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Abstract

This paper provides an overview of Philosophical Hermeneutics based on the work of German philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer. The
concepts of the ‘hermeneutic circle’ as a vehicle for interpretation, management of the researcher’s pre-understandings (prejudices), and the
‘fusion of horizons’ are introduced and illustrated by examples from the first author’s research, before considering how rigour can be achieved
in this type of research. The actual research study which aimed to explore how shared decision making and patient partnership are addressed
by physiotherapists in the process of exercise prescription for patients with low back pain (LBP) is not the focus of this paper. However short
descriptions of the study are used to explore issues surrounding a hermeneutic inquiry.

For physiotherapists interested in research or considering undertaking an interpretive phenomenological inquiry, this theoretical discussion
paper explores how Gadamer’s philosophy offers a credible framework for undertaking such research.
© 2016 Chartered Society of Physiotherapy. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

The landscape in which physiotherapists practice contin-
ues to evolve, bringing with it new and exciting challenges,
which include developing a greater understanding and appre-
ciation of both patients’ and clinicians’ care experiences.
In research a qualitative methodology is appropriate when
the aim is to gain insight into the ways that people per-
ceive, interpret and explain their world. Within physiotherapy
the amount of qualitative research published has steadily
expanded in line with the increasing acceptance that the
physiology of the human body cannot be separated from the
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psychosocial factors contributing to the experience of pain,
illness and disability [1]. There are many philosophical ori-
entations and methodologies available to researchers within
the ‘qualitative’ research toolbox, but ultimately, the choice
depends upon the research question and the skills and position
of the researcher in relation to research processes.

This paper provides an overview of the key features of
a Philosophical Hermeneutic inquiry and demonstrates how
this ‘interpretive’ orientation based on the work of German
philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer [2] provided credible and
rigorous guidance for a doctoral research study undertaken
by the first author [3]. This paper offers an insight into some
concepts described by Gadamer [2] that were useful in facili-
tating understanding of participants’ experiences, such as the
‘Hermeneutic Circle’ as a vehicle for interpreting the text, tra-
dition, the importance and management of the researcher’s
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pre-understandings (prejudices), dialogue, and the contri-
bution of the concept of ‘Fusion of Horizons’. Finally it
considers how rigour (trustworthiness) can be achieved in
this type of research.

A full account of the research to which this paper relates
exploring the process of exercise prescription for patients
with low back pain (LBP), taking into account issues such
as decision making and how this accords with patient prefer-
ences and experiences has been previously reported [4,5].

This article may be of interest to allied health profession-
als in advanced practice roles, and those undertaking higher
degrees and planning research, to decide whether Philosoph-
ical Hermeneutics is suitable as a foundation for research
projects seeking to answer questions related to the experi-
ences of clinical staff or patients.

Background

Phenomenology, which can refer to a philosophy with a
set of principles which can be used to underpin a methodol-
ogy has two different philosophical traditions; descriptive and
interpretive. ‘Descriptive’ phenomenology seeks to describe
rather than explain, and starts from a researcher perspec-
tive free from preconceptions [6,7]. In contrast, a researcher
using ‘interpretive’ phenomenology aims to describe, con-
sider and interpret participants’ experiences [8]. This involves
gathering context-specific, in-depth accounts of perceptions
using inductive, qualitative methods such as interviews, par-
ticipant observations and other bespoke creative methods
to present an interpretation of the meaning of the experi-
ences of research participants. Phenomenological approaches
have previously been adopted within physiotherapy [9,10]
although as Walsh [11] found with nursing research, the par-
ticular philosophical tradition within these studies is often
not explicitly defined or apparent.

The marriage of phenomenology and hermeneutics was
introduced into modern philosophy by Heidegger in opposi-
tion to Husserl’s Transcendental Phenomenology [6,12]. The
discovery of the ontological significance of understanding
formed the foundation of Heidegger’s ‘new’ phenomenology
which was a major turning point in hermeneutic theory, and
Gadamer’s work can be conceived as an attempt to work
through the implications of it. All deliberate interpretation
takes place on the basis of historicity, that is, on the basis
of a pre reflective understanding of ‘being’ in relation to the
interpreter’s past and future [2].

Phenomenology therefore becomes hermeneutical when
its method is taken to be interpretive. As a contempo-
rary philosophy and research methodology, hermeneutics is
concerned with the thick description which emanates from
people’s detailed stories of their experiences in their every-
day understanding of ‘Being-in-the-world’. Hermeneutics
is described as a method which facilitates interpretation of
texts within certain contexts, where ‘texts’ refers to sources
of information in addition to the written or spoken word

[13]. The ‘hermeneutic circle’ is a metaphor used to describe
the dynamic movement which occurs between parts and the
whole of the text whilst seeking ‘verstehen’ (understand-
ing). The researcher constantly weaves in and out of data
sets whilst conducting the research reflexively, so that the
researcher’s ‘self’ is central to understanding and interpreta-
tion using Gadamerian Hermeneutics.

The study itself took place in a musculoskeletal physio-
therapy service delivered across seven departments in South
West England. The study involved collecting data which
explored both physiotherapists’ and patients’ perspectives
and experiences of exercise prescription for the management
of LBP and the extent to which this was a collaborative pro-
cess. Analyses based on the work of Gadamer address data
as ‘text’. In this study, text was in the form of observation
field notes and transcribed interviews (informal field inter-
views and more formal semi-structured interviews), which
was then placed alongside and fused in context with the
author’s experiences or pre-understandings as a physiother-
apist with extensive knowledge of managing patients with
LBP to facilitate interpretation allowing for a more complete
understanding.

Within qualitative research the process of examining and
recording the impact of the researcher and the intersubjec-
tive elements on the research is known as ‘reflexivity’ [14].
Being ‘reflexive’ requires researchers to focus on how their
presence and positioning might influence the research pro-
cess and outcomes. Identification of their pre-understandings
or prejudices of the topic enhances transparency and also
helps them to examine their prejudices and the degree to
which these influence subsequent interpretation by trying to
remain open to all possible alternative meanings. These were
therefore set out prior to the commencement of the research
study. In addition rather than presenting a sanitised account,
reflexivity was used to highlight how the researcher’s ‘self’
used their experience and insider perspective to obtain richer
data. This specific comportment towards the participants
and clinical setting enabled the researcher greater access to
their world to understand, interpret and make meaning of
the data.

The  Hermeneutic  Circle

Gadamer used Heidegger’s Hermeneutic Circle as the cen-
tral organising concept in hermeneutics [12]. The idea of
the Hermeneutic Circle (see Fig. 1) is that the understand-
ing of a piece of text always modifies the whole and the
constituent parts. Tuohy et  al.  [15] described this ‘circular-
ity of understanding’ as the manner in which interpretation
is achieved by the reciprocal process of questioning with
the aim to discover the true meaning of experience for
that person. However, a circle has no end point, implying
that existing interpretations can be challenged, and more
meaningful insights may come along. In some qualitative
methodologies data saturation is required to recognise the
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