers’ movement. In other words, the analysis of these movement special-
ists indicates the possibility that reciprocity can be actively modified through move-
ment by the subjects involved in the shared experience.

8 � In conclusion

The specialised movement practices of dancers and athletes are contextualised 
through and through. To use these practices and related experiences as factual vari-
ations of ‘what our moving body can be like’ for us in a phenomenological analysis, 
we have insisted that the contextual embeddedness can and should not be avoided 
in the process of generating data. Rather, the researcher should turn to qualitative 
research methodologies and take great care to be transparent in how translational 
validity is handled in the process of generating data of practitioners’ experiences on 
the lived conditions these practices are a part of.

The research strategy we have presented has focused on integrating qualitative 
research methodologies and phenomenology. It accordingly embraces the two-tier 
research strategy presented in the ‘phenomenological interview’ by Høffding and 
Martiny (2016). Yet, discussing the research strategy in use by involving thorough 
elucidation of the generic ground and rigor of qualitative research, the article has 
moved beyond describing only the interview situation and targeted essential chal-
lenges which are to be handled when integrating short-term ethnographical field-
work and phenomenology. Discussions have especially contributed to highlight how 
the second-person perspective can be handled so that high transactional validity is 
achieved between dancers’ or athletes’ actual experiences and the data generated. 
In close connection to these discussions the article accentuated the need for care-
fully considering the design of research projects. Especially, how the design frames 
the possibilities for how the second person-perspective can be brought in to use. 

123Integrating qualitative research methodologies and…



1 3

The examples presented, each in their case-specific way, demonstrate how factual 
variations of ‘what a moving body can be like’ can add to and constructively chal-
lenge phenomenological descriptions. At the same time the examples also demon-
strate that the contextual premises of the practices in focus demand the researcher 
to situate the research strategy in good accordance with the lived experiences under 
investigation.
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