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Abstract. Research about musical experience can be found in various works written about the 
experience of joy felt from music listening or seeing visual art. Gabrielsson and Lindström 
gathered and analysed more than 1000 case descriptions over a period of ten years, in which 
participants were asked to describe in as much detail as possible the most powerful and most 
impressive musical experiences they had ever had. References to such musical experiences in 
literature are not rare, however they are related to a variety of results – involving 
demographics, geography, environment, etc. 
The author conducted a phenomenological analysis as a subjective psychological aspect’s 
research method of musical experience, where music listening and musical experience ‘goes 
together’ with musicking. 
Keywords: music listening, musicking1, strong musical experience, phenomenological 
research. 
 

Introduction 
 

There is an increasing number of publications dedicated to the use of music 
and its significance in human life. The author’s interest in musical influence on 
humans draws on the fields of pedagogy, psychology and therapy. 

Music listening, as a democratic form of musical perception, is available to 
everybody. It has been explored from a variety of viewpoints: as an everyday 
activity (DeNora, 2000; Ruud, 2004, Herbert, 2011), as an experience (Juslin & 
Sloboda, 2001 Clarke, Dibben, & Pitts, 2010), as a particular form of music-
making (Small, 1998; Elliott, 1995), as a cognitive process (Paipare, 2006), as 
the inter-relation between the skills of listening and music listening in teacher 
education (Paipare, 2003), as an integrative operation of music perception 
(Paipare, 2004) and as empathic listening (Griten, 2015; Peters, 2015). 

When conducting a phenomenological inquiry, it is insufficient simply to 
recall or collect another’s experiences of a specific phenomenon. It is important 
that the essential aspects of this experience and the structures of meaning in our 
interpretation take first place, and that in the description we perceive it as a 

                                                 
1 term created and used by Small, 1998. 
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potential experience or, in other words, as a possible interpretation of this 
experience. Therefore the objective of phenomenological research and 
description becomes clear – to construct a possible interpretation of a specific 
human experience. This means that the first question the researcher has to ask 
oneself at the very beginning of the inquiry becomes, “Which human experience 
am I called to research?” Phenomenological research does not allow us to 
propose a research question and then distance ourselves from it. As van Manen 
indicates (van Manen, 1990), one has to live with this question and become this 
question. 

Research participants were interviewed or wrote essays about 
autobiographical memories related to music or situations involving music, 
preferably in the first 10 years of life. As a result, memory records were 
acquired from professional musicians, music teachers and also people not 
professionally related to music. Participants were asked to answer the following 
questions: 

1. At what age do you remember this event taking place?  
2. Where did it happen? 
3. With what kind of event was this 1st musical experience associated? 

(Were you listening or performing yourself?) 
4. Who were you with during this musical experience? (Describe the 

situation, environment.) 
5. Can you say what kind of music it was and give a brief description? 
6. Can you say if you have heard/listened to this music often? 
7. What kind of role or meaning did this experience have for you at the 

time? 
8. Was this experience significant in your subsequent musical behaviour 

or attitude towards music? 
9. How often do you recall (if you do) this musical impression/ 

experience? 
10. Other comments. 
The goal of the analysis was to identify sentences or segments of meaning 

that revealed something especially significant in the context of the inquiry. 
Therefore, material collated from the Autobiographic memory study interviews 
and essays was tabulated and subjected to analysis in order to identify narrative 
fragments revealing the essence of the empirical musical experience. This also 
provided an opportunity to summarize the experiences of different people whilst 
looking for individual criteria of musical experience. Data processing started 
with organisation: sections of narrative that were not significant or relevant to 
the objective of the inquiry were discarded. The questionnaire of each 
respondent was reread multiple times to develop a feel for the contents, to select
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segments of meaning, arrange, categorize and lastly, develop an overview of the 
subject matter of the inquiry.  

The aim of research was to identify strong musical experience in music 
listening and musicking process in autobiographic memory context. 
 

Participants and Methods 
 

240 full and part time students of various study programmes at Liepaja 
University (at that time LPA – Liepaja Pedagogical Academy) and 4 residents of 
Rigas Stradiņa University (RSU), aged 18-59, participated in the research. The 
methods used were interviews and phenomenological analysis of documents. 
Data from these documents was analysed in accordance with the four criteria of 
textual analysis formulated by Ricoeurin (1971), summarised by Von 
Eckartsberg:  

1) fixation of meaning;  
2) dissociation of the mental intention of the author from the text;  
3) display of nonostensive references;  
4) universal range of address (Von Eckartsberg, 1998: 50). 
Theory played an insignificant role in the initial process of analysis, with 

attention paid only to the basic research theme – music listening experience.  
At the next stage of data analysis the most expressive items were selected 

from each interview/essay group (taking into account the whole interview/essay 
series’ correspondence to recurring themes). Giorgi’s (1975, 1985) 
phenomenological method of analysis was used for this deeper exploration.  

The goal for defining content units was to develop as precise as possible a 
focus on specific and concrete, versus general and vague statements; it was 
necessary to concentrate on content that had clear relevance to the object of the 
enquiry.  

At the next stage categories were identified from a close study of content 
units. This involved grouping units which revealed a particular and significant 
nuance of the object of the research. Data analysis was carried out by a further 
two experts, reaching consensus on content units suitable for analysis and 
classification of those units in categories.  

In the following stage the related categories were grouped in multiple 
segments, to bring out the meanings expressed in each and to elucidate 
dimensions that characterised the intra-psychological aspect of music listening – 
in other words, the facet of music-making which is fundamental to the 
individual and can therefore be considered as music listening criteria.  

Four dimensions were identified in the process of grouping categories 
according to themes expressed in the units of content: 

1. the process of music listening and personal feelings related to it; 
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2. the motivation for music listening, the meaning given to it by the 
person;  

3. the spectrum of manifestations of music listening experience; 
4. external reference of music listening, evaluation of product. 
The dimension that includes the spectrum of manifestations of music 

listening experience contains only one category, but has sufficiently deep 
content to make it valuable.  

 
Conclusion 

 
As a result of this research the role of music-making and/or music listening 

in musical experience in solving personality development problems was 
formalised. Every person that participated in the research had the opportunity to 
pay attention to their “musical biography” as the main working tool and obtain 
information about their experience and its significance. The results of this 
research allow us not only to draw substantial conclusions about the role of 
musical experience in a person’s life but also to ascertain its influence on 
important domains of human life that affect the senses, emotions, perception, 
behaviour, culture and identity. This kind of phenomenological research makes 
personal and social values visible, along with their related worldview. The 
inculcated experiences, behaviours, relationship models and self-image that 
result from this worldview are explained. 

This kind of musical experience research method has a great advantage: the 
research results arise from naturally occurring experiences of all types of 
musical manifestation, as opposed to an experimental (artificially controlled) 
situation. The results acquired provide information about the first powerful 
impressions a person has, which very often are crucial for developing their 
overall attitude towards music. Furthermore, information about the significant 
role played by the environment, the surrounding people and the situation in the 
existence of music as a phenomenon was obtained. It has been shown that the 
very first powerful musical impression affects choice of profession and further 
musical development. It also seems important that adults can describe 
retrospective experience from their childhood that they would not have been 
able to express as children.  
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