FUNDAMENTALS OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS
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EXAMPLES OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS
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WHY USE VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS?

1. Images can be used to capture the ineffable, the hard-to-
put into words.

2. Images can make us pay attention to things in a new way.
3. Images are likely to be memorable.

4. Images can be used to communicate more holistically,
incorporating multiple layers, and evoking stories or
questions.

5. Images can enhance empathetic understanding and
generalizability.

6. Through metaphor and symbol, artistic images can carry
theory elegantly and eloguently.

7. Images encourage embodied knowledge.

8. Images can be more accessible than most forms of
academic discourse.

9. Images can facilitate reflexivity in research design.

10. Images provoke action for social justice.

(Sandra Weber)

"Visual methods can: provide an alternative to the
hegemony of a word-and-number based academy; slow
down observation and encourage deeper and more
effective reflection on all things visual and visualizable;
and with it enhance our understanding of sensory
embodiment and communication, and hence reflect
more fully the diversity of human experiences.” (John
Prosser and Andrew Loxley)

What are your reason(s) for using visual
research methods?

THREE SITES OF THE IMAGE

Visual methodologis’t Gillian Rose argues that every visual research project has “three sites of the image.’ Consider your own visual research
project, and write or illustrate the different sites of the image. Where will you plqce the majority of your (anly’ricql) attention in the project?

SITE OF PRODUCTION

SITE OF THE IMAGE ITSELF

SITE OF AUDIENCING

THE POSITIVIST-INTERPRETIVIST CONTINUUM

Visual methodologists Jon Prosser and Andrew Loxley assert that a positivist-interpretivist continuum underlies all visual research

and impacts its epis’cemological and on’cological commitments. Situate your own s’cu&y on the continuum.

POSITIVIST

INTERPRETIVIST

The researcher trusts
the images to create
narratives about the
world that are based

upon what's inside the
photograph and the

researcher's mind.

The “polysemic”
nature of images is
recognized; images

are used to create an

external, rather than

internal narrative of
the world.




PHOTOGRAPHS IN SOCIAL INQUIRY
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Integrated Framework for Visual Social Research

2. Research Focus and Design

\ql 3. Format and Purpose |

SEEING i

(photographic

|. As interview stimuli jicitation)

2. Facilitate systematic recording

3. Content analysis of naive phofogrophs

4. "Native" imoge-making

5. Narrative visual theory

(See Episode 3,
Doug Harper's
Changing Works)
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Analyzing
photographs

others have taken.

2. VISUAL METHODS
Taking photographs

during the research
process.

Scientific

Narrative

Reflexive
Phenomenological

indivadual and collectave action as well as

images. Take, for example, the powerful
photograph taken by Nick Ut during the
Vietmam War of an obviously terrified

ernamese giel runnig naked down

youg
treet ko flee o

palin fire bomb, It may

have done more to galvanise the antiw
movement in thie Wese than all the schelarly
Y

apers on the horeors of war. To the extent

t various uses of mages are authene,

nwanced, and contextualized, we can create
bondies of visual work that may be useful in

the service of changes for justice in social

policies e cul
is centrl to a growisg number of schulars

Al practices. This abective

i o variety of disciplines
Tor sum up, this alality of smages 10
evoke visceral and emotonal responses in

ways that le, coupled wah
it capacity to help us emp
sher's pomt of view and  pr

€ mein

hice or see

uke new

ways of looking ab thags critically,
them powerful aly for researchers o use

s

i different ways dunig vaeous phases of
research

+ Visual Images and
Research Processes

Images can be megral and essential compor
nenits of different sorts of mguiries on a wide
range of wpics, and research questions may
call for a visual component w one or mare
af the folkiwing ways:

PRODU
IMA:

CTION OF ARTISTIC
AS DATA

Images cun be newly prodicced Iy par-
ticifumits or researchers; for example, the
rescarcher may invite people 10 draw or
painnt or take photographs or make a short
video or create an art installation that eelates

v the research quesions of th phesomens
being investigated. Or the researcher might
be the one making vew images. Once the
wisual material bs produced, the resubung col
leetion mgh then be the basis of further dis

arnal ysis, althongy

the very process of ¢
major part of the resea

g ki is often i
rels process iself

Examples of the producuon of images
for research mclude askmg people w draw
a teacher (Weber & Muchell, 1995a, 1996}
and, w another project, mvitmy girks to
make a short filn about ther experiences
of sechiology (Weber & Weber, 2007). As
a funther va

w on the production of

wnages, in Secred Games: Colleborative
Works With Children, photographer Wendy
Ewald (2000} bridges the gap between
researcher s photographer and participant
av photographer by inviung the children she

wid rommrching 0 suggist subjict matier,

poones, and props to ave her direction for the
artful photographs she ok

Wang's (19
methodulogy called *photvoice™ illustrates

9) aruculavon of a visual
how engaging and comected 10 social isaes
research can be when it is the partcipants
themselves producmy the images. This
method s used i the service of socal o

tique and involves group as well as individ
ual mterpretations of the photos produced
by the pamcipants. Hubbard's (1994)
ropological cesearch on a Navajo

an

reserve, where it was the resudents who ook
the photogeaphs, resulied in an artful book,
Showting Back From the Resvrvation, that
brings out the “emic” poin of view that is
s often illusive i the usual volumes of writ
venn Treldowtes. Methads that put the produe
tiont i the hands of nonprofessionals can
project a credibilty and authenucity that
mure polished and accomplished works of
are canmot alwiys achieve. I is the very lack
of anifice i the novalwaysechaically
perfect images that sometimes makes them
more convincing, more true 1 hife.
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1.1, Origin | Production Context

= Pro-sxisting Visual Adifacts
» Societal / Tound visusls
(pebvate, instiutonal. publc
sourcen | archives)
» Socondary research material
(prodiuced for other research purposes
o by other researchers)

B Resaarcher inatigated Visusls
» Provoked or promgted producis /
R poncant Generated producion

other specialisis)

1.2. Referent | Subject

» Mitoriad cullure (ariscts / otjocts)

» Concepts | relations { absactions

_ 3. Visusl Medium  Technique

» Direct obscrvation iranscribed in wriing |
Counting / Moasuring (= 1o visual recording)

« Nen-aigoritvme | Intentonal lechniques
(rawngs. )

2.1, Analytical Focus

» The . Elicited o

Researchar goreratod)

» Tha Depicted (conian / ande-Hmi ievai)

» Tha Depeten (resraseniatonsl choses ! srie
and curture of wmage producer)

» The Production Process (Found. Elicied)
GO, NOGOIIONS, POBNG). HIGING.
roprosentakonal chowes and siraiegies

» Rongondonts’ Varbal Foodback on Visusls

» Practcas re: using, displaying and
Cisse TNating vebual (Epresentations

. visual
analysis / production: Semotics, Rhetoric,
Iconology. Socisiogecal and Anihvopoiogecal
paracigms. Cutural Shudes...

» Choice of theories related io aspects and
thamas of the appsed held of study that
needs 1o have a significant visual dimension
(o9 gentiificaton. slatus duplay.
pedesiran bohaver, culural sysmiaton)

3. Methodologlcal

Visual Competencies

8 AGpHOPAIG BperBOASMTBON BT R
ansiaton of reory

8 Choce of tecontng devces wi tespoct s

® Apgty lechregues and Create Gramslances 1o
Gt e At A
o Hocogrze and pussy irentnal nterventons

nes Denres
 Acive knowiedge of e cueabianguage:  + - Mo pwarenass
@ Coatoratn  Experiae Issuds | Shs + Reactve
[ + Ineraceve
+ Pancpatory
Sampling
strategies

» Expiorabre / apporumshc
» Sysiemate (snapahol, e seres or
Rorgauc.natf repeat)

Provision of Necassary Context

o Provae image tema cosien estabish
ph-whole 1elsk0ASNS el e itan
product ased

foskees of ihe fold and the chances of usng
visual media

. comows /
wupplement wih ciher heads f 4313 and
lndings (e g mlomants’ responses )
o Rebeanity 11508 document and ikly e
chosen memodoiogy and he €1 producton
nct sesemeners posson

» I 'auiomated lechnicues
(photography. im. scaentific magng
fochnagues. )

© Lue Pauwels

researched
Situaton (cbserver effects, wual revearcher
retateity, consorsng)

Ethical and Legal Aspects
intcimed

3.1. Output | Presentational Format

» Artiche without visuals (possibly with
raw vsual data thal sorved cnly on
“intarmediany’ purpose. in addendum:
sets of picturos, fim fostage. )

» Adkcia willh O aphical o7 ConCepiul

repraseniations
» Visuals and words: iustrated ariclo |
posior | lecture / vesual essay exhibition
» Self contained inear fim | video
+ Interactie Aulbmedia product |
nuakon

 Specitc role ol the visual: Blusiration |
xomgpie of one occurmence / iypcal
erampin | pancular of eaceptonal
280 / BymivoLS | CORCRpU! Consiruct
1 visualzed argument?

» Use 800 recognibon of visudl slemonts
(mages. praphic desgn) 83 both
mametc and aapressive loois?

@ Retations | Intorpiay with othar
expressive Sysloms (verbal. rumeric)?

ndad and Secondary Uses

» Fundamental resoarch outpul

» Speciaist (poer) communicalons

» Educate siudonts

+ Inlorm general audiences.

» Insitutonal 5uppont (policy
devulopment)

» Community empowerment | induce
social change | soclal acthsm

» = choke ! opon
o % aspectf slement

Visuatl Inaes in Rescarch  ® 49

USE OF EXISTING (FOUNID)
ARTISTIC IMAGES AS DATA OR
SPRINGBOARDS FOR THEORIZING

the research question focuses imay be f

primary source of images vn which
d
material or already existing images, whether
from museun archives, books, hillhoards,
film archives, vadeotapes, magazes, and
so forth, or images already crevied by or

lekomying i participunts i the researchs
project, micluding phow artwork,
or antifacts. Langford (2001, for example,

did a fascinating analyss of a family phe
album she found o the archives of
MeCord

work on il

s that became o dierens

'
3
|
1

A photo alburns, Person
photographs from their own lives became
springlwaards for 1 dwaek of schol
ary such as Chalfen (1987), Kubn (1995),
and Walkerdine (1990). Analyang Hollywood

“teacher movies”™ to see how teachers have

been depicted in filin over the years {Weber
& Michell, 1995h) and spe

reproduction of cultureal i
phenomenon of school class photographs
are two final examples of the use of the
vivual i differene projeces | Mischell & Weber,
1998, 19994, 1999h]

USE OF VISUAL AND
OBJECT-IMAGES TO ELICIT
OKR PROVOKE OTHER DATA

Somenies daa tha are the fucus of
an inguiry are clicited or obtained through
the use of images or ohjers as memory
s fuor writing or as pomits of depanture
foor senistructured interviews. “Photo elicita
vion,” far example, has hecome a frequently
wved method of data collection m conduct
sy ethnographic studies” As Harper (2002)
describes i, the procedure involves asking
people 10 take pictures and then looking au
and discussing the phaos with them during

red mterviews, Giving people an
image or object 1o
ple reactions, keading
of all kinds of infon

matertality of phy

vide o versatile and e
the tellmg of life hiswory,
material. Things that might be too embar
wuer il w ask wonec
vackle head o are often brought o the fore
incidentally and gently when the focus is on,
for example, the shit a depaned loved ane
wure rather than on death and loss uself. In
Noi Just Ay Dress: Narratives of Me
Body, and ldentity (Weber &  Michell,
nal example, items of clothing

graphs of dress provded the

wocial sciences, includimg professiona
natonal idenvtes, binth, n

wicaal cudes, and death. Asking peuple 1o

o thus @ very

about sparks multi
u

e Lo outpourings
atiom, feeligs, thoughts,

ils. The concreteness, the

raphs, artwork, and

them

T, 1 995) seenms 1o pro
linte

e scaffolding for
life eveis, life

Tt

ury,

g narcatives o

s i

e, aging,
rebhelon, body image.,
s already m thewr
g research

body Langu
my own rapid fire delivery, that | realized

questions and my
and got much more meaningf
while prowidling chaldren w
able and comfortable expern
from those videos provided convincing
“eviddence”
presem
Weber,

e hased modes of represe
art o express their findings
(see Bagley & Cancenne,

ceviewany of taped interviews with chikdren.
It was only when | saw those tapes, and
ced the children's facial expressions,

e, and, most embarrassing,

how hittle time or space | was allowiog for
v uddress the
un asking, As

pestions | was o
I changed the
mer of intersctng

data, all the

for sulwequent conference

ons of my fndings (Mirchell &
in press: Weber, 2002; Weher
& Muchell, 1995h; Weber, Michell, &
Tardiff, 2002}

USE OF IMAGES AS MODE OF
INTERPRETATION
REPRESENTATION

NDIOR

As the norms and expectavons for com
mustkcating research results change, a grow
ing number of swholars are turmmg w

m, ereai

USE OF IMAGES FOR FEEDBACK
AND DOCUMENTATION OF
RESEARCH PROCESS

Researchers often visually document
duta collection by usinga video or sull cam
era 1o caprure at least some of what hap
pens throughout the projecs. Not only does
this provide a visual running recond, it pro.
vides another eye on the process as well
as valuahle feedhack, helping researchers
asess, adjust, andd fine e, lnvge g the
research process changes the research,
miakmg it muore transparent, suggesting new
ctions, and facilitaring self crmque. A
telliny example from my work concerns the

)
Cole & Mcluyre, 20013 Jipson & Payley,
1997; and this handhook). Socielogise
reenblat (2005) comments cre

Cathy
atively on Alchenner's disease through care
fully sequenced closeup photographs of
stnaill clear plastic “baggies™ that comtain a
cullection of things ane would nor ordi
narily group together, for example, u straw,
twe preriiies, an empty candy wrapper, and
a valuable diamond rng. Many such bags
were found stashed in varous places n
her mother's house shorly afier she died
of Aleheimer's. CGreeablat uses her pho
toggraphs of them w symbolically represent
and exanune the disease, glving us 4 peak
o the wordd through her mother's eyes.

Joo Spence’s seminal work (1995), as a fur
ther example, featured the careful comse

g of symbulic images (for example,

photogeaphs of herself as “suear for sale”)
as both the method of guiry and the
mude of mterpretation and represin
reminding us that any anempis
pletely separate method from findings 1

ific

and somewhat arbiteary

The imponance of images 10 presenting
research findings was. never n
to me than when | tried o wrie abe

re apparent

ta pro
ject o the lugh school prom. Words alone
just didit do justice to the phenomeon
The studies involved so much visual detail

the dresses, the Tubrics, the girls and boys all
dressed up, the limos, the dances, the pho
tographs, the disillusioned or happy facial

expressions, and the dozenis of toen iovies
all of which sunply refused 1w be Marened
o a page of scholarly wext. A ughly rita
alized yer complex social phenomenea, the

prom is knows and portrayed Lirgely

through the visual Linguage of popular cul
ture, The question was how w keep all the
layers of the phenomenm m view when
communiating the reults? And s | tarned
!

tstlc visual modes 1 theorize wod rep

cesent some of our findings, directing two
o Dresy Figting (Webee & Mirchell,
2000 and Cunadware Pie |Weber 8¢ Matchell
2003), as well us a multimedia are installa
vion, § Am g Woman Now (Weber, 2004

* Questions and Caveats
Regarding the Use of
Images in Research

All of the preceding discussions do not
mean, of course, that imiges per se are
“goud® or guarantee any sort of research
vutcome or autoniatically lead w deeper
understandig or theoretical insgght. Mot




