Visual Research in Psychology

Paula Reavey, London South Bank University, UK, Jon Prosser, University of Leeds, UK.

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to review and make clear the variety of ways in which psychologists, to address research questions, use visual images. Visual research has been developed mainly by qualitative researchers, as a way to study human experiences and to engage participants more fully in the research process. In contemporary culture more generally, visual images have become an important means by which we express our feelings, how we communicate with one another using emerging technologies (mobile phones, social networking sites and virtual reality internet fora), it should then come as no surprise that psychologists have seized the opportunity to study the impact of these developments on the way we experience our worlds. This chapter aims to discuss the range of possibilities for researching the visual and reviews the implications for the way in which we study human experience more generally.


In order to address these aims, we have structured the chapter as follows. First, we outline exactly what we mean by visual research as it has developed in psychological research methods (Section 1: What is visual research?). Second, we provide a brief history of how visual techniques have previously been used to study psychological phenomena (Section 2: Psychology and the visual: a brief history). We will then explain how qualitative researchers have initiated the use of visual approaches to study experience via a broader range of modalities (the means by which we communicate i.e. written, spoken, visual, touch and sound). This has entailed a shift from a mono-modal position (where language only is studied) to a multi-modal one (where language and images are studied together) (Section 3: Moving from the mono to the multi-modal in qualitative research). Next, we will introduce five main ways in which qualitative researchers have used visual techniques to study people’s experiences. This includes reviewing how qualitative researchers have sought to bring emotions to the foreground of research, to explore the role of the environmental setting in making sense of experience, to examine the role of the body and appearance in making sense of self and identity, using visual images in the study of social memory and finally using the visual to study communication and interaction (Section 4: A review of five psychological topics and visual research). After this section, we will concentrate on how visual research methods can alter the context of the research setting by increasing a sense of collaboration between the researcher and participant (Section 5: Increasing collaboration between researcher and participant). Following this, we set out a number of ways in which qualitative researchers have analysed visual material, almost always alongside verbal data, generated through interviews, focus groups, diaries or observations (Section 6: Analysing visual data). And finally, we provide some guidance on the ethical issues that inevitably arise when conducting visual research (Section 7: Ethics and the visual) before moving onto the concluding section (Section 8: Conclusions).

Section 1: What is visual research? 

Visual research focuses on what can be seen. How humans ‘see’ is part nature part nurture being governed by perception which, like other sensory modes, is mediated by physiology, culture and history.  Visual researchers use the term ‘visible’ ontologically in referring to imagery and a naturally occurring phenomena that can be seen emphasising the physiological dimension and disregarding their meaning or significance. ‘Visual’ on the other hand is not about an image or object in of itself but more concerned with the perception and the meanings attributed to them. The phrase ‘to visualise’ and ‘visualisation’ refers to researchers’ sense making attributes which are epistemologically grounded and include concept formation, analytical processes and modes of representation (Wagner, 2006).


There are two basic approaches to undertaking qualitative visual research. The first is where researchers create or manufacture visual artefacts during the research process (Banks, 2001; Pink, 2007). The second is has its origins in ‘the visual turn’ (Mirzoeff, 2009) where researchers explore visual artefacts in terms of their mode, production, interpretation and application (Emmison and Smith, 2001; Rose, 2007). Increasingly researchers combine these approaches to enhance analytic insights (Stanczak, 2007).


Empirically orientated visual researchers frame their work theoretically or pragmatically to meet their needs which may be shaped by research questions, disciplinary norms, or analytical frameworks. Banks (2007), a visual anthropologist organizes his fieldwork into three basic strands. The first is concerned with documentation and researcher created imagery which may include photographs, moving images, sketches, concept maps, which are collected and stored along with the usual hand written fieldnotes and voice recordings. Visual researchers may then analyse the visual data using concept maps or flow diagrams and represent their findings using particular images, graphs or diagrams. Throughout this process the researcher is pivotal to creating images. The second strand involves the collection and study of images produced, consumed or used by the subjects or respondents of the research. Here the emphasis is on understanding the subject’s engagement with differing types of media, their mode of production, and context in which visual data are set since they are important in determining the meaning subject’s ascribe to imagery. Bank’s third strand is a combination of the first two and is currently the preferred approach. Here researchers collect visual data (for example video of complex interpersonal interaction), and combine this information with subject’s insights and meaning making of imagery they employ or adapt. The mix of researcher and researched insights represents an epistemological shift towards a more collaborative mode - a ‘no one way of understand visual data of conducting visual research’ - and often referred to the postmodern turn. Visual research will include visual methods such as photo-elicitation and orthodox research methods such as semi-structured interviews or questionnaires.

A complementary question to ‘what is visual research’ is ‘why is visual research currently so popular’? A simple answer is because there has been a general awakening to the significance and ubiquity of imagery in contemporary lives:

. . . all around us are screens on computers, game consoles, iPods, handheld devices and televisions . . .  where the internet was once held to be the revival of text, there are already over 100 million video clips on YouTube, more than 3 billion photos on the file-sharing Flickr, and over 4 billion on the social networking site Facebook. (Mirzoeff, 2009, p 2).


The term ‘visual culture’ is now commonly used to reflect a combination of visuality (generalized insights into the visual in every day spaces not merely as entities or visual texts) and meaning making through taken-for-granted practices and habitus. Visuals are pervasive in public, work, and private space, and we have no choice but to look. Qualitative psychologists are no longer acting as though they were sightless and are increasingly taking up the challenge to understand the behaviour of individuals and groups within a society dominated by visual culture using visual methodologies. 


A visual approach has gained prominence among sensory research methods. It is argued that since visual culture is dominant visual methods are of primary importance. However, others argue that anatomically modern humans appeared about 200,000 years ago and it was their highly developed visual and sensory acuity rather than language skills (which appeared much later), that were central to their survival. The possibility that the ability to interpret and represent visually are innate and central to the human psyche is echoed in Harper’s (2002, p.13) statement: “the parts of the brain that process visual information are evolutionary older than the parts that process verbal information.” Of course older does not mean superior but it does suggest that visual capacity is deeply ingrained and evolutionary psychologists, drawing on Darwinism, argue that multiple generations of people (including researchers) have innate and unchangeable visually orientated natures (Buss, 2005).  Despite a continual evolution marked by instinctual deprivation, humans never lost their visual insight. The upsurge in interest in visuality by psychologists reflects a deep need to see closer, higher, and to see what is hidden, that remains implicit to the human condition.

Section 2: Psychology and the visual: a brief history

Psychology has a longstanding concern with the visual and with technologies of visualisation. This goes way beyond the specialised sub-discipline of the psychology of perception; it is instead part of the conceptual roots of the discipline as a whole. The emerging visual technology of photography was after all a central part of how the nascent discipline of psychology established its scientific credibility in the late nineteenth century - through the visual recording of scientific observation. For example, in The Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals, Charles Darwin (1872) made comparisons across photographs and illustrations of children and animals as the evidential base for his theory of universal emotional expressions. This approach greatly influenced the growth of Comparative Psychology in the late nineteenth century (Richards, 2002). Moreover, photographs and minute observations of his son William Erasmus Darwin, which Darwin and his wife collected as a ‘developmental diary’ from his birth, are arguably the template from which Developmental Psychology established itself (Fitzpatrick & Bringmann, 1997). 


The use of visual records to differentiate species and meticulously categorise plants and animals into various types and subtypes became the hallmark of nineteenth century natural science. It marked the systematisation of observation, indicating accuracy, evidential recording, and careful attention to detail. What is measurable, therefore, is assumed to be what is observable. In the case of psychology, the fledgling discipline sought to separate itself from philosophy, and the myriad metaphysical difficulties which appeared to prohibit a ‘science of mind’, by emulating the natural sciences such as functional physiology as far as possible (Richards, 2002). Recent successes at that time in physiology had arisen from mapping functional connections between anatomy and behaviour. This same logic was applied to what Gustav Fechner (1860) called ‘an exact theory of the functional relationships between body and soul and between the bodily, mental, somatic and physiological world’ (cited in Meischner-Metge & Meischner, 1997: 102). 


Photography also greatly influenced the development of Psychopathology and Clinical Psychology. Visual categorisation of different personality types and the categorisation of the ‘mad’, ‘subnormal’ or ‘criminal’ was performed by assembling photographic arrays in which purported mental differences could be made legible to the ‘trained eye’ (Jackson, 1995). Photographs were also commonly used to lend visual credibility to diagnostic categories of mental defects or ‘feeblemindedness’. Through careful visual recording, the spaces between a person’s eyes, the size of a forehead or the body posture of an asylum inmate could provide direct evidence for an observable and thus categorical difference in the person under study. The multiple exposure technique used by Marey – where a series of images are exposed on the same photographic plate – was also used by Francis Galton (see Draaisma, 2000). Galton argued that his ‘compound photographs’ of criminals and of ‘consumptives’ taken one-by-one onto the same photographic plate showed their common features, since individual or non-common features would be effectively washed out during the process. The technique was, Galton claimed, a sort of ‘pictorial statistics’ where norms of human development and diversity could be visually represented. This idea fed into popular notions of normality and abnormality around mental health which gained currency in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (Porter, 2003). Visual techniques such as the Rorschach ink blot tests – surely one of the most recognisable representations of psychology – and the Thematic Apperception Test (see Cramer, 1996) were and still are used to provide insight into a person’s personality type, their unconscious motivational state, or used to detect signs of mental illness. 


Social Psychology has throughout its history used film and photography as a means of documenting research and shoring up the ‘face validity’ of its claims. The images of participants in Stanley Milgram’s (2005) presented in the infamous studies on obedience in the early 1960’s appear to leave little room for doubting the validity of his claims. Close analyses of the statistical evidence and the ecological validity of the experimental set-up) about the tendency for ‘ordinary’ people to follow orders that can lead to the harming of others is somewhat overshadowed by these powerful images. Similarly the video recordings taken by Philip Zimbardo and colleagues of the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE), have been promoted as powerful testimony to the ease with which people take on the aggressive or passive behaviour in their respective roles as prisoner or guard. This material was captured using the sort of ‘hidden camera’ techniques that have become the mainstay of European reality-TV shows such as Candid Camera, or more recently, Big Brother (where people are secretly filmed and thus ‘observed’ – a team of psychologists was involved in providing an analysis of subsequent changes in behaviour and/or mental state). Interestingly Zimbardo himself has claimed that Alan Funt, creator of the first reality-TV show Candid Camera, was ‘one of the most creative, intuitive social psychologists on the planet’ (Zimbardo et al, 2000: 197). Kurt Lewin also used hidden camera techniques to make a series of films which focused on the spaces of child development, the best known being the 1931 film The Child and the World. To summarise, an historical analysis of the role of visual within psychology can reveal its instrumental effects in providing the context for ‘the psychological’ to become observable and, therefore, measurable and more ‘scientific’. In using visual images as evidence, and in employing visual technologies to increase the accuracy and thus the status of psychological observations, the discipline of psychology has also made its findings more publicly accessible. Despite these noteworthy uses of visual images throughout psychology, there has been very little in the way of methodologies that have attempted to accommodate the visual in making sense of how people experience the world. This is especially difficult to understand with regards to qualitative methodologies that claim to capture more readily meaning making in everyday experience (see Willig, this volume). 

Section 3: Moving from the mono to the multi-modal in qualitative research 


Qualitative research is now well established in certain subdisciplines of psychology (critical, community, social, clinical, educational), even though as a methodology it remains on the margins of psychology’s mainstream. Rather than searching for generalisable laws (which is psychology’s ultimate aim), qualitative researchers are concerned with uncovering the variety of ways in which people make and interpret meaning, experience the world, how they tell stories about their lives and how they communicate with others (Parker, 2004; Stainton Rogers & Willig, 2008; Willig, 2008). At the centre of qualitative research perhaps is the question of how people experience the world and make sense of that experience. The participant, and not the researcher, therefore, is the focus of meaning generation within the research process. In recent years, several publications have emerged which meticulously charter the best way to collect, store and analyze qualitative data in systematic and logical fashion. And yet, it was not until the publication of Donald Ratcliff’s chapter on video methods in APA’s first handbook on qualitative methods (Ratcliff, 2003) that any included chapters on visual approaches. Furthermore, 2011 will see the first ever publication of a psychology-based volume of visual methods (Reavey, in press).


The majority of qualitative work still continues to use verbal data only, in the form of semi-structured and unstructured interview data, natural conversations, focus groups discussions, diaries or written reports. What these approaches share in common is a focus on either the broad sense making patterns contained in transcripts, or the minute detail of the way in which the language is structured and performed in social interactions. What they also share, however, is a reliance on the spoken or written word as a source of data – a fundamentally mono-modal approach. What many visual researchers (Pink, 2007; Radley, 2009) have pointed to are the limitations of looking at people’s life narratives and experiences using language alone, and have through their work, pointed to a number of neglected areas that would benefit from a multi-modal approach; that is, an approach that attends to extra-discursive modalities such as visual stimuli. After all, if  qualitative researchers want to make sense of experience, they must surely acknowledge that a variety modalities – verbal, visual, sound, touch - make up a person’s experience of the world.

The potential for multi-modal approaches.

To date, visual research in psychology have addressed a number of psychology relevant topics, from the role of the body and embodiment, (Del Busso, 2009; Gillies, Harden, Johnson, Reavey, Strange & Willig 2005), health and illness (Radley & Taylor, 2003 a & b; Radley, 2009), the process of remembering (Middleton & Edwards, 1990; Radley 1990; Middleton & Brown, 2005; Brookfield, Brown & Reavey, 2008), identity and appearance (Gleeson & Frith, 2006) and mental health difficulties (Silver & Reavey, 2010). This multi-modal is work has combined visual (photography, drawing and painting) and verbal/written (interview, focus group discussions and diaries) data to create a richer picture of the topic under study. Photographs are perhaps the most popular visual medium to be used in psychology. They have been used using a variety of techniques, from the use of already existing images to elicit or trigger discussion in an interview or focus group (here referred to as photo-elicitation) to the use of photographic images generated by participants within the context of the research, (here referred to as photo-production
). Regardless of the specific technique being used, what all visual researchers in psychology share is the acknowledgement that a) individuals experience the world not only through narrative, but through setting (space) and embodiment and b) individuals are already using multi-modal forms of expression and communication when (re)presenting their experiences in everyday life.   As people become more proficient in using new communication technologies to convey ideas and feelings and engage in new forms of social interaction, relationality and subjectivity, it is ever more vital that researchers in psychology engage with these everyday forms of communication and representation. 

A further acknowledgement by visual researchers in psychology is how images can successfully act to disrupt well-rehearsed participant accounts and generally enliven the interview (Gillies et al, 2005; Brookfield, Brown & Reavey, 2008; Reavey, 2008; Silver & Reavey, 2010). Participants, when faced with a photograph from their past, for example, can suddenly be confronted with, and are able to imagine the emotions or their embodied states from that time, such that the past can enter into the present moment and create a new narrative or more complex accounts (especially if the re-emergence of the past collides with narratives of the present).  This is not to say that somehow the visual dupes the person or compels them to tell the truth about the past, but it can nevertheless serve to provide a more complex and layered account, and one that is more seeped in emotional resonances and reminders, and one in which the setting (the actual place) of the experience is brought into sharper view. John Collier, the founder of photo-elicitation in anthropology and sociology, in comparing non-visual interviews with visual interviews has also noted that the latter tend to be more focussed, detailed and precise:

The material obtained with photographs was precise and at times even encyclopedic; the control interviews were less structured, rambling, and freer in association. Statements in the photointerviews were in direct response to the graphic probes and different in character as the content of the pictures differed.

(Collier, 1957:856)
Section 4: A review of five psychological topics using visual research

Emotions 

A noteworthy feature of using images is their ability to speak to the often un speakable or to evoke emotions that could otherwise be put to one side. This is the reason why so many charity campaigns use powerful visual cues, such as starving children, to incite an emotional reaction and encourage people to dig deep into their pockets. Without those cues, it is difficult to see how many charities would survive as they need potential donators to witness the difficulties their benefactors endure. In visual research, images have also been used to incite emotion, especially in situations where participants may need reminding of how they felt, because they have perhaps chosen to move on from, or have actively forgotten an experience that has been difficult (Frith, in press). However, in everyday life, individuals also use images to deliberately engage with their feelings. A video of a wedding, or a child’s first steps, for example, may be played in order to activate difficult to reach memories. It is not surprise that photographic and video footage is now part of so many households in industrialized societies, as the impetus to remember how things feel is intrinsic to our sense of well-being (see Middleton & Brown, 2005).

Visual researchers in psychology have embraced the power of the visual to incite emotion and bring it to the conversational fore in an interview or focus group. A powerful example of this can be found in Radley & Taylor’s photo-production study of hospital patients’ recovery on a hospital ward. The study involved participants taking pictures of the hospital spaces where they were recovering, as well as an interview one-month after they had left hospital, using the photographs as a way to maneuver the interview discussion. Radley & Taylor have argued that an image itself can provoke participants to try to explain aspects of their experience that are not immediately accessible to them. Radley & Taylor also argue that the photographic images put participants in the position of having to examine issues that they may not have chosen to, or did not wish to explore in the first instance. 


A photo-elicitation study (using participants domestic photographs) by Kunimoto (2004), with Japanese-Canadians interned during the second-world war, revealed how different kinds of memories and emotions to the ones initially spoken. Kunimoto, for example, notes how the photographs introduced accounts that were far more emotional, specific and rich, and contrasted significantly with the ‘dry’ accounts they offered previous to their introduction. 


In a study examining issues of selfhood for individuals diagnosed with Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD-a condition marked by a distressing preoccupation with an imaginary or minor defect in a facial feature or a localised part of the body), Silver and Reavey (2010) used both drawing and photo-elicitation to explore with participants aspects of their appearance across different time periods. What Silver & Reavey found particularly interesting was the way in which participants moved away from accounting for their BDD in the present and brought an intensely emotional account of their idealisation of their childhood self, on which present judgements about facial disfigurement were grounded. (Silver & Reavey, 2010). This emotional connection between past and present in the clinical literature on BDD had been absent up until this point and Silver & Reavey argue that the visual methods in the study were particularly useful as a means to examine the emotional connection between past and present because participants had ready to hand a visible portrait of the self physically (and thus emotionally) changing over time.

Space and objects

A further aspect of using visual methods is the manner in which this modality succeeds in widening the focus of participants' accounts of their experience, to attend to the setting in which they take place. Almost all qualitative methods involve asking participants to recall and reflect on experiences, using purely verbal methods, which can lead to an account that is overwhelmingly organised in terms of time sequences only (Goodwin, 2008). A number of studies incorporating visual methods have on the other hand succeeded in disrupting such narratives, encouraging participants to also reflect on the social and material contexts (spaces and places) out of which their experiences emerge (Bowes-Catton, in press; Hodgetts et al, 2007; in press; Majumdar, in press). Objects also form part of the setting and can be used by individuals to anchor or bring alive a discussion, or to reminisce. In a photo-production study on homelessness by Hodgetts and colleagues, for example, one of the participants had taken photos of a board he used to write amusing messages which successfully captured the attention of passersby (Hodgetts et al, in press). 
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In the broad discipline of “memory studies”, photographs of objects and spaces, for example, are commonly used to bring a topic to life. It is much easier to start with a familiar object when recollecting, than it is to begin with a sometimes unmanageable and entangled set of memories. If we can take a visual record at the time at which we experience something or can gather together existing visual images of an event (e.g. our existing personal photographs) we can bring the space and setting of the experience explicitly into an interview, focus group or diary. 


In a photo-production diary study by Del Busso (2009) on young women’s experiences of embodiment
, participants were asked to take pictures of objects or spaces that reflected experiences of embodied pleasure (eating, having sex, exercise etc. and places in which these occurred). The data analysed were people’s verbal accounts, rather than the photographs themselves and the analytical approach was hermeneutic phenomenological analysis (see Langdridge, 2007).

Figure 1: A photograph of an open space, where pleasure and agency were experienced.
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In a follow-up interview, participants used the photos and written diaries to organize the discussion.  And from this, it became clear that the manner in which participants experienced embodied pleasure was integral to the setting in which those experiences occurred. In other words, it was not only the what they experienced, but the where that was important.


In sum, visual research in psychology can bring to the fore the spaces and objects through which people experience themselves so that the various forms of selfhood reported (verbally) and shown (visually) are fully understood.

Embodiment and appearance

The role of our outward appearance and the felt sensation of our bodies in making sense of emotions, identity and selfhood have become increasingly noted in social psychological accounts of experience (Brown et al, 2009; Frost, 2001; Gillies et al, 2004; 2005; Howarth, in press). How we feel in our bodies, how we see ourselves and how others see us has thus become acknowledged as one of the key ways in which we make sense of who we are and how we experience the world (Stam, 1998). Many researchers in this field have long documented the difficulties in accessing people’s embodied experiences and appearances using language-based methodologies alone.  One obvious problem facing researchers studying appearance and embodiment is the difficulty with which participants recall information relating to their bodies, especially if they having to recall events or changes over significant periods of time. A photo-production study (using interview methodology and photographs produced by patients over a period of time) by Frith & Harcourt (2007), found that gradual changes in appearance sometimes went unnoticed by patients until they were able to look at a series of photographs in the interview discussion.  For example, on looking at the photographs, some patients noticed they looked older or had put on weight; something they had not picked up before viewing the visual material. As one participant remarked:

One of the things that I’ve been aware of is the fact that over a period of a couple of months I put on quite a lot of weight when I was having my chemo, and I can see from the start of the chemo to the end, that I actually found quite upsetting. I feel I look so much older and looking at those photographs and when I see photographs of myself just a couple of months before, or even after I’d had the operation before I lost my hair, I feel like I’ve aged a lot. . . . I mean I always had lines on my forehead but I used to, my fringe used to cover them, do you know what I mean, in a sense I used to hide a bit behind my longer hair and now I can’t.

In a study attempting to research embodied experiences, Gillies et al (2005) (using the researchers as participants) found that language based methodologies alone were insufficient as a means to generate rich enough accounts. Not only did their previous language based work (Gillies et al, 2004) tend to reproduce the traditional separation of ‘mind’ and ‘body’ but that it was difficult to escape cultural and stereotypical accounts of the body and sensations. In order to overcome these past difficulties, the research group used painting as a means to circumvent them. Using the trigger ‘ageing’ and attending to the physical and emotional sensations accompanying this, the group painted pictures of their experiences (feelings, thoughts and sensations) of ageing, without thinking or trying to justify their picture. Furthermore, there were no rules associated with painting; the painting could be literal or entirely abstract (see below). 

A painting of an experience of ageing.

[image: image3.png]



The painting of the pictures was followed by a series of focus group discussions about the paintings, as well as emerging themes. These discussions were transcribed and used as the main verbal data set, and were analysed thematically (see Gillies et al, 2005; Reavey & Johnson, 2008). The group found that on the whole, the visual data afforded a less culturally stereotypical, and less dualistic (where mind and body were split) representation of the embodied experience of ageing. The paintings also evoked more in-depth descriptions of physical sensations, of emotions and dramatically disrupted the narrative of ageing that the group members had previously drawn on. Partly this was because the paintings started from a more personal account – of what the painting was about, the feelings it evoked and/or the experience or event it was based on. 

Remembering

Much of the qualitative research (and in cognitive research, see Conway, 1997) conducted in the area of memory has highlighted how individuals reconstruct the past to fit with their present concerns (Middleton & Brown, 2005). Who we are in the present (our present self), thus helps organize and structure our recollections of the past. As a result of this ‘reconstructive turn’ in the study of memory, many qualitative researchers, interested in the rich accounts individuals offer of their past, use detailed verbal transcripts as a way to examine the various ways in which individuals make sense of and interpret the past in relation to the present (Haaken & Reavey, 2009).


Despite the rich pickings contained in verbal data, a number of researchers have highlighted how remembering in everyday life is often facilitated via the use of visual images, be this personal video or photographic images or wider cultural images (e.g. the traditional and ‘ideal’ nuclear family). Looking through a photo album or watching a home video of ourselves as children, or seeing our own children as they grow up is a key way in which we are able to keep the past alive. Such activities can also serve as useful memory prompts when we have forgotten the specific details of an event, a particular phase in life and/or any feelings associated with them. However, it is also worth noting which photographs participants actively choose to forget and leave out of a research study: participants discussions of ‘absent images’ can be just as interesting and illuminating as the images they focus on (see Radley & Taylor, 2003b; Frith, in press). 


Visual researchers in psychology have made use of the visual precisely to allow participants the opportunity to recollect, using familiar images. For example, in a photo-elicitation study by Brookfield and colleagues (2008), participants were asked to bring photographs of their adopted child/rens’ past families and/or any items belonging to their child, prior to their adoption (e.g. teddies given to them by their biological parents) to a focus group discussion. The data analysed were the verbal discussions of the photographs, and a discourse analytic approach informed the theoretical perspective. In the UK, adopted parents are strongly encouraged to keep any (verbal and visual) records of their adopted children’s previous families, in order to be able to create a coherent story about the past. These so called ‘life story books’ are used to establish for the child, a version of the past that they can understand. Visual images form a very large part of this process, so the participants were familiar with the technique of using images to talk about their children in their everyday lives. However, the process by which any family photographs are managed and integrated into the process of remembering, is far from straightforward and involves possible tensions between different individuals’ versions, as well as dilemmas associated with how to speak to images that evoke difficult feelings.

Visual images are not only an aid to memory, they form part of how we piece to together the relevancy of the past in relation to our present concerns. This is a complex and multi-layered activity, and goes far beyond treating visual images as simple ‘reminders’ or ‘evidence’ of past events or experiences.
Communication and interaction

The study of communication in the context of interaction, in the discipline of social psychology, has grown significantly in the last three decades. Psychologists within this tradition have wanted to learn more about what people are doing when they speak to one another (blaming, justifying, withdrawing), rather than what merely what they are saying. Rather than treating language as a window onto the mind’s activities, language is treated as actively producing psychological states, in the context of interactional exchanges (e.g. conversations). Psychologists interested in how language is used in interactions can be referred to as discursive psychologists or the mode of analysis, discourse analysis. And in recent years, those who analyse various forms of discourse (conversations, counseling sessions, help-line calls, internet dialogue etc.) have become increasingly interested in non-verbal data (expression, eye contact, gesture, gaze etc.) and the role it plays in mediating the discursive exchange (Speer & Green, 2007; Goodwin, 1994; 2000). A defiant look, or a roll of the eyes, for example, can successfully disrupt a conversational exchange and potentially change the course of the interaction. Increasingly sophisticated video technology has also facilitated this shift towards examining ‘seen phenomena’ (gaze, facial expression, eye-movement and gesture) to advance research practice in this area. Charles Goodwin has also examined a number of ways in which professionals (including archeologists, as well as police officers) are taught to read visual information in particular ways, resulting in a professional gaze that structures their interactions greatly (see Goodwin, 1994; 2000; 2008).


In sum, video and internet technologies have been adopted to analyse the visual and textual (what is said or written) in combination, as way to illustrate how both produce particular social/psychological acts.

Section 5: Increasing collaboration between researcher and participant 

All qualitative researchers go through a process of establishing rapport with subjects but a participatory approach is far more radical. There is a fundamental belief that respondents should be treated as participants or collaborators because they are capable of providing expert testimony in their own lives and because they offer unique and specific insights.  Contemporary participatory visual methods in psychology are employed explicitly to promote research which is ‘authoritative’ that speak on behalf or individuals or groups, ‘critical’ in that it challenge the status quo, and are ‘therapeutic’  enabling difficult experiences to be explored (Thomson, 2008). 


Throughout the evolution of visual studies researchers have been the instigator, designer, collector, interpreter and producer, in the empirical process. Post 1960 attention broadened to include external narratives and combine researcher and participant insights. One of the earliest documented examples of this genre in qualitative visual research was and Chalfen, Worth, Adair’s (1997) ‘Through Navajo Eyes’ project conducted in the mid-1960s. The aim was to investigate the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis (language is a guide to social reality) by providing the Navajo with film cameras and basic instruction in using and editing film they made of their customs and traditions. Worth, Adair, and Chalfen’s approach was an alternative to maintaining a distinct separation between ‘outsider’ researcher and their subjects by providing the Navajo with the means to visually depict their own culture and a capacity to provide what is in essence an emic perspective. 

A visual approach to researching participant’s experiences and behaviours has become established worldwide whereby researchers seek out ways of giving voice by ‘close listening’ and engaging them in the research process. Words, particularly when framed in technical or academic language, are the domain of researchers and therefore can be disempowering to many participants particularly where language skills are limited or where images and their mode of production are more central to participants’ everyday culture and therefore empowering. Put simply, participants may feel more confident in creating drawings, photographs and videos than articulating their experiences through words alone. Their creative enthusiasms, aesthetic capacity and understanding of visualising, mobile technology, doodling, graffiti, sketching, dreaming, blogging, video and digital photography, can be harnessed to express views to mutual benefit.

Qualitative visual methods inherently emphasise research with rather than about or on participants. Visual-elicitation, involving using photographs, drawings or diagrams in a research interview to stimulate a response, is the most common method in participatory visual research.  Experienced practitioners think very carefully before exploring the meaning of images or objects with the interviewee. Whilst photo-elicitation is commonly used as an ‘ice-breaker’ it is the capacity of the photograph or video to act as a neutral third party when the power differential between researcher-researched is considerable that this approach is particularly valued.  Radley and Taylor provide sound exemplars of image-elicitation from a social psychologist’s perspective within a broad health framework (Radley and Taylor, 2003a, Radley, 2009). Although some evidence exists of its effectiveness in decreasing the power differential (Warren, 2005; Packard, 2008) the method is not researcher-proof and the biggest danger to the democratisation of the research process remains when researchers arrive at an interview with too many preconceptions in terms of focus, process or direction the visual-elicitation should take . 


Participants feel less pressured when discussing sensitive topics through intermediary artefacts. Since they do not speak directly about a topic on which they feel vulnerable but work through a material go-between (e.g. a doll, toy, line drawings, mobile phone images, or memorabilia) they are more able to express difficult memories and powerful emotions. This approach is gaining in popularity because visual researchers believe that transitional objects have the capacity to be the locus of corporeal embodied memories. There is longstanding belief that the strength of image/artefact-elicitation lies is its capacity to evoke as well as create collective and personal memory. Past studies of the meaning of family photographs (Chalfen 1998; Cronin, 1998) challenged the dichotomy between realism and symbolism. Current studies of the relationship between photography and memory, in relation to familial dynamics and interpersonal relationships, draw on family collections, public archives, museums, newspapers, and art galleries for source material (Khun, 2007). However, used injudiciously, without sensitivity, and under certain conditions, apparently innocuous visual stimuli and material culture can evoke inaccurate, distorted, unexpected, and even painful memories.


Arts-based approaches are particularly participant-friendly and invoke beyond-text sensations employed to access sensory phenomena which are highly meaningful in ways that are ineffable and invisible using conventional text-based methods. Art-based research is defined by McNiff (2008, p 29) as:

 . . . the systematic use of artistic process, the actual making of artistic expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of understanding and examining experience by both researchers and the people that they involve in their studies. 

The Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research (Knowles and Cole, 2008) covers a range of arts-based research methods promoting the notion that art should be regarded as a participatory-sensitive form of knowledge and not merely an ornamental product of human experience. Higgs’s chapter in this volume ‘Psychology: Knowing the Self Through the Arts’ (Higgs, 2008) provides an example of a burgeoning and important link between psychology, arts-based research, and participatory qualitative visual research. This work is part of a distinctive movement towards using creative approaches that improve the quality and trustworthiness of data and findings by drawing on participants’ resourcefulness and ingenuity. Gauntlet, uses what he terms creative research methods, and asks participants make things with collage, by drawing, or making a video, to help them represent themselves and their thinking. In his book ‘Creative Explorations’ (2007) he explains how, by adopting the methodological middle-ground between on the one hand method-sparse postmodern and cultural studies thinking and on the other method-limiting word-dominated approaches, fresh and insightful data and findings about people’s experiences are gained.  In his current work participants are invited to spend time playfully and creatively making something metaphorical or symbolic about their lives and then reflecting on their creation (see www.artlab.org.uk). Gaunlett believes that a more hands-on minds-on approach by participants makes for more trustworthy results and draws on an eclectic array of theories and disciplines from neuroscience to philosophy to provide the theoretical underpinning for his methods. His approach is far removed from psychotherapist and art therapists of a past era who asked their subjects to construct or make something and then refer to a diagnostic manual to give them the expert insight into what a patient’s artwork ‘actually’ meant. Gauntlett believes that:

Pictures or objects enable us to present information, ideas or feelings simultaneously, without the material being forced into an order or a hierarchy. Language may be needed to explain the visual, but the image remains primary and shows the relationships between parts most effectively. (Gauntlet, 2007, p 15).

His critique of orthodox verbal interviews rests on the perspective that interviewers have unreasonable expectations of interviewees. He feels that people’s brains do not usually contain ready-made lists of ‘what I think’ about topics such as identity. This gives rise, he believes, to participants generating ‘instant answers ’that are imprecise and inaccurate. However, a caveat to art-based participatory visual methods, is that the process of creating art work entails a sensual experience and analysts need to take account of participant’s enthusiasm to create an artistic rendition of events rather than communicate personal insights. 


Often changes in research reflect changes in technology and vice versa. Tools and techniques for seeing more and differently are key factors in step changes in visual research including participatory approaches. Advances like the telescope, microscope, X-ray, ultrasound, MRI scanner, photography, and computers, reflect our innate capacity to ‘see’, ‘store’, ‘organize’ and ‘represent’ knowledge. Technological innovations have, and always will, bring new ways of researching especially for those employing a visual dimension to social science and science. Current participatory visual research and method owes much to Steven Sasson’s invention of the digital camera in 1975. Qualitative visual researchers in psychology are aware of the speed at which technology is changing ‘what’ and ‘how’ they study. This is an exciting time to be a visual researcher and the capacity to communicate where communication was once thought impossible is changing and we will provide one example here.  Improvements in intensive care have led to an increase in the number of patients who survive severe brain injury. Some of these patients go on to have a good recovery but others awaken from the acute comatose state and do not show any signs of awareness. Those who yield no evidence of purposeful sensory response are given a diagnosis of a vegetative state.  Monti et al (2010) reported a study giving credibility to the possibility that some patients classified as vegetative are actually conscious, and a few may be able to communicate and actively participate in research on their lived experiences. They used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to scan 54 patients’ brains to record any activity generated in the patients’ brains following verbal prompts and questions from the doctors. They found signs of awareness in five patients who demonstrated the ability to generate wilful, neuroanatomically specific responses during two established mental-imagery tasks, one of whom was able to answer basic ‘yes’ or’ no’ to questions by activating different parts of his or her brain. The results show how much we still have to learn about visual evidence, sensory consciousness, and participatory methods. Researchers can potentially communicate with people diagnosed as in a vegetative state through auditory or other sensory stimuli, record responses visually (through fMRI), and ask simple questions requiring a “yes” or “no” response. The study illustrates the power of applied technology to question assumptions of what is possible in participatory research.
Section 6: Analytical approaches 

In this section, we provide a brief overview of the kinds of analyses used by qualitative researchers to examine visual data, including:

a) The study of images only.

b) The study of images produced by participants, alongside their verbal description and interpretation of them.

c) When the image is used only as a ‘trigger’ to elicit discussion, and does not form part of the analysis.

d) The co-study of visual and verbal data as they occur in real time, such as the study of non-verbal and verbal communication in a video recording of an interaction. 


In cultural studies and sociology, it is not unusual to find research based on analyses of visual images only, especially in the semiotic tradition found in sociology and cultural studies. Often the aim of such research is to study how cultural and social phenomena are represented through visual images, asking questions such as what and how are certain values communicated through them (van Leeuwen, 2008). This is not to say that images have a transparent or fixed meaning, as they must be always be understood in relation to shifting cultural contexts (Hall, 1997a). In psychology, there is a greater reluctance to study images only, as psychologists tend to be more interested in not just what or how images communicate, but how people mobilise, interpret and use them in everyday life. As Goodwin notes: “The focus of analysis is not … representations or vision per se, but instead the part played by visual phenomena in the production of meaningful action”. (Goodwin, 2008: 157). However, there are examples of psychologists analysing images to study social psychological phenomena. Kate Gleeson, a social psychologist interested in learning disabilities, for example, has studied the range of identities available to individuals with disabilities, by analysing portraits of disability, produced by UK charities. Her Polytextual Thematic Analysis of these images involves eleven clear stages of data analysis (see Gleeson, in press, for specific details). The general principle is to identify themes relevant to the main research question and involves a) identifying themes across a whole data set of images b) describing the features of each theme and providing a justification for why an image can be categorised under this theme c) viewing the description of all themes in relation to one another, highlighting any similarities and differences d) seeing if any themes cluster together to provide a ‘higher order’ theme that connects them. Results are written up and presented verbally, but it is recommended that the images are central to the presentation to illustrate the emerging themes.

b) The study of images produced by participants, alongside their verbal description and interpretation of them.

Researchers who invite participants to produce their own photographs or art-works see the images produced as central to the analytical process. The images people have produced are not relegated to the status of a ‘trigger’ for further discussion, they are analysed with the participant as key analytic objects. To provide an illustrative example, we turn to the photo-production work of Radley & Taylor (2003b), who invited participants to take 12 photographs of their hospital environment during a period of recovery, after surgery or illness. The participants were then interviewed immediately after taking the photographs and one month later, with the photographs forming the central part of the interview procedure. 

In the interview, participants were asked to talk about and explain five aspects of the photography, including:

1 What the picture showed

2 What the focus of the image was

3 Their response to the objects and places in the photograph

4 The most significant image that captured the experience of their hospital stay

5 Reflections on the choice of images, the act of taking pictures and whether they had taken the pictures they would have liked to (i.e. potential limitations).

(from Reavey & Johnson, 2008: 310).
In short, the ways in which the participants responded to images at the moment of taking the picture, as well as their subsequent descriptions and memories emerging from discussion of the captured images, were argued to be indicative of feelings or tendencies towards their world (Radley and Taylor, 2003a). The final images, therefore, represent patients’ prior engagements with the objects and spaces captured, their act of selecting significant features of the space, and a comment on their experiences of their stay. This approach calls for a continued reflexive process by participants, who are invited to comment on all aspects of the production of images as well as the associated meanings discussed in relation to the final photographic image. During this process, the researchers comment that many of the images in themselves are not interesting or aesthetically pleasing, but fairly banal: of interest are the associated meanings contained within them.

c) The image is used only as a ‘trigger’ to elicit discussion, and does not form part of the final analysis.


Ready-made images, whether domestic or mass-produced, have been used in a number of qualitative research projects to elicit discussion and/or encourage debate within interviews and focus groups. The images used can be photographs, film, cartoons, graffiti, advertising billboards and art in general (including objects) (Harper, 2002). Individuals may find it easier to talk about aspects of identity and the self or body image via images relating to those topics. Pictures of differently shaped bodies, for example, can make it easier for participants to start with larger cultural themes before focussing in on their own experiences. Starting with the general can put participants at ease and enable them to make comparisons between themselves and others.  In studies of memory, the use of family photographs may be used to as a way to access the joint process of remembering among family members, though the content of the photographs may not form part of the final analysis – only the conversational exchange (the discourse) is presented as the source of the final analysis (see Middleton & Brown, 2005).

d) The study of visual and verbal data as they occur in real time. 


It has already been noted how a growing number of researchers are using visual phenomena, mainly video recordings, to study the processes of communication, cognition and interaction, as they occur in real time (e.g. discursive psychologists). Rather than asking participants to reflect on an image to produce data, their experiences are studied as they occur. Thus, video data can capture what is being said, gestures and gazes and the spatial environment wherein the actions unfold. The researcher may also use additional materials, such as the use of graphs, charts and tables, if they are studying how professionals communicate ideas and ‘facts’ (see Goodwin, 1994).

The visual data is studied alongside other sources that make up meaning-making practices in interactions, namely talk. In terms of visual phenomena, the researcher may be interested in identifying a number of activities that all form part of the interaction (Goodwin, 2008): 

a)  Gaze

b)  Body posture/movement

c)  Gesture 

d)  Setting, including background objects or objects handled by participants


The analysis of video data will begin with some form of transcription, as it does for verbal qualitative data. It is, therefore, vital that the researcher is able to adequately transcribe visual phenomena in conjunction with the verbal data. Academic journals do not yet accommodate alternative modes of presentation, so transcripts are often the only way to provide concrete examples from a data set. Goodwin, for example has used a range of transcription symbols (e.g. a hand to signal pointing) and diagrams (see below) to denote gaze, body movement and gesture to indicate how an interaction unfolds.

Speaker Brings

Gaze to

Recipient



Restart


((
Pam: En a couple of girls  - One other girl from there,

Ann: Hearer Looking Away

((Gaze Arrives

Hearer Starts

Moving Gaze






 to Speaker
Gaze between speakers and hearers: transcript of Pam and Ann, adapted from Goodwin, 2008: 158.
In research presentations, which are much less constrained by academic convention, the researcher should consider accompanying the presentation of data from transcripts with the video material itself to better illustrate the analytic points. 

Section 7: Ethics and the visual

Conducting research ethically is viewed as the cornerstone of good practice and increasingly regarded as a professional necessity. Following a surge of interest in research ethics globally there is an expectation that visual researchers will act reflexively and critically in order to protect respondents and participants. Making sound ethical decisions during research projects in order to fulfil this expectation will depend on: researchers’ personal moral frameworks; disciplinary or paradigm alliance; compliance with legal requirements; and an acceptance of regulations governing research ethics frameworks from funding bodies, professional body guidelines, and institutional ethical committees.

There are a range of approaches to research ethics in psychology that are closely aligned to medical research ethics (Israel & Hay, 2006; Alderson, 2004: 98). Consideration of these is important in helping to guide researchers in thinking through the ethical challenges which confront them. An ‘ethics of care’ approach is an important but less common model that challenges the deontological framework underpinning biomedical ethics (Gilligan, 1982). Here, ethical decisions are made on the basis of care, compassion and a desire to act in ways that benefit the individual or group who are the focus of research rather than following universalist principles or absolute norms and rules that may govern ethical decision-making. Qualitative visual researchers seek to implement collaborative relationships in their research relationships which bear some commonality with an ethics of care approach (e.g. Banks, 2001; Harper, 1998; Pink, 2007; Rose, 2007). 

The most common principles that underpin ethical approaches and codes of practice have been referred to as mutual respect, non-coercion and non-manipulation, and support for democratic values and institutions. Similar themes are raised by Papademas (2004; p 122):

Respect for person and the moral requirement to respect autonomy and the requirement to protect those with diminished autonomy; Beneficence and complementary requirement to do no harm and to maximise possible benefits and minimise possible harms; Justice and the fair distribution of the benefits and burdens of research.

Wiles et al, (2008; p 8) provide a useful list of key practical issues following the principles outlined by Papademas:

· researchers should strive to protect the rights, privacy, dignity and wellbeing

· of those that they study;

· research should (as far as possible) be based on voluntary informed consent

· personal information should be treated confidentially and participants

· anonymised unless they choose to be identified;

· research participants should be informed of the extent to which anonymity and confidentiality can be assured in publication and dissemination and of the potential re-use of data.

Visual Ethics and the law

There is an unspoken assumption that psychologists using visual methods comply with national and international law. Cultural and community pluralism added to technical legal language makes this area difficult for researchers using imagery. Whilst laws provide a basic framework and minimum standards by themselves they do not necessarily equate with what the research community would consider to constitute acceptable ethical or moral practices. Indeed for many the law represents a minimalist requirement for visual researchers’ ethics and more is expected.

 
There are generic laws that apply to citizens and researchers and effectively span national laws. The general rule, for example, in the United States and the United Kingdom, is that anyone may take photographs in public places or places where they have permission to take photographs.  Problems may occur in determining what constitutes a public and semi-public space such as shopping precincts, schools, or railway stations, but we assume that usually researchers will seek prior permission from owner/managers. New laws may cause researchers to interpret their relevance to the research environment. The UK Data Protection Act 1998, for example, may affect photography.  An image of an individual may be considered personal data for the purpose of the Act requiring consent to be obtained which is impractical when videoing people’s behaviour in busy public spaces. Most researchers consider the spirit of the law is not contravened if consent is not obtained in these circumstances. 


Copyright is an aspect of the law that few psychologists using visual methods take into account. For copyright purposes images come under ‘artistic works’ and includes, for example, paintings, cartoons, sketches, graphs, diagrams, sketches, photographs and moving images such as films. Copyright of artistic works is an automatic right given to creators of original material that allows them to control copying, adaptation, issuance of copies to the public, performance and broadcasting. Researchers wishing to retain control of images they have created (and own the copyright) or to use images made by others (who own the copyright) by, for example, publishing them, should be aware of laws that safeguard copyright. Often visual researchers will ask participants to assign copyright to them at the onset of a study if they intend to ask respondents to create ‘artistic works’ such as web pages, drawings, photographs as part of the data collection process. Intellectual property rights such as data protection and copyright are convoluted and are continually modified to meet changing circumstances. The rights are analogous throughout western countries and although images are normally covered by the particular copyright law of the country in which they are made copyright owners will automatically be protected in many other countries since most are signatories to the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works, which provides reciprocal protection.  


Banks (2007; p 89), a visual anthropologist, reminds us that in visual researchers should be vigilant to two important issues:

The first is legal: are they producing, reproducing or altering an image that someone else might claim to own? The second is moral, by what right (legally enforceable or otherwise) are they producing, reproducing or altering an image?


Banks (2007, 88) suggests an intellectual rather than legal-ethical resolution ethical decision making. He proposes that the best way to avoid problems is awareness of context: 

the researcher should know enough about the society or community through her research, both in the library and in the field, to anticipate what the likely response will be.


Contemporary societies comprise a mix of religions and ethnicity and visual researchers should be aware of the significance of this. It is important, for example, that visual researchers seeking to photograph women of Islamic faith negotiate consent prior to taking a photograph and, if married, they in turn may seek their husband’s approval before agreeing. Sharia law deals with Islamic law and is concerned with day-to-day aspects of life including social issues, family, dress and behavioural codes, but it is not explicit on the topic of photography. There are multiple interpretations of Sharia law and different countries and communities have different understandings of the use of photography. 

Critical Issues

In this section we consider two issues relevant in conducting ethical research which pose particular challenges in visual research: informed consent, and anonymity and confidentiality.


Obtaining informed consent entails not only gaining agreement or permission to take or produce visual images, but also to reproduce or display those images to different audiences and in different contexts. In providing informed consent, participants are expected to not be deceived or coerced into taking part in research, are informed of the purpose of the research and the research process, and to understand the uses the research will be put (Wiles et al., 2007). In ethnographic research detailed discussion of the research, its purpose, and plans for dissemination all might be part of the consent gaining procedure (Rose, 2007). On other occasions, for example if an image is required for illustration purposes, then a more simple request to take a photograph with explanation as to the purpose may be sufficient (Banks, 2001). The process requires careful consideration and there are a number of epistemological as well as ethical benefits of obtaining informed consent to collect and use visual images (Banks, 2007; Pink, 2007). Chief among these is the argument that obtaining consent is a requisite of obtaining good quality data. For visual data alone may provide limited understandings of the meanings and experiences that are recorded within that data, and it is through negotiation with participants that visual data are produced that can appropriately reflect the realities and experiences of participants (Banks, 2001; Harper, 1998). The public display, publishing, or wider dissemination of visual data without the consent of individuals pictured has been described as ethically questionable (Pink, 2007; Prosser and Schwartz, 1998). Gaining consent is also important for maintaining rapport and a relationship of trust between researchers and individuals in the field and to avoid a detrimental impact on the success of ongoing or subsequent research (Prosser, 2000). Like other visual researchers, Chaplin (2004, p 45) is clear in her advice to “always ask permission before photographing someone, and always get written permission before publishing the photograph”. However, while this is good ethical practice, obtaining informed consent is not always straightforward. Attaining consent for photographing children, for example, requires careful deliberation because of the particular difficulties that this poses. Parental consent is needed if a child is not viewed as having the capacity to consent (Masson, 2004). In some circumstance both the parents and the children are asked for their consent to photograph or video regardless of the child’s capacity to consent. The notion of a person’s ‘capacity’ to give consent is a judgement that relates to vulnerable members of a society, for example the young, older people, and those with disabilities. 

Another challenging dilemma concerns what participants are consenting to. There are differences between consenting to take part in visual research and consenting for an image to go in a book. For example, consent may be required not only to produce a photograph or film footage, but also for the specific formats and contexts in which the image is displayed such as books, conference papers, exhibitions, or for general illustrative purposes (Pink, 2007; Prosser and Loxley, 2008). While participants might give consent to having their photograph taken, they may not be consenting to subsequent display of those images. The question of what participants are consenting to becomes more complex if visual data is to be archived, resulting in unknown further re-uses of data. It is increasingly common for visual researchers to seek blanket consent to use the images collected as part of a project to be used in any way they (the researcher) deem fit which does not in their view endanger participant.

 
Visual data presents particular challenges to the anonymity and confidentiality of individuals particularly when photography is employed. The benefits of collaborative research, where participants are encouraged to take part in the production, analysis and dissemination of visual research are well documented (Banks, 2001; Pink, 2007). The close relationships established between researchers and participants in such instances enables discussion of the implications of showing images and films to be undertaken. However, participants who engage in the research process because they see benefits in terms of voice and agency, question the need to be anonymised  - indeed they object if they are not ‘seen’ (Wiles et al., 2008). If an aim of participatory visual research is to empower and give voice to marginalised groups and individuals, but those individuals and groups are anonymised against their wishes, this raises important questions about power relationships in research and control of the research.


Given that visual data reveals important information that text or word based methods cannot uncover attempting to disguise visual data can remove the very point of including the data in the first place. Hence, visual researchers tend to favour gaining consent from participants to display their images unchanged. An alternative is partial anonymisation where decisions are made about what to anonymise in an image since, for example, clothing, jewellery, tattoos, and the environments where individuals are photographed can all potentially breech confidentiality. Barrett (2004) on the other hand took a minimalist approach in her photographic essay of a needle exchange facility in an American city by only showing photographs of hands or people with backs turned. Clarke, Prosser, and Wiles (2010) illustrate how over-anonymising data can also be a danger with a photograph showing distinctive feature of a building, a car number plate, and an adult and a child are all anonymised, rendering the image almost meaningless. Researchers adopt a range of techniques when anonymising participants and respondents. These may include using actors and re-enacting events, using software packages that render photographs in the form of a cartoon style graphic, or various forms of pixilation for the blurring of faces (Wiles et al., 2008). However, it has been argued that pixelating images can dehumanise the individuals in them, and because of its widespread use on television, can invoke associations with criminality (Banks, 2001).


Maintaining internal confidentiality (between members of a specific group) can give rise to anonymity problems from media other than photographic rendition. Clark, Prosser, and Wiles (2010, p 87) locate various ways in which family members and the creator could be identified by members of a school or neighbourhood community. They point out that “the author's name, although hidden by a black pen, can be guessed by the size of the first and second name, and be seen when the paper on which the original is made, is held up to the light and the drawing shows all the information required to identify a family of four, of mixed race, comprising two adults and two children of each gender and a mother with one leg”.
[image: image2.jpg]



Figure xx: My Family By . . .  . . . . . 


The digitisation of data and the growth of the internet to display, store and exchange visual data, have created further ethical challenges (Pauwels, 2006). Assurance to participants, that visual data once disseminated in the academic domain and therefore potentially made public, will be used appropriately, is no longer possible. Once in the public realm, participants and researchers have no control over how images might be interpreted by audiences, or may be used for different purposes by others. This means particular care should be taken to ensure participants understand the implications of consenting to the displaying of images used in research given they may by placed on-line. Of course the flip-side is that visual researchers may themselves access and use visual data from the internet in their own research. Lee (2000, p 135) suggests that images appropriated in this way should still “fall within the scope of existing guidelines on ethical research practice in respect of informed consent, privacy and confidentiality and the need to protect research participants from harm”.  Whilst empirical visual researchers may support this position (Pauwels, 2006; Godel, 2007) those adopting in a critical or socio-semiotic analysis of ‘found’ visual data are less enamoured with the prospect of seeking approval of copyright owners or those depicted.


Visual psychologists feel vulnerable and unprepared to field the ethical probes of non-visual methodologists. Evidence of the relationship between visual researchers and institutional ethics committees is rare and often anecdotal. Pauwels (2008, p 256) recounts: 

A recent conference session on ethics in visual research and in particular on the role of ethics review committees (IVSA Annual Conference, New York, August 2007) revealed the urgent need to address these (ethical) issues and also the willingness of most parties involved to improve the situation. Many participants testified about IRBs, which worked strictly by the book and were ignorant of the specific demands of visual research, and thus in good faith provided obstacles to innovative and well thought through research. But there were also examples of review boards that did include people experienced in visual research, and which succeeded in making headway.


This is indicative rather than substantive data but nonetheless it suggests there are important issues to be explored by consulting members of ethics review boards and applicants to those boards. Visual psychologists, like their qualitative cousins in sociology and anthropology, are uneasy with the difficulties posed by acquiescing to various regulatory mechanisms, and nervous at the complexity of applied moral decision making. Although negotiating informed consent and applying appropriate strategies of anonymity and confidentiality make for ethical complexity, this should not be taken to mean the endeavour should be avoided.

Section 8: Conclusions

Psychology has a long and complex historical relationship with the visual. Whilst a qualitatively driven visual dimension has not featured prominently methodologically in psychology as it has in social science disciplines, a distinctive and robust body of work has emerged which bodes well for the future. There are many excellent ways of undertaking visual research and applying visual methods within psychology and what is prescribed here represents just one. Our advice is to ignore or at the very least treat with caution any visual researchers who claim theirs is the ‘only’, ‘proper’, or ‘best’ way’ without a clear rationale. We recognised that in attempting to provide a resource useful to a cross section of psychologists and applied researchers we would necessarily sacrifice depth for breadth. 

Over the last decade the qualitative visual methodological landscape has changed. There has been a general awakening to the significance and ubiquity of imagery in contemporary lives. Visuals are pervasive in public, work, and private space, and we have no choice but to look. Qualitative psychologists have taken up the challenge to understand the behaviour of individuals and groups within a society dominated by visual culture using visual methodologies. Although a paucity of insightful exemplars of remains, the richness of possibilities that once constrained visual studies in psychology appears to be dissipating fast.  The visual and other sensory approaches have opened up possibilities for understanding individual embodied and emotional experiences. The most significant challenge facing visual researchers today lies in developing the capacity to be sufficiently flexible, creative and critical in order to provide solutions to problems facing humanity. The last two decades have witnessed an exponential growth in interest in visual research which has contributed to the robustness and complexity in visual studies and is to be welcomed. As one would expect given the rate and nature of change, this has brought unmitigated diversity and methodological problems such as visual analysis and complex ethical considerations. However, there is every reason to be positive. A methodologically framed, qualitatively driven, visually orientated, mixed method, interdisciplinary approach, to examining overarching and substantive psychological themes and research questions which are central to understanding the nature of everyday individual’s existence is being developed. An interdisciplinary mixed methods approach encourages the establishment of flexible and diverse research teams capable of a contrastive and reflexive rhetoric. Visual-centric qualitatively driven research is widely practised across a range of disciplines and it is timely and appropriate to apply these approaches to the study of all forms of psychology. Our hope is that during the next decade studies in visual psychology will become a world movement and a means to attaining long overdue internationalisation and global recognition of image-based methodologies.
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� Sometimes authors refer to photo-elicitation to describe both approaches. However, we have separated the two terms to distinguish between two very different approaches. 


� By embodiment, we mean how it feels to be in one’s body – the physical and emotional sensation.
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