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Photovoice:	Using	photovoice	to	explore	students’	study	practices.	
	
What	is	photovoice?	
	
Photovoice	is	a	participatory	research	method.	The	method	asks	participants	to	take	
photographs	of	things	they	associate	with	and/or	practice	as	part	of	the	community	
to	which	they	belong,	and	thus	give	‘voice’	to	their	collective	experiences	for	the	
purposes	of	knowledge	creation.		These	photographs	can	then	be	used	as	prompts	in	
individual	or	group	interviews	and	treated	independently	as	data	for	visual	analysis.	
In	the	example	described	in	this	chapter,	photovoice	was	utilised	as	a	method	to	
conduct	research	with	postgraduate	research	students	who	were	working	from	
home	during	the	United	Kingdom’s	COVID-19	lockdown	period	(data	collected	in	
May	2020).	The	chapter	reports	on	this	study	and	provides	practical	advice	on	
adopting	photovoice	as	a	non-intrusive,	time-effective,	and	user-friendly	method	for	
collecting	data	during	times	of	crisis.		
	
The	term	‘photovoice’	was	coined	by	health	researchers	Wang	and	Burris	(1997)	to	
describe	the	participatory	method	they	adopted	for	public	health	research	with	
rural	women	in	China.		By	giving	the	women	cameras	and	asking	them	to	
photograph	their	lives,	Wang	and	Burris	were	able	to	illuminate	the	everyday	
experiences	of	these	village	communities	as	part	of	a	health	needs	assessment.	The	
images	were	used	to	guide	group	discussions	with	the	women,	who	worked	
together	to	select	a	body	of	images	that	they	believed	best	represented	their	
community	and	the	story	they	wanted	to	share.	The	method	therefore,	“entrusts	
cameras	to	the	hands	of	people	to	enable	them	to	act	as	recorders,	and	potential	
catalysts	for	change,	in	their	own	communities”	(Wang	and	Burris	1997,	p.	369).	It	is	
the	combination	of	participant-led	photography	and	the	potential	catalyst	for	
change	that	sets	photovoice	apart	from	other	visual	methods	such	as	documentary	
photography	or	photo	elicitation.	Photo	elicitation,	in	particular,	is	a	method	
increasing	in	use	and	a	term	often	used	interchangeably	with	photovoice.	To	clarify,	
this	chapter	follows	Shaw’s	(2020)	lead	in	distinguishing	photo	elicitation	as	based	
on	a	photograph	produced	by	the	researcher;	rather	than	photovoice,	where	the	
images	are	produced	by	the	participant.		
	
Co-construction	of	knowledge	is	at	the	heart	of	photovoice,	which	is	built	on	
foundations	of	feminist	theory	and	critical	pedagogies	of	co-enquiry	(Liebenberg	
2018).	It	is	one	method	in	a	toolbox	of	participatory	methods	that	aim	to	
democratise	knowledge	by	diminishing	the	power	imbalance	between	researchers	
and	the	groups	of	people	at	the	centre	of	enquiry.	Participatory	methods	are	not	just	
considered	an	ethical	approach	to	knowledge	creation,	but	also	have	the	potential	to	
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produce	more	valid	data	by	limiting	the	opportunity	for	misinterpretation	of	the	
issues	affecting	a	community	(Wang	and	Burris	1997).	To	complete	the	co-enquiry	
process,	this	“authentic”	data	(Herganrather	et	al	2009,	p.	687)	should	be	used	to	
inform	improved	policy	and	practice	in	the	community.		
	
The	study	
	
The	study	example	given	in	this	chapter	aimed	to	‘materialise’	doctoral	student	
writing	by	drawing	on	theories	of	new	materialisms	to	explore	the	spaces,	
materialities,	and	timescapes	of	doctoral	writing.	New	materialism	claims	that	all	
matter	(human	and	non-human)	is	relational	and	it	is	these	intra-actions	that	co-
produce	human	and	non-human	matter,	time,	spaces,	and	their	signification	(Barad	
2007,	Coole	and	Frost	2010).	At	the	centre	of	new	materialisms	is	the	capacity	of	
matter	to	affect	(Barad	2007)	and	so	it	provided	a	fruitful	theoretical	lens	for	
exploring	doctoral	student	writing	as	a	relational	practice.	The	central	question	was	
therefore	–	how	do	doctoral	students	experience	writing	in	time	and	space?	The	
ultimate	goal	was	to	develop	recommendations	for	both	institutions	and	doctoral	
students	themselves	in	order	to	improve	academic	writing	experiences	and	
productivity.	As	studies	have	found	academic	writing	to	be	a	key	wellbeing	stressor	
for	students	(see	Sverdlik	et	al.	2018),	improved	student	wellbeing	also	motivated	
the	study.	Although	a	community	of	doctoral	students	is	very	different	to	the	kinds	
of	communities	at	the	heart	of	much	participatory	research;	a	community	arguably	
privileged	as	opposed	to	marginalised;	utilisation	of	the	method	demonstrates	its	
ability	to	capture	insight	that	may	not	be	captured	through	other	methods.	This	
study	therefore	responds	to	calls	from	Shaw	(2020)	and	Wass	et	al	(2020)	to	make	
better	use	of	photovoice	in	educational	research.		
	
With	an	attendant	focus	on	materialities	of	experience,	visual	methods	were	
employed	in	an	attempt	to	illuminate	these	everyday,	mundane	experiences	in	a	
way	narrative	alone	may	not	provoke.	Photovoice	with	online	interviews	were	
adopted	in	lieu	of	the	researcher	being	able	to	meet	with	participants	face-to-face.		
To	test	the	method	and	bring	participants	into	the	process	of	developing	the	
methodology,	two	pilot	interviews	were	conducted.	The	first	was	more	of	a	scoping	
interview	without	photovoice,	and	the	second	was	a	trial	run	of	the	photovoice	and	
online	interview.	Both	of	these	discussions	supported	the	development	of	the	semi-
structured	interview	schedule	and	the	guidance	that	study	participants	were	
offered.	The	main	data	collection	phase	ran	in	May	2020.	Nine	doctoral	students,	
from	various	disciplines	and	demographics,	were	recruited	through	one	research-
intensive	British	university.	The	original	study	was	initiated	prior	to	COVID,	and	on	
the	expectation	that	doctoral	students	experienced	a	variety	of	‘spaces’	and	
‘timescapes’	of	writing.	In	transitioning	to	the	national	lockdown	scenario,	many	
potential	participants	were	concerned	that	they	had	little	of	value	to	photograph	
because	they	were	then	working	in	one	place.	They	needed	reassurance	that	they	
did	have	something	valuable	to	contribute,	and	indeed,	it	was	their	everyday,	
seemingly	unremarkable	experiences	of	writing	that	the	study	was	interested	in.	
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Furthermore,	the	nature	of	space	and	time	seemed	all	the	more	significant,	not	less,	
when	faced	with	this	unprecedented	lockdown	scenario.		
	
Kolb	(2008)	lists	four	phases	that	are	important	for	the	adoption	of	photovoice.	
First,	the	participant	is	briefed	and	asked	to	take	photographs	in	response	to	a	
question;	this	starts	a	cognitive	process	as	they	reflect	on	the	meaning	of	the	
question.	In	the	second	phase,	participants	shift	from	thinking	to	doing,	as	the	
participants	implement	their	reflections	by	taking	photographs	in	their	social	or	
material	surroundings.	The	third	or	‘decoding’	phase	requires	participants	to	
present	their	photographs	and	verbalize	their	thinking	about	them	in	an	interview	
with	the	researcher.	The	final	phase	involves	researchers	analysing	all	of	the	data	–	
photographs,	interviews,	and	transcripts.	These	four	phases	were	followed	in	the	
doctoral	writing	project.	
	
After	being	briefed	by	email,	participants	were	asked	to	take	photographs	over	a	
one-week	period	using	their	own	smartphone	camera.	They	were	instructed	to	
photograph	anything	that	seemed	relevant	to	their	writing	experiences	and	many	
images	contained	no	direct	link	to	writing	at	all.	To	provide	guidance	on	an	
appropriate	number	of	images,	I	suggested	five	as	a	minimum	and	emphasised	that	
they	didn’t	have	to	take	photographs	every	day.	By	suggesting	a	low	number,	I	
hoped	participants	would	consider	this	manageable.	As	a	result,	participants	took	
between	five	and	fourteen	images.	Images	were	emailed	to	myself	before	an	online	
video	interview	took	place	in	which	participants	were	asked	to	use	these	images	as	
prompts	to	discuss	their	experiences.	The	online	interview	also	included	some	
general	background	questions	about	the	participants’	experiences	of	their	PhD	to	
date.	Following	the	principle	of	co-constructed	knowledge,	participants	were	
emailed	these	questions	before	the	interview	so	that	they	had	some	time	to	reflect	
on	their	answers.	This	also	meant	that	participants	could	have	a	copy	of	the	
questions	on	hand	to	view	during	the	interview,	limiting	the	chance	of	
miscommunication.	The	questions	were	sent	on	the	day	of	the	interview	or	the	day	
before,	to	avoid	leading	the	participant	towards	any	particular	direction	with	their	
chosen	photographs.		
	
The	study	was	granted	favourable	approval	by	the	ethics	committee	of	the	relevant	
university,	with	an	update	provided	by	the	researcher	to	the	committee	in	
responding	to	lockdown	amendments.	In	light	of	informed	consent	and	anonymity	
procedures,	participants	were	instructed	to	not	include	other	recognisable	
individuals	in	their	photographs.	They	were	also	asked	to	protect	any	personal	data	
by	being	aware	of	the	images	they	shared;	for	example,	post	left	on	a	table	may	
inadvertently	include	a	participant’s	address.	In	the	event	that	these	kinds	of	images	
were	valuable	to	the	participant’s	story	(an	example	being	a	participant’s	
photograph	of	her	grandparents	and	how	their	autobiography	inspired	her	whole	
PhD	topic),	identifiable	features	could	be	blurred	before	filing	the	data.	Interviews	
were	audio	recorded	but	not	video	recorded.	In	a	different	community	setting,	
inclusion	of	others	in	a	photograph	is	much	more	likely.	In	this	instance,	consent	
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should	be	sought	from	any	identifiable	individuals	and/or	identifiable	features	may	
be	blurred	during	the	data	management	phase.		
	
Interviews	were	transcribed	and	imported	to	the	qualitative	data	analysis	support	
software	NVivo.	Each	participant	was	filed	as	an	individual	source,	with	his	or	her	
photographs	and	transcript	kept	together.	Photographs	and	transcripts	were	coded;	
first	deductively,	according	to	the	research	aims,	before	a	second	round	of	inductive	
coding	to	capture	the	participant-led	themes.	Although	the	software	supports	data	
analysis,	care	was	taken	not	to	dislodge	codes	from	their	broader	narrative	by	
regularly	checking	codes	against	the	complete	transcript	before	drawing	
conclusions.		
	
Evaluating	photovoice		
	
Beyond	the	knowledge	equity	argument	for	photovoice,	photovoice	has	a	number	of	
advantages	over	other	research	methods.	In	the	case	of	the	doctoral	writing	project,	
utilising	a	visual	method	was	compatible	with	the	new	materialist	epistemology	
adopted	to	guide	the	research.	The	study	was	based	on	the	assumption	that	material	
and	other	non-human	things	(such	as	technology)	played	a	role	in	experiences	of	
writing.	Therefore,	words	alone	were	considered	inadequate.	Although	one	could	
argue	that	photographs	cannot	compare	to	the	sensory	experience	of	being	in	a	
space,	the	principle	of	photovoice	lies	in	the	name.	The	goal	is	not	for	the	researcher	
to	interpret	that	space;	it	is	for	the	participant	to	interpret.	The	photographs	are	
there	to	prompt	reflection	and	to	illustrate	the	participant’s	experience.	In	the	case	
of	this	project,	some	photographs	provided	a	direct	representation	of	writing	
experiences	(for	example,	a	photograph	of	the	participant’s	desk)	and	others	were	
more	symbolic.	One	participant	took	a	photograph	of	her	bicycle	(Figure	1),	
explaining:		

	
‘I	like	exercising,	and	this	year	I	set	myself	a	goal	to	do	a	triathlon.	The	reason	
I	chose	to	do	a	triathlon	was	because	I	knew	that	it	would	be	really	hard	and	
it	would	get	me	into	a	kind	of	focused	attitude.	And	on	the	flipside,	I	knew	
that	if	I	had	a	really	bad	day	with	my	PhD,	in	the	sense	that	I	feel	like	I	haven't	
got	a	lot	done	.	.	I	knew	that	every	single	day	I'd	have	to	train	to	do	this	
triathlon.	So	even	if	I	had	a	really	bad,	really	long,	really	horrible	PhD	writing	
day,	that	I	would	have	something	in	the	bag	that	I	knew	I'd	done	and	I	felt	
good	about.’		
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Figure	1:	Example	of	Photovoice	Imagery.		
	
The	photograph	of	the	bicycle	prompted	a	discussion	around	productivity,	mental	
health	and	self-esteem	in	an	indirect	way.	The	above	quote	is	just	a	small	snippet	of	
that	conversation.	It	is	possible	that	other	methods	of	data	collection	could	have	
missed	this,	for	example,	a	standard	interview	on	writing	experiences,	or	a	
researcher-led	photo	elicitation	exercise.	Photovoice	can	thus	provoke	intimate	and	
reflective	responses,	as	Liebenberg	(2018,	p.	4)	states,	‘the	act	of	interpreting	an	
image	creates	a	slower	and	more	critically	reflective	space	within	the	research	
process’.	
	
Similarly,	and	pertinent	for	times	of	crisis,	participants	can	use	photography	to	
capture	and	track	experiences	as	they	unfold	in	time	and	space.	It	requires	relatively	
little	equipment	and	preparation	and,	as	this	study	attests,	can	be	managed	by	a	
researcher	entirely	at	a	distance	assuming	participants	have	access	to	the	internet.	
Despite	initial	concerns	about	the	ability	to	build	rapport	online,	and	barring	the	
occasional	lost	internet	connection,	I	was	surprised	by	the	level	of	intimacy	achieved	
through	this	method.	It	is	necessary	to	note,	however,	that	as	the	participants	were	
themselves	doctoral	researchers,	they	had	a	prevailing	understanding	of	research	
processes	which	no	doubt	supported	levels	of	engagement	and	ultimately,	
methodological	success.	
	
As	with	any	project,	there	were	challenges.	The	most	significant	of	these	was	
participant	recruitment.	Despite	an	email	going	out	to	all	doctoral	students	across	
the	university,	recruitment	was	difficult	and	I	had	to	rely	more	than	hoped	on	my	
personal	contacts.	This	meant	that	social	science	and	humanities	disciplines	were	
over-represented,	and	no	participant	came	from	a	lab-based	science	background.		
Six	women	and	three	men	were	recruited,	but	a	range	of	nationalities	were	
represented,	as	well	as	diversity	in	PhD	stage.			
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The	study	benefited	by	posing	some	standard	interview	questions	to	all	participants	
as	this	provided	context	and	an	element	of	consistency.	The	diversity	of	images	
collected	is	a	strength,	but	isn’t	suited	to	all	research	projects	if	you	have	specific	
questions	to	explore.	This	is	where	a	group	interview	could	be	helpful,	to	encourage	
members	of	the	group	to	share	and	compare	experiences	and	bring	key	themes	
organically	to	the	fore.	As	stated	previously,	there	are	also	ethical	challenges	related	
to	anonymity	and	participants	need	to	be	carefully	briefed	so	as	not	to	breach	these	
conditions	or	cause	upset	to	others.		
	
A	final	caution	comes	from	Gubrium	and	Harper	(2013,	p.	73),	who	say,	‘the	“user-
friendliness”	of	photo-voice	can	lead	to	its	misuse	as	a	“quick-and-easy”	
replacement	for	long-term	ethnographic	engagement	and	immersion	in	fieldwork	
contexts’.	The	danger	of	photovoice	is	that	it	is	adopted	for	novelty’s	sake	or	to	tick	
the	participatory	box.	Researchers	should	therefore	ask	themselves	if	they	are	truly	
open	to	the	co-creation	of	knowledge,	and	if	they	have	the	capacity	to	feed	that	
insight	back	into	the	community	through	policy	and	practice.	With	organisation	and	
care,	photovoice	provides	a	non-intrusive	and	accessible	way	of	collecting	data	in	a	
range	of	scenarios.	
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