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Abstract
Background: This methodological essay discusses the following question: How can 
researchers' competences in exploring existential aspects related to healthcare be en-
hanced? Exploring this novel perspective on caring practice may help us better un-
derstand and communicate about experiences and issues that matter to others (e.g. 
patients/users). Two things are needed: firstly, a vocabulary mirroring an “aesthetic- 
holistic” research approach allowing us to capture the essence of “what it is like” 
and secondly, the development of skills and competences allowing us to understand 
complex aspects of caring that are embodied, ethically sensitive and sustainable.
Aim: To identify personal competences and approaches underpinning research ex-
ploring “what it is like”— understanding human existence.
Discussion: The discussion addresses three questions: (A) What does human sci-
ence exploring human existence search for? (B) Which researcher competences are 
required? (C) Which theoretical and practical approaches and dimensions may en-
hance the researchers' competences? We argue that we should find “ourselves” not 
only grasped through language and a qualitative research- methodological approach 
but also in what is reflected in the relation between self, language (dialogue) and the 
other. It is crucial to listen to the world in an ontological way. Emotions, feelings and 
bodily sensed understandings can, in some situations, bar us from stepping further 
into meta- physical listening and from adopting a being- in- the- world stance. In this 
relational perspective, the researcher may adopt an attentive pace and aesthetical 
attunement that transcend what cannot be reached through the language of logical, 
rigorous, precise and rational words, tuning into the ontological mood that exists 
as the tacit backdrop of our existence. This approach we dub “Embodied Relational 
Research.”
Conclusion: Researchers who explore humanity may benefit from cultivating 
awareness, sensitivity and understanding while displaying openness towards the other 
(the patients' or users' experiences). In this context, contemplative and creative di-
mensions are important to apply.
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2 |   EMBODIED RELATIONAL RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION

This methodological essay explores researchers' ability 
to understand the existential aspects of enhancing sensi-
tive care services. Our claims are mostly based on others' 
work, but in the discussion, we provide a nuanced argu-
ment supporting a step forward. In this context, we draw 
on nurse researcher Kathleen Galvin to whom “a vocab-
ulary of existential knowledge” must be created ([1], p. 
681). Existential knowledge, according to Galvin, refers to 
pre- disciplinary concerns with what it means to live; and 
she argues that, in this respect, we have only just begun 
articulating which existential phenomena may inform 
caring practices.

When exploring how existential phenomena are im-
portant in guiding caring practice, we may draw on qual-
itative research. However, in Galvin's view, we have no 
language with which to express what well- being means 
or to adequately describe the consequences of its absence. 
Indeed, the predominant focus in healthcare comes at 
the cost of a lack of vocabulary to adequately describe 
what people go through and how lived phenomena are 
experienced— for example, mental health challenges, 
homelessness or loneliness. To capture existential knowl-
edge in this sense, knowing its psychological and socio-
logical underpinnings is insufficient [2]; we need an 
existential, qualitative vocabulary. Or in philosopher Finn 
Thorbjørn Hansen's words:

a special kind of philosophical openness or 
the philosophical presence of ‘something’ 
that cannot be grasped directly through 
common scientific language or qualitative 
research methods (…) through the particu-
lar presence and awareness created by an 
scientific- empirical approach or a qualitative- 
methodological approach. 

([3], p. 2)

According to Galvin, verbal inroads to such complex, em-
bodied experiences are fundamental to providing ethically 
sensitive and sustainable caring [4].

Essentially, what Galvin and clinical psychologist Les 
Todres argue is that technical knowledge of different kinds 
of dignity or levels of well- being may metaphorically be 
dubbed “knowledge for the head” ([1], p. 681). However, 
we need more. We also need knowledge of the aesthetics of 
complex embodied phenomena; metaphorically described 
as “knowledge for the heart.” Additionally, we need to be 

able to interact in response to these phenomena, which can 
be captured in the metaphor “knowledge for the hand” ([1], 
p. 681).

So, building knowledge for the head, heart and hand 
requires command of verbal resources and existential 
experience that are up to this sensitive task, exceeding 
both academic philosophy, psychology and sociology. 
Therefore, as healthcare professionals and researchers, 
we cannot simply adopt an instrumental approach to care 
and research— we need to “be” caring and researching. We 
need to ask ourselves the following questions: (A) What 
does human science exploring human existence search 
for? (B) Which researcher competences are required? (C) 
Which theoretical and practical approaches and dimen-
sions may enhance the researchers' competences? Seeking 
answers to these three questions, we argue that research 
may be sensitised by drawing on sensitive responses and 
developing a capacity for openness towards the other per-
son, thereby providing an embodied, relational and hu-
manising approach to research and practice.

The aim of this essay is to identify personal compe-
tences and approaches that enhance research exploring 
“what it is like”— understanding human existence.

WHAT DOES HUMAN SCIENCE 
EXPLORING HUMAN EXISTENCE 
SEARCH FOR?

A search for what being human means

Research into the meaning structures of our lived expe-
riences provides us with a better understanding of what 
it means to be in the world as individuals— aspects of 
being are, indeed, meaningful. According to pedagogue 
Van Manen, “human science research is rigorous in a 
moral and spirited sense” ([5], p. 18) and such research 
is characterised by its ability and determination to defend 
its uniqueness and dedication. Following Van Manen, 
“a rigorous human science is prepared to be ‘soft’, ‘soul-
ful’, ‘subtle’ and ‘sensitive’” ([5], p. 18). However, these 
phenomena are “preverbal” and we are therefore hardly 
able to describe the basics about the experiences of lived 
time, lived space, lived body and lived human relation, 
that is, our lifeworld [1]. Terms such as “poetic enquiry,” 
“aesthetic phenomenology” and an “existential theory of 
well- being” can be seen as foundations of a new vocabu-
lary that might be helpful [6]. Taking this path, phenom-
enology must, according to Hansen, be tuned to a less 

K E Y W O R D S

contemplation, creativity, narrative, phenomenology, qualitative approaches, research in practice, 
research methods
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   | 3DAMSGAARD et al.

epistemological, scientific and psychologically oriented 
vocabulary— and more finely tuned to an aesthetic and 
ontological view [3].

Human (phenomenological and hermeneutical) sci-
ence goes to the core of our experience in an attempt to 
give structure to phenomena that are common and famil-
iar ([5], p. 19), aiming to provide an animating and evoc-
ative textual description of human actions, behaviours, 
intentions and experiences as they are encountered in the 
lifeworld. However, according to psychologist Buytendijk, 
a great novelist may provide more nuanced psychologi-
cal insights through character descriptions than may be 
gained from reading psychological social science books 
and journals because the novelist transforms and fictiona-
lises ordinary human experience in endless variety [7]. In 
this perspective, poetic dwelling or poetic presence is not, 
for Hansen, only relevant to bring into play at the find-
ings stage, but (as in art- based research), phenomenology 
should start (and be led and end) by an aesthetical attune-
ment towards what is essential and calling to us in our 
meeting with the phenomenon [3]. Following Hansen, 
“this embodied and aesthetical ‘musicality’ should not 
only be seen as a communicative means or vehicle for the 
scientific finding of the phenomenological researcher, but 
also as a way of being and listening, which directs and 
leads the researcher to his or her findings” ([3], p. 6).

Caring and research— Embodied relational 
understanding

Our “traditional” notion of propositional knowledge falls 
short of capturing the complexity of the kinds and levels 
of knowledge that are needed in caring and qualitative re-
search practices [4]. Indeed, knowledge relevant to such 
practices does not easily adhere to traditional categories 
such as science, arts and ethics. As an example of a more 
complex view and understanding of knowledge, Galvin 
and Todres have developed a characterisation of knowl-
edge coined “embodied relational understanding”:

“… a way of knowing that is holistically 
contextual, i.e., a form of knowledge that is 
attentive to the rich and moving flow of in-
dividuals lives in relation to others, to very 
specific situations, and to the inner worlds 
of what it is like for people (patients) to ‘go 
through something’.” 

([4], p. 148)

In their view, knowing represents three sensibilities that 
capture three knowledge domains encompassing technical 
evidence, practical knowing and an imaginative/ethical 

capacity. When these three sensibilities are integrated, a 
“holistic” sensibility is created. Philosopher E.T. Gendlin 
refers to such knowledge as “a ‘thick’ pattern of knowing 
in which knowledge is a resource guided or encapsulated 
in the living relationships (the lifeworld)” ([8], p. 269– 294). 
This knowledge resource represents “the thickness of liv-
ing”, identifying the contextual world's richness and flow, 
that is, the world as it is lived by humans.

Understanding this is essential in both a caring and 
research practice. Moreover, this understanding is in-
formed by “a complex form of knowing that is aestheti-
cally textured and sensitive to unique situations” ([8], p. 
269– 294). When human beings share worlds, they come 
to know one another's world in participatory ways. This, 
in turn, facilitates the addition of sensitivity and empathy 
to specialised knowledge. It follows that embodied rela-
tional understanding involves the display of an empathic 
understanding of another person's world coupled with an 
ability and competence to draw on resources that feed on 
both knowledge and openness; and the ability to apply 
these resources to concrete circumstances. We argue that 
embodied relational understanding offers a complex epis-
temology that can give “heart” and empathy to both caring 
practices and research practices. However, to get attuned 
to such “embodied and aesthetically musicality,” it is nec-
essary to learn how to do phenomenology with a phenom-
enological attitude. Therefore, a closer description of what 
this attitude consists of is needed, qualifying phenomeno-
logical research.

WHICH RESEARCHER 
COMPETENCES ARE REQUIRED? 
EMBODIED RELATIONAL 
RESEARCH

Sensitivity and embodiment

In their book Caring and Well- being— A Lifeworld 
Approach [9], Galvin and Todres are proponents of build-
ing educational resources to underpin empathic under-
standing. They argue that educators may use embodied 
interpretations of health and illness experiences to sensi-
tise students within the health and social care domains 
in ways that stimulate experimentation. This is more 
productive than asking students to provide summative 
descriptions of peoples' experiences [9]. Following Galvin 
and Todres, students do not acquire the ability to “sensi-
tise” simply by gathering information but by embracing 
“aesthetic- holistic” approaches to make a phenomenon 
more present.

This sensitising ability is just as relevant to apply within 
research, because how can we explore and interpret the 
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4 |   EMBODIED RELATIONAL RESEARCH

lifeworld, “what it is like,” if we are not, as researchers, 
educated and sensitised to grasp and capture it.

To Galvin and Todres, the embodied emphasis draw-
ing on one's own bodily awareness enriches “experiential 
knowing.” As bodies, we do not just take up space, we in-
habit space, we relate to space as part of the world, but 
not only and simply as objects. We discover ourselves as 
part of the world, and the world is revealed to us through 
our bodies. As human beings, we experience both vulner-
abilities and freedoms as part of our embodied existence. 
For example, illness impacts our body and our embodied 
existence with others ([10], p. 803). This knowing is full of 
personal meaning that is deeply felt.

Self, language (dialogue) and the other

Following the focus on experiential knowing, it is argued 
that educational methodologies that underpin presence 
facilitate a connection to the other's experience and may 
become a resource in professional life [9]. It is well- known 
that educational resources facilitate empathic understand-
ing [11– 16]. However, we argue that researchers can ben-
efit from engaging in such aspirations that begin from an 
awareness and sensitivity— an understanding— based on 
openness towards the others' (the participants') experiences 
rather than an approach based on the researchers' (practi-
tioners') reflective resources and their experiences alone. 
Thus, referring to Galvin and Todres' concept of “embod-
ied interpretation,” we advocate the pursuit of embodied 
relational research, applying the researchers' personal re-
sources and being open and sensitive towards the other, 
exploring our complex lifeworld. By focusing on bodily 
sensed understanding, we will be led to a dimension that 
cannot be reached through the language of logical rigor-
ous, precise and rational words. However, to avoid get-
ting lost in psychological and psychocentric worldviews, 
we argue that we are not going far enough, trying to find 
ourselves in what language can only indirectly suggest. 
“There is a need for not only an ‘emotional homecom-
ing’ (feelings can lead us astray from insights)— but also 
an ‘existential homecoming’” ([3, 17], p. 3) that encom-
passes an ontological level and a contemplative “being di-
mension.” We argue that we should find ourselves in that 
which is not to be found only in language but rather in the 
relation between self, language (dialogue) and the other.

Embodied Relational Research

Referring to Hansen, “phenomenological research is about 
finding words and metaphors and aesthetic expressions 
that can help us in seeing and experiencing the wonder and 

mystery of everyday life and thereby place us in an ontologi-
cal relation with the world” ([3], p. 8). The question then 
becomes— how can we (as researchers) listen to and stay in 
the world in an ontological way of emotions, feelings and 
bodily sensed understandings can, in some situations, stand 
in our way of stepping further into a more meta- physical lis-
tening and adopting a being- in- the- world stance?

As argued above, an important focus for researchers re-
fers to a way of knowing that is holistically contextual, that 
is, the knowledge that is attentive to the lives of others, 
to particular situations and to how people (e.g. patients/
users) experience going through something. To explore 
such emotional, bodily, existential and social areas, re-
searchers need to be thoughtfully and sensitively attuned 
to those whose lives they study. An embodied relational 
understanding is therefore relevant in a research context.

To philosopher Martin Buber, there is a tendency 
to reduce human experience to inner psychological 
experiences— “the psychologization of the world” [18]. 
This means that we relate to the world as an “it,” like a 
subject to an object [19]. Buber argued that this existential 
crisis of today is ontological and results in a growing (re-
lational) distance between self and the other. He therefore 
turns to “relation” and “dialogue.” To Buber, dialogue does 
not necessarily require a spoken language [22]. Existence 
and dialogue are related and transcend the limitations of 
persons holding an “inner” (psychological) space. Buber 
saw language as a means to express emotions. However, 
language, as we usually understand it, is not necessarily 
sufficient to bring the world (i.e. meaningful existence) 
closer to us ([20], p. 106). To Buber, language— “genuine 
dialogue”— contains supra-  or sub- linguistic ways of ex-
pression such as gestures, facial expressions and even 
silence. The characteristics of a dialogical person are, 
therefore, the possibility of and ability to “be present.” 
An awareness towards what “is” present, in a movement 
towards the other, without forgetting oneself. This (pres-
ence) is the key to genuine dialogue— to a meaningful life.

In this relational perspective, the researcher is present at 
an attentive pace, not listening only to his or her feelings but 
also to what seems to transcend what can be captured both 
in words and sensations. Following Hansen (and Buber), in 
this sense, “the new and unknown appears” ([3], p. 9). This 
is “a not- expecting- to- know attitude” and a kind of “break- 
down of our certainties” (cognitive and emotional). This is, 
according to Hansen, “becoming in tune and in dialogue 
with the ontological mood that silently exist as the tacit 
backdrop of our existence” ([3], p. 11).

On these grounds, we argue that the understanding 
and research of existential well- being need a worldview 
that is also connected to the life experience of what mat-
ters in life— an “ethical self- care.” We claim that thoughts 
of what a good, beautiful and wise life consists of are 
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crucial (not just for me or my group— but for everyone) 
when describing what constitutes the quality of existen-
tial well- being. Following this, research (and educational 
practice) methodologies transcending the limitations of 
“inner” (psychological) space allow researchers to con-
nect to the other's experience. This embodied relational 
approach may therefore be a resource to researchers and 
health professionals promoting a more holistic, collabora-
tive and personal approach enhancing the presence and 
self- awareness— increasing the understanding of “what it 
is like” being a patient/user— being human.

Based on this, we understand Embodied Relational 
Research as a unifying stance and resource between embod-
iment and relation— embracing the dimension between 
self, language (dialogue) and the other. This builds on con-
templative, sensitive and creative competences that may 
serve to empower the research process and care— giving us 
a deeper insight into existential elements of service users', 
for example, patients', families', clients' and healthcare pro-
fessionals' experiences'— sensing “what it is like.” This, we 
argue, is an important perspective crucial to apply to (re-
search) practice. But how do we move into this?

WHICH THEORETICAL AND 
PRACTICAL APPROACHES AND 
DIMENSIONS MAY ENHANCE 
RESEARCHERS'  COMPETENCES 
PROMOTING EMBODIED 
RELATIONAL RESEARCH?

As argued, existential phenomena are often “preverbal”; 
and it can therefore be difficult to describe the basic aspects 
of the experiences of lived time, lived space, lived body and 
lived human relation, that is, our lifeworld. Citing Buber, 
we therefore “seek to find a way of using language” ([18], 
p. 570). We need an existential and qualitative vocabulary. 
As indicated above, this comes with several methodologi-
cal challenges. On the one hand, research methods that 
interpret the meaning of utterances draw on language to 
divulge implicit and unconscious structures. On the other, 
language may also disguise or, indeed, fall short of giving 
words to embodied experiences.

An existential, qualitative vocabulary— 
Narrative and beyond its limits

In the literature, it is argued that, although narratives are 
used as text, the phenomenological analysis goes beyond 
narrative structure and personal meaning to explore mean-
ing units that are often sensed or felt as much as thought 
about; thus narratives, per se, are not a problem. However, 

we argue that relying solely on what can be narrated, for ex-
ample exploring brutal life occurrences, may come at a risk. 
Psychologist Stephen Frosh [21] argues that at some point 
discourse falls short and language is characterised not by 
its expressive capacity, but by its insufficiency and inability 
to convey what is known in and by the person in question. 
For example, a narrative may be unable to convey the full 
spectrum of sensations and emotions; perhaps these can-
not even be rendered in words. Inaccessible and inexpress-
ible experiences important to people's psychological (and 
professional) functioning in life may be rooted in critical 
incidents or traumatic events. So, using the narrative as the 
only approach may be perceived as too reductionist for pro-
cessing and conveying such emotionally troubling events. 
“Things that cannot be said are often at the core of our ex-
perience; ‘we are what they are’” [22].

This challenge is also accentuated by psychologist Ruth 
Leitch [22]. To Leitch, using narratives in research recog-
nises that people consciously attribute meaning to their sto-
ries. However, as individuals, we may not be conscious or 
aware of what is personal and unique to us even if it does, 
indeed, bear strongly on our experience, life and identity. A 
critique raised by Leitch is that narrative inquiry as it is con-
ceptualised and practiced therefore often does not fully cap-
ture what is personal and unique to a human being— such 
embodied knowledge goes beyond the intellectual, logical 
and rational mode of thinking including “emotions, culture, 
physical sensation and life experiences'” ([23], p. 35). Indeed, 
inquiry and writing in their traditional forms are unable to 
fully capture embodied knowledge in the same manner as a 
picture, an image or some other piece of art [22].

According to Buber, we may aim to reflect not just on 
the voices of the I/self but also on the us/thou which in-
hibits an equally metaphysical agency— “who and where 
am I in relation to the voices of other and the true shibbo-
leth of humanity?” ([18], p. 115). Following Buber, we may 
end up getting stuck in sentimental feelings— the poem 
(the text) has not created the space between on the one 
hand the subject matter (the call of the phenomenon) and 
on the other hand the voice of the person who responds to 
this calling. Citing the Danish writer Poul La Cour, “You 
must penetrate with your own primordial movement of 
the mind (or soul) and fight with it to become signs” ([24], 
p. 75). This is (the hermeneutic) momentum where the 
process moves from poetry to research seeking the univer-
sal in the concrete with an awareness (a sensitive ear) for 
what cannot be expressed in clear thoughts (and words) 
directly. We therefore argue that art and/or contemplation 
not only offer alternative, metaphorical starting points or 
way stations that allow different sorts of analytical jour-
neys but moreover may serve as elements that transcend 
what we lack in words, expressing lived experience, try-
ing to find ourselves in that which may not be found in 
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6 |   EMBODIED RELATIONAL RESEARCH

language but rather in the relation between the self, lan-
guage (dialogue) and the other. See Table 1 for examples 
of art- based inquiry and creative research approaches.

Grappling with the problem of unconsciousness and 
seeking to understand the nuances and subtlety of human 
experience is an inherent part of conducting qualitative 
research. The question is then how to “open” and expli-
cate aspects of people's experience that are not readily 
verbalised.

Dimensions that open: 
Contemplative inquiry

Qualitative research seeking to unveil embodied rela-
tional experience should strive to be contemplative. This 
involves engaging in deep communication with the re-
spondents, including allowing periods of silence/pauses 
in our thinking to gain even deeper insight. According to 
Valerie Janesick, qualitative research is contemplative in 
the sense that every aspect or component of research is 
subject to conscious thoughts [32].

Janesick defines contemplative qualitative research as 
follows:

“This practical concept is useful for those of 
us using qualitative methods to make sense of 
people's lives: we are connected to our partici-
pants whether or not we wish to be. I call this 
approach contemplative qualitative inquiry. 
The contemplative component has to do with 
the stillness and silence of thinking with a 
meditative orientation.” 

([32], p. 22)

In contemplative research, we seek not to prove or verify 
hypotheses but to understand “the other” and the social 
worlds of which he or she is part. According to Janesick, this 

requires full openness and awareness of one's own assump-
tions and pre- understandings— an openness and awareness 
that may be gained through contemplation and intuitive 
listening (see paragraph below Contemplation and intuitive 
listening). Within this perspective, Janesick applies aspects 
of Zen Buddhism to research practice— see Figure 1.

To Janesick, Zen is creative and can enhance creative 
qualitative research [32]. Indeed, Zen plays with language 
and words as is the case in Zenic poetry, Haiku. The ability 
to analyse, for example, pieces of art— be they documents, 
photographs or artefacts— requires being conscious of 
compassion and creativity. We argue that the ability to con-
templation is crucial when exploring lived experiences 
employing Embodied Relational Research.

Examples of mindful activities promoting 
contact with “what it is like”

According to sociologist Krzysztof Konecki, a research-
er's use of poetry, photography, drawings— art— can 
contribute to the written narrative in important ways 
[33]. For example, by experimenting with photographs 
during qualitative research, human science may help 
us to interpret phenomena and to reach their meanings; 
to see the phenomenon in a different way and help us 
form new interpretations of an embodied relational ex-
perience. Mindful activities may underpin qualitative 
research ([32], p. 86– 88). For example, it may be useful 
to take down notes on what we experienced during the 
day. Writing a poem may also be helpful when interpret-
ing texts or documents. Following Janesick, poetry may 
be used as an instrument to capture meaning— to cap-
ture deep meaning [32]. Writing poetry after having read 
documents or transcribed data may inspire new, crea-
tive interpretations of texts because it allows us to notice 
hitherto imperceptible things [34], to capture the eidetic 
features of a phenomenon.

T A B L E  1  Examples of creative research approaches [22, 25– 31]

Autobiographical 
time- lines

Using simple drawings or paintings, participants are invited to make a symbolic or creative representation 
of important life events (from early life to the present day; both positive and negative; both private and 
professional and the emotions associated with these events). In the study by Ruth Leitch, the creative task was 
based on critical incident analysis [25, 26] and on the work of Martin [27].

Self- system pictures Creating a painting or drawing exploring the felt relationship between themselves and their current school/
organisation and the people within it, participants illustrate how they see themselves as part of a system. 
This approach integrates Moxnes' [28] ideas about the unconscious in organisations and ideas about visual 
metaphors to explore organisational dynamics and power structures by Miller and Boist [29].

Mask making In Leitch's study, the task was an adaptation from McMurray's (31 p. 62) therapeutic work. The participants 
were invited to use various craft materials to create a three- dimensional “embodied image” ([30], p. 86). The 
“embodied image” symbolised the face they present (as a teacher) and participants were invited to consider 
whether or not an “inner face” existed, which they wished to represent. This approach is inspired by a long 
tradition of using masks in theatre and therapy.
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Another useful tool with which to develop creative re-
search skills can be to write a reflective journal, whether 
to achieve a deeper understanding or simply to be playful 
with words. Writing a reflective journal is also “a contem-
plative activity that allows the researcher to reflect on his 
or her role and identity in the study, and free him-  or her-
self from the limitations of his/her identity, or to observe 
these limitations” ([32], p. 132). A reflective journal may 
also allow the researcher to document feelings and im-
pressions from interviews or to substantiate the usefulness 
of other research techniques.

Contemplation and intuitive listening

To get in contact with “what it is like,” contemplation 
and intuition are essential and may be underpinned by 
meditation.

“Meditation, and therefore the practice of 
concentration and/or mindfulness over a par-
ticular object, raises many questions in the 
individual about the existential condition of 
being in the world. One such question can be: 
‘Who am I?’” 

[35]

However, the answer to “who am I” is never definitive. 
The answers may be many; however, if the researcher 
has no thought about answers, then asking the respon-
dent to elaborate on the question is evidently difficult. To 
Konecki, meditation and contemplation are ways of di-
vorcing oneself as a researcher from prejudices and hence 
avoiding the risk of simply confirming prior knowledge. 
“If I create a space where ‘nothing’ exists for a moment, 
I can observe images, words, that I may notice now and 
did not notice before” ([36], p. 14). Intuitive listening, ac-
cording to Konecki, involves observing habitually imper-
ceptible things and “appears as a vague image, a feeling, or 
some inner vague power” ([36], p. 14).

Professor in contemplative research Petitmengin– 
Peugeot develops these thoughts, highlighting that being 
calm and listening, that is, engaging in intuitive listening, 
will raise the researcher's awareness and allow subtle sen-
sations to be perceived ([37], p. 71– 72). Intuitive listening 
allows the researcher to observe the “body's feelings,” which 
often informs us earlier about sensations both in and outside 
of ourselves. “The body and its position often determine the 
meanings we give to the world and how we understand it 
and how we perceive it” ([38], p. 152– 64).

To sociologist Byczkowska- Owczarek, “asking ques-
tions in silence”, that is, the questions that the researcher 
asks him-  or herself when being alone, may assist the 
researcher in transcending the usual limits of conscious-
ness and avoiding the constraints of the more traditional, 
formal scientific setting (conferences, debates, etc.) [38]. 
Asking questions in silence allows the researcher to re-
main open in time and space for an intuitive experience 
and to explore issues such as which language to use to 
express a particular experience, and when and to whom it 
should be expressed [38]. To Byczkowska- Owczarek, our 
imagination is often restricted by the image we have of a 
particular audience, and this may suppress the idea that 
emanates from our intuition. Intuition can be understood 
as first thought [38]; it is associated with spontaneity and 
instantaneousness. It is usually an unlaboured solution to 
problems that have escaped the confines of analytic mode. 
Intuition may be expressed in words, but also through im-
ages. Intuition may arise from meditation and allow us 
to see “the coexistence of the multiplicity of things in 
the world” ([39], p. 58). Observing or feeling these rela-
tionships, “bodily feelings about interdependence are im-
portant in creative work when we try to associate certain 
phenomena or objects to create new relationships and 
perhaps even objects” ([35, 40], p. 193– 238). Noticing the 
interdependence of phenomena allows us, in Konecki's 
words, to “find new relationships” between these phe-
nomena, and it makes us more creative.

Exploring our lifeworld, engaging in Embodied 
Relational Research, we argue that daring to engage in 

F I G U R E  1  Qualitative and Zen research is:

HOLISTIC

CONTEXT IS 
IMPORTANT

BODY AND MIND 
ARE INSTRUMENTS 

OF COGNITION

STORYTELLING

WRITING, 
INTUITION AND 

CREATIVITY 
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contemplative and creative dimensions may enhance 
the researchers' competences and qualify the research 
processes by allowing us to learn more about “what it is 
like” being human. For example, on mindful activities and 
competences— see Table 2.

Going beyond the known means of 
problem- solving— Enhancing critical 
thinking and courage

Creative thinking relates to a search for new solutions to 
known problems or the ability to connect new ideas with 
known and existing ones. Therefore, doing Embodied 
Relational Research, being creative and practicing creativ-
ity, it is tantamount going beyond known means of under-
standing and problem- solving— divorcing oneself from 
traditional perception and action patterns.

However, if we have not understood the need for crit-
ical thinking and created a space for such thinking, we 
are not in a position to question the existing patterns 
of thought and action [36]. Therefore, criticism lies at 
the root of creative thinking, and we must constantly 
strive to be critical of how we focus and what we focus 
on, not least because this is often determined by group 
thinking striving for consensus and harmony. Indeed, 
going against group thinking commands courage and 
confidence in oneself and one's thoughts as a researcher. 
Courage, we argue, is therefore crucial when daring to 
enter and engage in Embodied Relational Research 
activities.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR PRACTICE

Wanting to understand and communicate the significant 
experiences of others (patients/users), we need an exis-
tential, more nuanced qualitative vocabulary to capture 
embodied, relational and sensitive aspects (knowledge) 
of lived experience. Knowledge of existential phenom-
ena such as well- being and lifeworld challenges requires 
existential resources. Human (phenomenological and 
hermeneutical) science is rigorous in a spirited sense 
and distinguishes itself by having the courage to defend 
uniqueness and significance. Human- centred science that 
is prepared to be thoughtful and sensitive may heighten 
our reflective awareness of a range of meanings of life's 
phenomena. Indeed, capturing what is most common and 
familiar to us, it may offer us animating, evocative textual 
descriptions capturing the breadth of human actions, be-
haviours, intentions and experiences that we encounter 
in the lifeworld. Drawing on the works of poets, authors, 
artists and filmmakers, human scientists may create or 
interpret a situated person, and they may productively 
draw on art's ability to represent the variety of human ex-
perience in a condensed and transcended form.

An important focus and adaptation for researchers is 
what we have termed “Embodied Relational Research,” 
which refers to a way of knowing that is holistically con-
textual, that is, the knowledge attentive to the lives of 
others, to particular situations and to how people (e.g. 
patients/users) experience going through something. 
Researchers need to be thoughtful and sensitively attuned 

T A B L E  2  Examples of mindful activities and competences that may promote creativity in research [32, 36, 40].

Activity Which competences promote creativity, and why?

Poetry Poetic expressions may assist the interpretation of various texts. Poetry is an instrument with which to capture deep 
meaning because it is open, creative and allows new perspectives of interpretation to surface. Writing poetry after 
having read documents or transcribing them may inspire new and creative interpretations of texts. Poetry may 
allow us access to deeper meaning layers in texts about a phenomenon. It allows us to notice imperceptible things 
and eidetic features of a phenomenon [32].

Photography To understand and interpret phenomena experimenting with photographs may be helpful; for example, arranging 
photos in a particular sequence may help us see the phenomenon in a different way and give way to novel 
interpretations of the researched phenomenon [32].

Writing 
reflective 
journals

Writing a reflective journal is a contemplative activity. This approach holds several potential advantages; firstly, it 
may allow the researcher to reflect on his/her role and identity in the study; secondly, it may free the researcher 
from the limitations introduced by his/her identity and role; or allow him/her to observe these limitations; 
thirdly, it may allow the researcher to record feelings and impressions obtained from interviews and the use of 
other research techniques [32].

Meditation, 
intuitive 
listening

Meditation invites the researcher to enter a contemplative state, offering room for reflection on his/her existential 
condition of being in the world, seeking answers to questions like “Who am I?” Although interesting answers to 
this question may appear, none of them will be the ultimate answers. However, without raising such questions 
and seeking answers to them, how may the researcher seek answers to such questions from respondents? I start 
seeing connections with the “outer” world. “I am not outside; my space is in this space here and now and it 
determines my perception of the world” [36, 40].
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to those whose lives they study. In this respect, “embod-
iment” is essential because bodily awareness allows the 
researcher insight into a kind of knowing that is full of 
deeply felt personal meaning. Following this, research (and 
educational) methodologies facilitating the presence, em-
bracing the relation between self, language (dialogue) and 
the other, allow researchers to connect to the other's expe-
rience and may be a resource to healthcare professionals. 
We argue that researchers exploring humanity may ben-
efit from engaging in such aspirations that begin from a 
presence, an awareness, a sensitivity and an understanding 
based on openness towards the other (the patients/users' 
experiences). To avoid research getting lost in psycholog-
ical and psychocentric world views, we are not going far 
enough, trying to find ourselves in what language can 
only indirectly identify. There is a need for not only an 
“emotional homecoming” but also an “existential home-
coming” that encompasses an ontological level and a con-
templative “being dimension.” Importantly, not all aspects 
of experience are readily available to awareness. Thus, 
several emotional, sensory and embodied dimensions of 
experience are difficult to access because they lie below 
the threshold of consciousness and therefore cannot be 
articulated. Non- verbal data, particularly in the form of 
embodied experience, may fall beyond the reach of a nar-
rative. In this context, contemplative and creative dimen-
sions are important to apply.

Implications for (Embodied Relational 
Research) practice— Two key focus areas

Contemplation

Qualitative research adapting Embodied Relational 
Research is contemplative. Contemplation can be 
achieved by communicating with the respondents in ways 
that allow periods of silence— pauses in our thinking— to 
facilitate even deeper insight. These techniques command 
a strong focus on thinking in every part of a study. We 
argue that the ability to contemplation is crucial when ex-
ploring lived experiences. The more a person practices a 
calm inside and engages in the special mode of attention 
characterising intuitive listening, the more precious will 
his or her awareness (and thinking) be and the more sub-
tle will be the sensations perceived. Essentially, this ap-
proach may allow for subtle human experiences.

Creative dimensions

Creativity is contained in the body. Doing lifeworld re-
search, we therefore argue that by being open and daring 

to engage in contemplative and creative dimensions, we 
may enhance the researchers' competences qualifying the 
research processes and learning more about “what it is 
like” being human. A researcher's use of poetry, photogra-
phy and drawings— art— is highly relevant as an addition 
to (the spoken and written) narrative. A creative ability 
may divulge new solutions to existing problems or allow 
the researcher to connect new ideas to existing and known 
ones.

Within this Embodied Relational Research perspective, 
it is our hope that researchers are willing to step outside 
their comfort zones in pursuit of knowledge about what it 
is like to be human.
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