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Interpretative phenomenological
analysis for LIS research

Amy VanScoy
Department of Library & Information Studies, University at Buffalo, Buffalo,

New York, USA, and
Solveig Beyza Evenstad

Department of Information and Communication Sciences,
University of Nice Sophia Antipolis, Nice, France

Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview and evaluation of interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) for the library and information science (LIS) community, as this
method has only recently been used for exploring experiences of various phenomena related to LIS.
Design/methodology/approach – IPA is discussed within the phenomenological tradition. Two
examples of recent IPA studies are examined in parallel to show application of the IPA method. Issues
and challenges of applying IPA to LIS research questions are discussed.
Findings – IPA is an alternative phenomenological method, adding to the repertoire of qualitative
methods used for LIS research. It was an effective method for exploring experience among information
professionals: it was equally suitable for studying reference and information service work for academic
library professionals and burnout experience for information and communication technology workers.
Originality/value – Only a few LIS studies have used IPA and no discussion or evaluation of the
method has been published for this field. This paper provides a discussion of the method for LIS
researchers interested in this emerging phenomenological method.
Keywords Qualitative research, Research methods, Interpretative phenomenological analysis,
Research methodology, IPA, Interpretive phenomenological analysis
Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction
This paper offers a discussion of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) in the
context of library and information science (LIS) research and provides an in-depth
discussion of issues in applying the method by means of two recent examples of IPA
research. Since most of the IPA research to date is in health psychology, it can be a
challenge to envision the usefulness of the method for LIS and how it can be implemented.
The detailed discussion of the application of the method to explore various experiences of
LIS professionals can serve as a model for future LIS researchers.

IPA originated with a paper by Jonathan Smith (1996) from Birkbeck University
of London. Developed as a way to provide an in-depth, experiential perspective to
quantitative experimental psychological studies, IPA has subsequently received
greatest attention from psychology and health psychology researchers in the UK. IPA
is a growing method with more studies being published every year (Smith, 2011, p. 12).
The UK is still the hub of activity for the method, being the home of the annual
conference and monthly workshops, as well as the major web site (www.ipa.bbk.ac.uk).
However, the method is spreading from its origins in the UK to researchers in other
countries (Smith, 2011, p. 12).

In addition to its geographic spread, the method is increasingly being used in fields
outside psychology and health psychology. Smith (2011) provided some evidence of the
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spread of IPA to other fields (p. 13) although his study is limited by his use of only
Web of Science, Medline and PsycInfo as sources of data. His study does provide
evidence of the growing use of the method and expansion into new disciplines.
He stated “one challenge for the IPA community is to get high-quality papers accepted
in non-psychology journals so that the examples of work are available to a wider
audience” (p. 23).

The aim of this paper is provide an overview and introduction to IPA method for the
LIS community. LIS community as a term used in this paper covers a broad range of
professionals who provide data, documents, information, and knowledge, as well as the
underlying technologies, products and services to their “customers,” that is information
seekers and users. We will refer to them as LIS professionals and/or users.

Traditional research problems that concern LIS community have been studied by
using a broad repertoire of quantitative and qualitative methods. However when the
focus of the research is to study the human experience of various phenomena, IPA
method emerges as an excellent method for studying experiences in LIS community.
This paper provides models for IPA’s application to LIS research problems and an
in-depth discussion of various issues in its application in LIS. To achieve these aims,
IPA is first discussed within the context of the phenomenological tradition in LIS. Next,
The authors’ IPA studies are described in depth and used as a vehicle for discussion
of issues in applying the method for LIS research.

The phenomenological approach
A brief introduction to phenomenology is provided to give a context and philosophical
background for IPA. The word “phenomenology” comes from Greek: phainómenon
“that which appears”; and lógos “study.” Thus phenomenology is the philosophical
study of the structures of experience and consciousness. As a philosophical movement,
it was founded by Edmund Husserl in 1936 (Husserl, 1970). Phenomenology takes the
intuitive experience of phenomena as the starting point and tries to extract from it the
essential features of experiences and the essence of what we experience. This “insider
perspective” is characteristic of the methodology of phenomenology. Phenomenology
has been conceptualized as a philosophy, a research method and an overall perspective
for qualitative research.

Phenomenological approaches are based in a paradigm of personal knowledge
and subjectivity, and emphasize the personal perspective and interpretation. As such
they are strong methods for understanding subjective experience, gaining insights into
people’s “life world” or lived experience. Further, presuppositions are suspended in
favor of the descriptions given by the individual. Phenomenology emphasizes also
intentionality of consciousness and reality is not divided into subjects and objects.
The reality of an object is only perceived within the meaning of the experience of an
individual. Moustakas (1994) expresses this as:

[…] to determine what an experience means for the persons who have had the experience and
are able to provide a comprehensive description of it. From the individual descriptions,
general or universal meanings are derived, in other words the essences of structures of the
experience (p. 13).

Within the phenomenological tradition there are two variants: “descriptive” and
“interpretive” or hermeneutic phenomenology. Pure phenomenological research aims to
describe rather than explain, and to start from a perspective free from hypotheses or
preconceptions (Husserl, 1970). Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur are the foremost
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representatives of the movement of hermeneutic phenomenology. Phenomenology
becomes hermeneutical when its method is taken to be interpretive (rather than purely
descriptive as in transcendental phenomenology of Moustakas). This orientation is
evident in the work of Heidegger who argues that all description is always already
interpretation and every form of human awareness is interpretive. “The meaning of
phenomenological description as a method lies in interpretation,” says Heidegger (1962,
p. 37). Thus hermeneutical phenomenology attempts to understand the interpreted
structures of experience and how we understand others and ourselves in the world
around us. While Giorgi (1985) and Moustakas (1994) hold to a descriptive Husserlian
method, others follow a more hermeneutic version: for example, the open life world
approach of Dahlberg et al. (2008) and IPA (Smith, 2007).

The value of a phenomenological approach for LIS has been demonstrated in
conceptual papers and research studies. Budd (1995, 2005) and Wilson (2003) have
argued that a phenomenological approach is important to the understanding of issues
in LIS. Budd et al. (2010) argued that a phenomenological approach to research can
“find meaningful and substantive answers to questions that matter” (p. 269). Studies in
LIS have used a variety of phenomenological approaches. For example, Introna and
Ilharco (2004) used Heideggerian phenomenology to study the experience of computer
and television screens. Dalbello (2005a, b) studied technological innovation and creative
decision making from a general phenomenological perspective using grounded theory
analysis. Kupers (2005) used the philosophical perspective of Merleau-Ponty to study
implicit and narrative knowing in organizations. Limberg and Alexandersson (2003)
used a phenomenological approach to study the school library as space. Savolainen
(2008) used social phenomenology to study everyday life information seeking of
environmental activists. Social phenomenology employs some quantitative aspects,
such as frequency of occurrences of concepts. Although these examples are not an
exhaustive list of phenomenological research in LIS, they demonstrate an interest in a
phenomenological approach by LIS researchers and a variety of LIS research problems
to which it can be applied.

A related approach is phenomenography. Although similar to phenomenology in
many respects, phenomenography differs in its focus on variations of experience rather
than on a common essence of an experience. It has not been used extensively in LIS, but
it has been used to study the experience of information literacy (e.g. Bruce, 1997), the
experience of information seeking (e.g. Limberg, 1999); and the experience of information
use by managers (Kirk, 2002).

Situating IPA as a phenomenological approach
IPA offers an additional method for researchers wishing to take a phenomenological
approach. It is similar to other phenomenological methods in its focus on understanding
experience from the participant’s perspective. But it is unique in its focus on the
individual’s experience of a phenomenon.

IPA is an approach to qualitative research concerned with exploring and understanding
the lived experience of a specified phenomenon (Smith, 2004). As a methodology in its own
right rather than simply a means of analyzing data, IPA involves the detailed examination
of research participants’ “lifeworlds”; their experiences of a particular phenomenon,
how they have made sense of these experiences and the meanings they attach to them
(Smith, 2004).

IPA is often identified as having three unique characteristics from which its
procedures are derived: it is phenomenological, interpretative, and idiographic. IPA is
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firmly rooted in a phenomenological approach to research, in general seeking to
understand and describe the participant(s)’s experience. Larkin et al. (2006) stated
“at the core of any piece of IPA research […] lies a clearly declared phenomenological
emphasis on the experiential claims and concerns of the persons taking part in the
study” (p. 104).

IPA is also interpretative. It goes beyond the descriptive, “position[ing] the initial
‘description’ in relation to the wider social, cultural, and even theoretical context” and
“provid[ing] critical and conceptual commentary on participant’s sense-making”
(Larkin et al., 2006, p. 104). Descriptions of IPA often use the term “double hermeneutic.”
By this term, IPA researchers mean that it deals with participants’ interpretations
of their experience and also the researchers’ interpretations of participants’
interpretations. This focus on interpretation beyond description places it more in line
with the philosophy of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, than with that of Husserl.
According to Fade (2004):

The purpose of IPA is to attempt as far as possible to gain an insider perspective of the
phenomenon being studied, whilst acknowledging that the researcher is the primary
analytical instrument. The researcher’s beliefs are not seen as biases to be eliminated but
rather as being necessary for making sense of the experiences of other individuals. Reflexivity
is viewed as an optional tool, enabling the researcher to formally acknowledge his or her
interpretative role, rather than as an essential technique for removing bias. Based on a Husserlian
view it could be argued that analysis cannot be both interpretative and phenomenological […].
IPA is phenomenological in that it seeks an insider perspective on the lived experiences of
individuals, and interpretative in that it acknowledges the researcher’s personal beliefs and
standpoint and embraces the view that understanding requires interpretation (p. 648).

Perhaps the greatest distinction between IPA and other phenomenological methods is
its focus on the idiographic. This term can have various meanings, but when used by
IPA researchers it conveys the method’s focus on individual experience. Thus, appropriate
research questions for IPA focus on understanding individual experience within a given
context. Research questions often use the verb “exploring” and focus on “understandings,”
“experiences,” or possibly “perceptions” and “views” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 46).

Rather than attempting to reveal only the shared experience or “essence” of the
phenomenon, IPA studies value revealing differences in experience, as well. As IPA
researches look for themes in common among all participants in their studies, they also
try not to lose sight of the individual participant’s experience of the phenomenon.
Larkin (2011) described this process as “prioritiz[ing] each case as a case and then
consider[ing] convergence and divergence across our data set” (n.p.). While general
phenomenological studies tend to focus on a common experience, such as love or being
angry, IPA focusses on “personal meaning and sense-making in a particular context,
for people who share a particular experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 45). This process
differs from phenomenography in that the individual experience is retained. In
phenomenography, the interview data are compiled, so that it is not the individual
experience that is studied, but rather the combined experiences for all participants
(Limberg, 2000).

An IPA study, rather than being guided by a particular theory, seeks to describe and
interpret lived experience, then relate the findings to existing theory. Theory is as
important to an IPA study as to a study where theory is used to generate a hypothesis.
It is of critical importance in developing an initial research topic and after the data has
been analyzed, as a way of making sense of the analysis. Smith et al. (2009) described
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this process as “comparing the fit” between study findings and the literature and
warned that it must be “done cautiously, and at the interpretative end of the analysis”
(p. 48). According to Fade (2004) IPA allows for some general statements and theory
development: “IPA can be used to develop in-depth descriptions of human experience.
The techniques can also be taken further to develop theories, models and explanations
that help us understand human experience better” (p. 647).

Some researchers may prefer to simply follow a method’s procedures than to
examine their philosophical basis. However, a basic understanding of the method’s
philosophical perspective can be useful for guiding the researcher in the inevitable
process of making decisions about their study. Decisions such as selection of sample,
data collection method and criteria for ensuring quality should be guided by these
philosophical principles. In the second half of this paper, two IPA studies are discussed
in depth, so that the reader can see how these decisions manifest themselves in practice.

IPA procedures are designed to provide detailed guidance, but also to allow for
flexibility. Although a number of papers have outlined procedures of an IPA study,
such as Smith et al. (1999), Smith and Osborn (2008), and Willig (2001), the most
complete guide is Smith et al. (2009). One of the characteristics of IPA as a method is
that attention has been paid to clearly detailed procedures. In qualitative research,
moving from data to themes can feel uncomfortably subjective, but IPA procedures
offer a detailed multi-stage process to guide the analysis. As Brocki and Wearden
(2006) noted “IPA theorists have tended to use easily comprehensible language and
straightforward guidelines, rather than using language to obscure meaning in the way
that other qualitative methodologies might be criticised for” (p. 101).

It is interesting that the procedures emphasize rigor, as well as a creative aspect to
the work. Smith et al. (2009) stated that “successful analyses require the systemic
application of ideas, and methodical rigour; but they also require imagination,
playfulness, and a combination of reflective, critical and conceptual thinking” (p. 40). In his
introductory presentation, Larkin (2011) describes the experience of doing IPA research as
“intuitive,” “systematic,” “laborious,” “creative,” “intense,” and “conceptually-demanding.”
Smith (2011) claims that the two key measures of quality for IPA studies are “rigour”
and “interpretative flair” (p. 23). Overall, in describing the method, there seems to be a
balance between the intuition and creativity needed to see patterns and connections
and the rigorous and systematic effort needed to produce credible research.

Expansion of IPA into LIS
IPA is increasingly being used for research outside health psychology (Smith, 2011,
p. 13), but is still rarely used in LIS. Seven studies have used IPA to explore information
and technology related experience among LIS professionals and/or users. Two of these
studies will be discussed in depth to illustrate methodological issues and choices in
conducting an IPA study.

Scholars in the health sciences have used IPA to explore the information experience
of patients, specifically the information seeking experience of patients with motor
neuron disease (O’Brien, 2004) and the experience of using information sources for
patients with arthritis (Powell et al., 2009). These studies demonstrate the usefulness
of IPA for studying information seeking and use. It is important to note the specificity
of the groups of patients in these two studies. Because of the focus on individual
experience, IPA might be particularly useful in the study of information seeking and
use for minority groups or under-served users, whose experience could be different
from the majority, but also different from others in their group.
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Three studies have focussed on the experience of technologies or virtual environments.
Ní Chonchúir and McCarthy (2008) studied the experience of “enchantment”
with technology. The authors argued that their study demonstrates the importance
of studying the individual experience in human computer interaction research. Hadert
and Rodham (2008) studied use of an online message board by arthritis patients.
Although the focus of their study was not specifically information use, one of the
themes that emerged was “information exchange,” and their implications focus on
improving health care professionals’ understanding of patients’ information use.
Chesney et al. (2009) studied the phenomenon of “griefing,” or harassment in virtual
worlds, including the nature of griefing, griefer motivation, shared responsibility to
control, and the relationship between real life and Second Life (pp. 538-541). These
studies demonstrate the usefulness of IPA in understanding users’ experiences with
technology, going beyond simply how they use it. IPA could be useful in exploring the
experience of emerging technologies, such as reading via electronic books, learning in
the massive open online course environment, or receiving health care online.

The two examples that will be examined in detail in the next section focus on
the lived experience of LIS professionals, specifically the experience of reference and
information service (RIS) for academic research librarians and the experience of
burnout for information and computer technology (ICT) professionals.

Application of IPA to two research questions in LIS
This section of the paper discusses how IPA was applied in the investigation of two
problems in LIS. This in-depth discussion of the application of the method explores
some methodological issues and may raise ideas for its further use in LIS. VanScoy
(2013) studied the experience of RIS for eight professionals working in academic
research libraries in the USA. RIS has historically been studied from a behavioral
perspective, leaving a gap in understanding about the phenomenon from the
practitioner perspective. The aim of this study was to contribute the voice of the
practitioner to current research on RIS. Thus, a phenomenological approach was
needed. However, phenomenological approaches can be focussed on revealing the
“essence” of a phenomenon, or that which is common to all participants’ experience.
IPA was specifically chosen because of its focus on the idiographic and its goal to
reveal divergence, as well as convergence of experience.

Another application of IPA is Evenstad’s (2011) study of the experience of burnout
among three ICT workers in Norway. The aim of this study was to bring insight into
the burnout process as experienced by employees in the ICT sector. As a qualitative
approach, phenomenological research was chosen to focus on the experience of the
phenomenon and IPA was chosen due to its unique interpretative and idiographic
aspect. The emphasis on the researcher’s own experience with the phenomenon and
his or her interpretative role was the main reason for choosing IPA rather than
transcendental phenomenology of Moustakas.

Selection of research participants
In IPA studies, selection of research participants tends to be purposive and broadly
homogenous as a small sample size can provide a sufficient perspective given adequate
contextualization. In this respect, IPA differs from other methodologies, such as
grounded theory, as in IPA the aim is to select participants in order to illuminate a
particular research question, and to develop a full and interesting interpretation of the

343

LIS research

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
0:

14
 1

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



data. Grounded theory, on the other hand, uses theoretical sampling, which aims to
keep collecting data in the light of the analysis that has already taken place, until no
new themes are emerging. Thus, while grounded theory seeks to establish claims for
the broader population, IPA studies tend to be more concerned with examining
divergence and convergence in smaller samples.

Brocki and Wearden (2006) found that “sample” sizes for IPA studies ranged from 1
to 30 participants (p. 94). Smith et al. (2009) argued that “it is important not to see the
higher numbers as being indicative of ‘better’ work […] Successful analysis requires
time, reflection and dialogue, and larger datasets tend to inhibit all of these things”
(p. 52). The research participants in the VanScoy study consisted of eight librarians,
three women and five men. The research participants in the Evenstad study consisted
of two women and one man, all of whom had experienced burnout in the past.

Another important characteristic of IPA is that participants should consist of a
homogenous group. Rather than being representative of the population and including
all perspectives, the sample should explore the perspective of a group with similar
characteristics or within a similar context. In the Evenstad study, all participants had
been diagnosed with burnout by their physician. In addition, they had important
experiences and characteristics in common, including recurrence of burnout after
returning to work, challenges in the family sphere, a shorter practical ICT education,
choice of ICT profession out of economical considerations, and broad work experience
in the ICT profession.

In the VanScoy study, homogeneity was attempted by including librarians who
worked in a specific library context (academic research libraries), who had at least two
years of professional experience with RIS, who self-identified as “actively engaged in
reference work,” and who held typical academic library reference positions, as opposed
to management and instruction coordinator positions. However, the results of the study
suggested that the users with whom the librarian worked were significant to the
experience, so perhaps subject liaison responsibilities should be considered as a factor
in homogeneity in the future. In medical or psychological research, homogeneity is
generally achieved by selecting participants who have been diagnosed with a disease
or who have particular symptoms, as it was in the Evenstad study. It is possible that
homogeneity may be harder to define in LIS than in health psychology.

An issue in the Evenstad study, however, is a common one among qualitative
studies: accessing these participants was difficult since burnout is a taboo subject
and participants are reluctant to openly volunteer. After announcements in the labor
unions’ web sites guaranteed full anonymity, seven persons expressed interest and
three were chosen to be the purposive sample for this study.

Semi-structured interviews
The main method to collect data in IPA studies is semi-structured interviews (Smith
et al., 2009, p. 56). Brocki and Wearden (2006) noted that some other methods are
occasionally used, such as diaries, field notes, and e-mail interviews (pp. 92-94);
however, the vast majority of IPA studies rely on data from in-person interviews.
The choice of semi-structured interviews as the sole source of data for the study reflects
IPA’s value on the participant’s interpretation of the phenomenon under study.
As Smith et al. (2009) explained, “participants should have been granted an opportunity
to tell their stories, to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop their ideas and
express their concerns at some length” (p. 56).
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IPA interviews center on a set of particular questions but allow for flexibility in
following up on points raised in responses to the given questions. Smith et al. (2009)
recommended six to ten open-ended questions that include a variety of types:
narrative, descriptive, structural, contrast, evaluative, circular, and comparative (p. 58).
The interview schedule should be used flexibly to allow for unanticipated information
to emerge.

Semi-structured interviews were used for data collection in both the VanScoy study
and the Evenstad study. For the VanScoy study, an interview schedule of eight
questions and possible prompts was developed using the guidelines mentioned above.
Two interviews of between 30 and 75 minutes were conducted with each participant.
Multiple interviews provided greater opportunity for development of rapport and trust.
It gave participants the opportunity to reflect on the topic over time which occasionally
resulted in additional insights. It also allowed the author to recover from missed
opportunities to probe interesting statements when they were first mentioned.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed by a transcription service.

The Evenstad study also used semi-structured interviews with each participant.
However, due to the sensitivity of the phenomenon, the researcher made initial
telephone calls to establish rapport and to self-disclose her background in ICT and her
experience of burnout. In addition, a theme list was e-mailed to participants before
the interviews. The interviews were 90 to 120 minutes long. They were recorded
and transcribed by the researcher. The transcriptions were sent to participants for
verification, and participants were invited to contribute additional thoughts and
reflections. During the interviews, participants were urged to speak freely and were
referred to the theme list that had been e-mailed to them prior to the interview.
Examples of themes from this list are “symptoms experienced before, during and after
burnout,” “stress factors prior to burnout” and “description of the state of burnout.”
Thus, the interviews were semi-structured and were very much led by the participants.
Smith et al. (2009) suggests that “the interview will in part be led by the participant’s
concerns and that the interviewer will follow up matters arising” (p. 58). Open questions
are extremely useful to discover aspects of the phenomenon that have escaped the
attention of the quantitative research in this field. For instance, it was discovered that
the participants experienced shame over having been burned out.

Variations on the analysis process
IPA procedures are detailed and guide the research through the stages of analysis.
However, in practice there is variation in the execution of the procedures for an
individual study. The following section provides examples of the various stages of
analysis from the VanScoy and Evenstad studies to illustrate this variation.

IPA data analysis is a multi-stage process of generating themes from the data. IPA
is said to be “bottom-up,” meaning that the researcher generates codes from the data,
rather than using an already existing theory to identify codes that can be applied to
collected data. Focussing on one participant’s data at a time, analysis moves from
the descriptive to the interpretative by capturing initial thoughts, generating tentative
themes, and then refining these themes. This process proceeds from exploratory
comments to emergent themes to super-ordinate themes for each participant, then to
master themes for the group.

To prepare for the initial stage of analysis, data is transcribed and typically
presented as the central column of a theme development sheet. The statements can be

345

LIS research

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
0:

14
 1

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



numbered line by line to ease referral later. Despite this standard format, the look and
feel of a theme development sheet can vary. Figure 1 shows a sample page from a
completed theme development sheet from the VanScoy study, and Figure 2 shows
a sample portion of a theme development sheet from the Evenstad study.

After engaging with the data by listening to the interview recording and reading the
transcript several times, exploratory comments are noted in the right-hand column of
the coding sheet near the related data. The two studies illustrate different approaches
to generating exploratory comments. In the VanScoy study, the exploratory comments
were of three different types: descriptive (describing the content of the data and
indicated with a “D” in Figure 1), linguistic (noting the language used by the participant
and indicated with an “L” in Figure 1), and conceptual (researcher questions or
thoughts about the data, indicated with a “C” in Figure 1). In the example from the
Evenstad study (see Figure 2), data that the author felt was significant was highlighted
and then exploratory comments were written in the right-hand column.

The next stage of analysis involves developing emergent themes by examination of
the exploratory comments along with the data. These emergent themes are generated
by looking for “interrelationships, connections and patterns” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 91).
Emergent themes reflect what is important to the participant, rather than what is
of interest to the researcher (Larkin et al., 2006, p. 111). They are typically written
in the left-hand column of the form near the original data and the comments that
inspired them. Emergent themes can be seen in the left-hand columns of both Figures 1
and Figure 2.

In the next stage of analysis, emergent themes from each individual case are
analyzed to identify clusters of related themes, called super-ordinate themes. This
analysis consists of grouping and regrouping the emergent themes for an individual
participant to identify and organize connections between the themes.

In the VanScoy study, participants had between 4 and 11 super-ordinate themes,
with some super-ordinate themes having subthemes, as well. A super-ordinate theme
table was created for each participant, listing the super-ordinate themes, the
corresponding emergent themes, key phrases from the data that provide evidence for
each theme, and a page number for the location of the key phrase on the participant’s
theme development sheet. Table I shows a portion of a super-ordinate theme table for
one of the participants in the VanScoy study. In the Evenstad study, initially there were
up to five super-ordinate themes per participant with 3 to 12 subthemes under
super-ordinate themes. For example, in Figure 3 the super-ordinate theme “symptoms”
contains a subtheme “psychological symptoms” which is a grouping of several elements
that emerged on the left-hand column. This process was repeated for each participant on
a separate spreadsheet. This process of analyzing each participant’s data separately,
before analyzing the group overall, illustrates IPA’s focus on the idiographic and its
contrast with phenomenography.

Following development of super-ordinate themes for each participant, the final
stage of analysis begins: development of master themes for the group. The tables of
super-ordinate themes for each participant are compared to generate master themes,
identifying higher order qualities, as well as unique characteristics. This process
involves looking for patterns across cases and asking the questions: “What connections
are there across cases? How does a theme in one case help illuminate a different case?
Which themes are the most potent?” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 101). The master themes are
presented in a table showing the hierarchy of master and super-ordinate themes and
are explained in a narrative along with evidence from each participant’s data.

346

JDOC
71,2

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
0:

14
 1

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



E
xp

lo
ra

to
ry

 C
om

m
en

ts
In

te
rv

ie
w

 D
at

a
E

m
er

ge
nt

 T
he

m
es

us
e 

of
 ja

rg
on

fr
us

tr
at

io
n

in
fu

ria
tin

g

im
po

rt
an

ce
 o

f t
he

re
fe

re
nc

e 
in

te
rv

ie
w

im
pa

ct
 o

f e
xp

er
ie

nc
e

im
pa

ct
 o

f e
xp

er
ie

nc
e

hu
m

bl
in

g

ex
pe

ct
at

io
ns

 fo
r 

se
lf

pr
id

e 
in

 w
or

k
im

po
rt

an
ce

 o
f f

in
di

ng
th

e 
an

sw
er

re
ad

in
g 

th
e 

us
er

us
er

 in
te

rf
er

en
ce

re
fe

re
nc

e 
in

te
rv

ie
w

di
ffe

rs
 b

y 
us

er
 ty

pe

ev
en

 in
 a

n 
el

ec
tr

on
ic

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t, 

yo
u’

re
 s

til
l l

oo
ki

ng
fo

r 
di

ffe
re

nt
 a

cc
es

s 
po

in
ts

 a
nd

 d
iff

er
en

t c
at

al
og

in
g

an
d 

yo
u 

kn
ow

, j
us

t t
he

 s
lig

ht
es

t v
ar

ia
tio

n 
so

m
et

im
es

,
yo

u 
kn

ow
, i

n,
 in

 w
ha

t’s
 in

 a
 fu

ll 
re

co
rd

, a
nd

so
m

et
im

es
 a

 fu
ll 

re
co

rd
 is

n’
t a

 fu
ll 

re
co

rd
, y

ou
 k

no
w

,
an

d 
it’

s 
re

al
ly

 fr
us

tr
at

in
g.

 O
r 

I’l
l d

o 
a 

ke
yw

or
d 

se
ar

ch
in

 o
ur

 c
at

al
og

 a
nd

 I 
pu

ll 
up

 s
om

et
hi

ng
, a

nd
 I 

ca
n’

t f
in

d
a 

ke
yw

or
d 

an
d 

a 
re

co
rd

 a
nd

 th
at

 ju
st

 in
fu

ria
te

s 
m

e.
U

h,
 y

ou
 k

no
w

, t
ha

t k
in

d 
of

 th
in

g,
 b

ut
, I

’m
 s

or
ry

, I
’m

ki
nd

 o
f g

et
tin

g 
of

f f
ro

m
 th

e 
qu

es
tio

n.
 U

m
, b

ut
 w

el
l [

…
]

ta
lk

in
g 

ab
ou

t t
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 in

te
rv

ie
w

 I 
gu

es
s,

 u
m

, i
t,

so
 it

 r
ea

lly
 is

 c
ru

ci
al

, a
nd

 h
op

ef
ul

ly
 y

ou
r 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e 
of

ye
ar

s 
th

at
 y

ou
 b

rin
g 

to
 b

ea
r 

he
lp

s 
yo

u 
w

ith
 it

. O
f

co
ur

se
 s

om
et

im
es

 it
 h

in
de

rs
 y

ou
. Y

ou
 k

no
w

, a
nd

so
m

et
im

es
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t w
ho

’s
 G

oo
gl

in
g 

aw
ay

 r
ig

ht
be

si
de

 y
ou

 w
he

re
 y

ou
’re

 in
 a

 b
on

a 
fid

e 
in

de
x 

is
fin

di
ng

 s
tu

ff 
th

at
 y

ou
’re

 n
ot

 fi
nd

in
g.

 A
nd

 th
at

’s
hu

m
bl

in
g,

 b
ut

, y
ou

 k
no

w
, u

h,
 y

ou
 ta

ke
 th

e 
an

sw
er

w
he

re
ve

r 
yo

u 
ge

t i
t. 

W
he

n 
a 

st
ud

en
t f

in
ds

 it
, y

ou
do

n’
t –

 g
oo

d 
fo

r 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t. 
Yo

u 
kn

ow
, I

 m
ea

n,
 th

at
,

yo
u 

w
an

t t
o 

ha
ve

 s
om

e 
pr

id
e,

 b
ut

 b
y 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
to

ke
n,

yo
u 

w
an

t t
o 

fin
d 

th
e 

da
m

n 
an

sw
er

, s
o.

 U
h,

 b
ut

, b
ut

 I
th

in
k,

 a
nd

 it
’s

 h
ar

d,
 y

ou
 c

an
 k

in
d 

of
 te

ac
h 

it,
 b

ut
 I

m
ea

n,
 y

ou
 k

no
w

, i
t’s

 p
ub

lic
 s

er
vi

ce
, a

nd
 it

’s
 r

ea
di

ng
th

e 
pe

rs
on

 a
nd

 it
’s

, y
ou

 k
no

w
, w

he
th

er
 th

ey
’re

di
st

ru
st

fu
l o

f y
ou

 o
r 

w
he

th
er

 th
ey

’re
 tr

yi
ng

 to
, y

ou
kn

ow
, t

he
y 

al
w

ay
s 

sa
y,

 y
ou

 k
no

w
, t

he
y’

re
 tr

yi
ng

 to
as

k 
yo

u 
w

ha
t y

ou
 w

an
t t

o 
gi

ve
 th

em
 k

in
d 

of
 th

in
g.

A
nd

 u
m

, a
nd

 s
o 

it’
s 

[…
] y

ou
 k

no
w

, y
ou

 w
an

t t
o,

 to
 a

sk
th

em
 a

s 
in

te
lli

ge
nt

ly
 a

s 
yo

u 
ca

n,
 u

m
, b

ut
 it

 a
ls

o
de

pe
nd

s 
on

 w
ho

 y
ou

’re
 ta

lk
in

g 
to

. Y
ou

 k
no

w
, i

s 
it 

a
fr

es
hm

an
 w

ho
 h

as
 n

o 
bi

bl
io

gr
ap

hi
c 

re
fe

re
nc

e
w

ha
ts

oe
ve

r, 
or

 is
 it

 a
, y

ou
 k

no
w

, a
 fa

cu
lty

 m
em

be
r

w
ho

se
 b

ee
n 

do
in

g 
it 

fo
r, 

yo
u 

kn
ow

, t
hi

rt
y 

ye
ar

s 
an

d 
is

(L
) 

us
e 

of
 ja

rg
on

(D
) 

hi
s 

st
ra

te
gi

es
 d

on
’t 

al
w

ay
s 

w
or

k

(L
) 

em
ot

io
na

l l
an

gu
ag

e

(L
) 

D
es

pi
te

 lo
ng

 ta
ng

en
ts

, h
e 

al
w

ay
s 

co
m

es
 r

ig
ht

 b
ac

k 
to

 th
e 

to
pi

c
w

ith
ou

t p
ro

m
pt

in
g 

fr
om

 m
e

(D
) 

ye
ar

s 
of

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

sh
ou

ld
 m

ak
e 

yo
u 

be
tte

r 
at

 th
e 

w
or

k
(L

) 
“c

ru
ci

al
”

(D
) 

so
m

et
im

es
 y

ea
rs

 o
f e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
in

te
rf

er
e

(C
) 

th
e 

pa
tte

rn
s 

of
 b

eh
av

io
r 

ca
n 

m
ak

e 
it 

ha
rd

 to
 s

ee
 th

e 
ob

vi
ou

s,
ea

sy
 w

ay
 –

 I’
ve

 r
ea

d 
ab

ou
t t

he
se

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l r
ut

s

(L
) 

im
ag

e 
of

 a
 r

ac
e 

or
 c

on
te

st
 w

ith
 th

e 
us

er
(C

) 
Is

 it
 c

om
pe

tit
iv

e?
 It

’s
 a

 lo
ss

 o
f f

ac
e 

if 
th

e 
us

er
 fi

nd
s 

th
e 

an
sw

er
fir

st
. B

ut
 h

e 
in

si
st

s 
th

at
 a

s 
lo

ng
 a

s 
th

e 
an

sw
er

 is
 fo

un
d,

 it
’s

 O
K

.

(L
) 

m
or

e 
us

e 
of

 w
or

ds
 li

ke
 “

hu
m

bl
in

g”
 a

nd
 “

pr
id

e”
 in

 a
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

w
ith

 fi
nd

in
g 

or
 n

ot
 fi

nd
in

g 
an

 a
ns

w
er

(C
) 

he
re

 fi
nd

in
g 

th
e 

an
sw

er
 s

ee
m

s 
to

 b
e 

th
e 

m
os

t i
m

po
rt

an
t g

oa
l,

re
ga

rd
le

ss
 o

f h
ow

 it
’s

 fo
un

d

(D
) 

re
fe

re
nc

e 
w

or
k 

ca
n 

on
ly

 “
ki

nd
 o

f”
 b

e 
ta

ug
ht

(D
) 

us
er

 c
an

 s
om

et
im

es
 b

e 
de

ce
itf

ul
 o

r 
at

 le
as

t u
nh

el
pf

ul
 in

co
m

m
un

ic
at

in
g 

qu
es

tio
n

(D
) 

ca
n 

ch
al

le
ng

e 
an

 u
nd

er
gr

ad
, b

ut
 m

us
t b

e 
di

pl
om

at
ic

 w
ith

fa
cu

lty

(C
) 

so
 u

se
r 

st
at

us
 a

ffe
ct

s 
se

rv
ic

e
(D

) 
st

ar
ts

 a
n 

ex
am

pl
e 

of
 w

he
n 

he
 d

id
n’

t t
ak

e 
a 

qu
es

tio
n 

se
rio

us
ly

en
ou

gh

Figure 1.
Sample from a theme

development sheet
from the VanScoy

study
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Figure 2.
Sample from a theme
development sheet
from the Evenstad
study
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In the VanScoy study, the process of grouping super-ordinate themes resulted in five
master themes, each with several subthemes that help convey aspects of each master
theme (see Table II). In the Evenstad study, looking for patterns, similarities and
differences across the super-ordinate theme tables resulted in adjustments to the theme
structure, in particular, adding an additional level. A master table with this three-level
structure was created with a column for each participant and their significant
statements with reference to line numbers in the transcripts (see Figure 4). Finally, this
master theme table was reduced to a brief master table with two levels, master themes
and subthemes (see Table III).

One challenge to the adoption of IPA for LIS research is the lack of software
designed specifically for IPA analysis. In a field like LIS where researchers clearly
recognize and depend on information and communication technology to improve
efficiency, this lack of specialized software may be a deterrent. Although word
processing, spreadsheet, and concept mapping software can be useful, these tools do
not provide much support for analysis. Some researchers have tried to adapt existing
qualitative analysis software to IPA procedures. However, IPA’s multi-stage analysis
process does not fit neatly into software designed for the coding and memo-ing process
typical of grounded theory research.

In the VanScoy study, the emergent themes from a participant’s theme development
sheet were recopied onto sticky notes which were grouped and regrouped on large
sheets of flipchart paper. Other studies have employed a similar physical process using
slips of paper arranged on a tabletop. The physical manipulation of emergent themes
stimulated creative thinking and allowed for themes to be easily considered in relation
to other themes, but it was inefficient. Writing and rekeying themes was not a
productive use of time and retrieving examples of participants’ words from the data
were cumbersome.

In the Evenstad study, a participant’s emergent themes were copied into a
spreadsheet and sorted alphabetically. Duplicates were deleted, but the number of
occurrences of a particular emergent theme was indicated in brackets, giving important
information as to how much a participant emphasized a point. Different colors were
used to code the various emergent themes, clustering the emergent themes into higher
level super-ordinate themes (see Figure 3). This use of spreadsheets and word

Emergent themes Page Data supporting the theme

Continuous learning 14 “professional mandate, to keep on learning […] to equip
ourselves to help”

Librarian learning 19 “I am a learner in the process. I learn stuff.”
Learning from other librarians 19 “I from my colleagues during conversations […] by

reading some of the chat transcripts”
Learning from other librarians 19 “I learn how my colleagues respond to questions […]

what they learned and how they helped”
Learning from users 20 “getting user feedback, not only to develop ourselves as

professionals, but also for them”
Informal surveying of users 20 “I utilize my interactions to ask some […] open ended

questions”
Takes opportunities to learn 23 “it’s an opportunity for me to learn”
Reflection 30 “helped me to think about some of my work in a different

manner”

Table I.
Sample of a

super-ordinate
theme table for the

super-ordinate
theme “librarian
as learner” from

the VanScoy study
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Figure 3.
Table of super-
ordinate themes from
the Evenstad study

350

JDOC
71,2

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
0:

14
 1

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showImage?doi=10.1108/JD-09-2013-0118&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=182&h=479


processing documents was effective for sorting emergent themes, removing duplicates,
using colors for easy coding, as well as inserting sub-levels and super levels. The
write-up was also facilitated by copying and pasting from transcripts into tables. Thus,
the semi-automatic method facilitated the process, and in addition, contributed to
transparency with an audit trail.

With a time-intensive method like IPA, unnecessary inefficiencies must be avoided
to make the method viable. As the number of researchers using IPA grows, there
may be interest in developing specialized software to support the method.

Writing the IPA narrative
The results section of an IPA write-up is considerably long and discursive, and
supplies ample evidence for the themes that are identified per case. There are
substantial extracts from the transcript, as well as interpretations of the data. IPA
provides considerable flexibility in presenting the results and narratives will vary
depending on the researcher and the data collected. It is possible to present themes
within a case or cases within a theme. In the discussion section the researcher engages
in a dialogue between the findings and the existing literature. However, experienced
IPA researchers may merge these and relate themes to the existing literature in
the write-up.

In the VanScoy study, both results and discussion were presented by theme and
subtheme. Efforts were made to support each theme and subtheme with evidence from
each participant. One challenge for reporting IPA research is the limited length of
journal articles. With five themes and eight participants in the VanScoy study, it was
impossible to adequately describe and provide evidence for each theme and subtheme.
To address this problem, two of the five themes from the study were reported in detail
when the study was published. These two themes represented concepts that had not
been previously discussed as components of RIS.

In the Evenstad study, each theme was presented in sequence and supported by
evidence from each case. These findings were then discussed in relation to the existing
literature.

Master themes Subthemes

Importance of the user Focus on the user
Connection and relationships
Influence and power of the user
Managing user feelings and expectations

Variety and uncertainty Varied users and contexts
Multiple purposes for the interaction

Fully engaged practice Effort and persistence
Immersion in an individual interaction
Intuition and “reading the user”

Emotional connection “Joy of helping”
Delight in the intellectual challenge
Anger, frustration and embarrassment
Nature of failure

Sense of self as reference professional Professional identity
Power of experience
Changes in the experience over time

Table II.
Master themes and
subthemes from the

VanScoy study
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Master themes
and subthemes by
participant
with examples from
the data
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Ensuring quality
One of the benefits of the growing literature surrounding IPA is its contribution to
discussions of assessing quality in qualitative research. There can be a tendency for
researchers to view quality criteria as stable and universal and to take a checklist
approach to ensuring a quality study. IPA procedures discourage the use of traditional
measures of quality that may not be consistent with IPA’s philosophical basis. For
example, using observation for triangulation of data may not be appropriate for an IPA
study because it does not reveal the participant’s interpretation of the phenomenon.

Smith et al. (2009) recommend criteria developed by Yardley (2000). Yardley’s criteria
are “sensitivity to context,” “commitment and rigour,” “transparency and coherence,” and
“importance and impact” (p. 219). Although these criteria are broad, they are suitable
for any qualitative method. And perhaps more significantly, they force the researcher to
reflect about the best strategies for ensuring quality for his or her study.

In addition to Yardley’s general quality criteria, Smith (2011) has developed specific
measures of quality for IPA. Intended to be used in conjunction with Yardley’s general
criteria, these specific criteria were developed based on exemplary IPA studies. Smith’s
criteria for exemplary IPA studies are a clear focus, strong data (resulting from good
interviewing), support for themes extracted from each participant’s data, sufficient
elaboration of each theme, interpretative, rather than merely descriptive, analysis
includes patterns of similarity as well as uniqueness, and paper carefully written (p. 24).
Although some of these criteria, such as “clear focus” and a well-written paper are
common to any type of research, others criteria are specific to IPA studies, such as
the emphasis of interpretation over description and “patterns of similarity as well as
uniqueness.”

Another recommendation for ensuring quality is maintaining an audit trail,
including a research log detailing decisions made during the research process and
reflexive comments. Researchers may choose to go beyond maintaining the audit trail
to pursuing an independent audit of the research. The independent audit ensures that
credible conclusions are being drawn from the data and that procedures are being
followed to ensure a quality study. In an independent audit, a researcher not associated
with the study, but familiar with IPA procedures, reviews the study documentation
including the research log, interview data, coding sheets, tables of super-ordinate
themes, and draft report. According to Smith et al. (2009), the role of the auditor is
“to check that the final report is a plausible or credible one in terms of the data which
have been collected and that there is a logical step-by-step path through the chain of

Master themes Subthemes

A. The road to burnout
A.1 Personal factors
A.2 Work and organizational factors
A.3 Symptoms

B. Burnout
B.1 “The Invisible Wall,” “bang” and the experience of illness
B.2 Treatment and recovery process

C. Life after burnout
C.1 To come back and experience reduced engagement
C.2 Recurrence
C.3 Defence and coping strategies, and evaluation of career

Table III.
Master themes and
subthemes for the
Evenstad study
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evidence” (p. 183). This procedure differs from inter-rater reliability in that there is no
attempt to reach a consensus in interpretation of data. Recognizing the unique
interpretation of the individual researcher, the audit is intended to assure consumers of
the research that the conclusions were logically derived from the data and that the
study is “systematic” and “transparent” (p. 183).

An independent auditor was used in the VanScoy study. A post to the IPA listserv
resulted in several recommendations for this an auditor who had experience with
the method and had audited other IPA studies. The auditor’s feedback was useful
to confirm that the research was following procedures and achieving sufficient
interpretation, and it lends some credibility to the study. However, maintaining a
conscientious and detailed audit trail would have the same result. In the Evenstad study,
an independent audit was not used; rather, a research log was maintained in Facebook
and constantly updated with progress reports. Participants and the researcher’s
supervisor were kept current in the various stages of the interpretation process and
participants validated the verbatim transcriptions, themes, metaphors and write-up.
A detailed account of research procedures was reported in the thesis. All stages of
analysis were named on the word processing and spreadsheet files and structured in a
directory on Evenstad’s computer to ease an audit or reference at a later stage.

Effectiveness of the method
In both studies IPA was an effective method for exploring the phenomenon under
study and for revealing new aspects of the experience. The VanScoy study exposed
some aspects of RIS that have not been previously discussed, such as “fully engaged
practice” and “emotional connection” (see Table II). Other master themes are known
aspects of RIS but some of the subthemes exposed nuances that are not as familiar,
such as “influence and power of the user” as an aspect of “importance of the user.”
Overall, the IPA method allowed new dimensions of the research topic to emerge.

In the Evenstad study, a model for the complete burnout process was proposed
(see Figure 5). This model includes new concepts like “resource gap” and “reward gap,”
incorporates new findings like “shame” and “recurrence” as well as proposing some
additions to existing theories and models. Identifying “shame over having burned out”
was result of a new iteration in the analysis when looking at differences and
commonalities between different dominant feelings. Thus, the in-depth analysis
encouraged by the IPA method revealed a new aspect which had not been discovered
before. Another iteration of analysis was conducted to identify the metaphors in the
data. IPA focusses on analyzing the participants’metaphorical statements since painful
life experiences expressed metaphorically in an interview situation can be less difficult
for participants. “The metaphor thus functions as a direct sense-making response, to a
threat which is experientially real” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 158). Evenstad took the
analysis further and used metaphors from the Greek mythology, for instance Sisyphus
task to interpret the participants’ experiences and shared these metaphors with the
participants who found that they accurately captured their burnout experience. The
openness to creativity afforded by the IPA method made it possible to express a
participant’s experience of stressful work situation prior to burnout by a metaphor.

Conclusion
IPA offers an addition to the repertoire of phenomenological methods for LIS research.
Three distinguishing features of IPA – its focus on diversity, as well as commonality,
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of experience, its clearly detailed procedures that step the researcher from one level of
analysis to the next, and its focus on incorporating the researcher’s past
experience – recommend it as a contribution to existing methods. IPA is beginning
to generate interest among researchers in LIS. The two studies explored in-depth in this
discussion demonstrate that IPA is effective for studying phenomena that LIS
professionals experience in their work, whether it is their experiences while doing their
job or their experiences as a result of doing their job. The detailed, yet flexible
procedures were one advantage of this method. Although there are challenges for using
IPA in LIS, they are not insurmountable and may be ameliorated by further use of the
method in our discipline. More studies using IPA in LIS research could lead to ways
that it may need to be adapted and will strengthen the community of IPA experts in
LIS. Phenomenology is an important approach for LIS, and the field may discover that
IPA is a powerful new method to pursue it.
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