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 i. 
Photography-Based Approaches in Health Research

This groundbreaking guide introduces health researchers and students to innovative photography-based research methods in healthcare, capitalising on photographic techniques’ advantages over traditional approaches. The book provides a structured framework currently lacking in healthcare research, offering comprehensive guidance for navigating this emerging methodological landscape.

Photography-Based Approaches in Health Research: Techniques and Applications explores diverse photography-based methodologies, including photo-elicitation, photovoice, visual ethnography, photographic collage, and photo-storytelling. It examines the interconnection between photography and phenomenology in health research, providing historical context while exploring future developments in artificial intelligence applications. Authentic case studies from the author’s mental health research and lived experience enhance real-world applicability, while the final chapter offers practical exercises for immediate application. A dedicated chapter addresses the complex ethical considerations inherent in photographic research methods.

This essential resource serves health researchers, graduate students, and academics in public health, nursing, medicine, psychology, and health and allied professions. The practical guidance for planning, designing, and conducting photography-based research makes it invaluable for qualitative researchers, visual methodologists, and anyone seeking to integrate visual and textual data in healthcare and well-being studies, offering clear frameworks for formulating research questions, collecting and analysing data, and reporting findings.

Dr Lucian Hadrian Milasan is a senior lecturer in mental health nursing and a qualitative researcher at Nottingham Trent University (the Institute of Health and Allied Professions), where he teaches and contributes to mental health practice and research modules at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. ii. 
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Foreword

When I first saw the proposal for this book, I was immediately taken, which is not my usual experience, with both the importance of its subject matter and its clarity.

In recent years, we have witnessed a growing acknowledgement – both within psychotherapy and the wider field of health research – that not all experience can be adequately grasped through words alone. Much of what matters in human suffering, care, and recovery is tacit, embodied, and pre-reflective. Photography, with its capacity to arrest a moment while simultaneously revealing what exceeds representation, offers a distinctive way of approaching these dimensions. It is therefore a pleasure to introduce this book – Photography-Based Approaches in Health Research: Techniques and Applications – which brings together a thoughtful and comprehensive account of how images can deepen our understanding of health, illness, and the human condition.

My own work in therapeutic photography and critical practice has long been concerned with the ways in which visual methods can make present what is ordinarily marginalised in research: the unspoken, the affective, and the relational. What we often find, whether in therapeutic encounters or other research contexts, is that photographs open a different kind of dialogue – one that situates meaning not only in narratives but also in textures, atmospheres, and the ambiguities that resist tidy interpretation. This book recognises that potential and provides a rigorous framework for working with such complexity. Furthermore, here we can see photographic research as methods in their own right and not just as important adjuncts to the more standard non-visual approaches.

Importantly, Dr Milasan does not present photography as a neutral or purely technical tool. Instead, the book situates photographic methods within philosophical and ethical considerations important for any researcher working in healthcare. The chapter on philosophical underpinnings and historical evolution of photography as a research method is particularly significant. It reminds us that to use photography in research is not merely to collect data but to enter into a relationship – often asymmetrical – with participants, their images, and their lived realities. The ethical chapter of this book is therefore not an add-on; it is integral to the work.

 xiii. Photography-based approaches are also shown here to have therapeutic relevance. Whether through photovoice with marginalised communities, photo-elicitation in clinical settings, or participatory visual ethnography, images often allow participants to express experiences that may have been difficult to articulate verbally. Importantly, I do not advocate the therapeutic use of photographs when not facilitated by a trained psychotherapist who has had considerable personal therapy. Yet, given those vital caveats, I do strongly agree, as advocated in this book, that photography can foster reflexivity and agency for participants and can invite researchers to confront their own assumptions about health, illness, and representation.

As someone who has also long advocated for critical reflexivity in both therapy and research, I am particularly appreciative of the emphasis in this book on the researcher’s responsibility to remain alert to the potential for (mis)representation. Photographs, as constructed images, can empower, but they can also objectify; they can reveal, but they can also conceal. The chapter dealing with artificial intelligence (AI) introduces an additional layer of complexity, reminding us that the image is no longer simply captured but increasingly generated, manipulated, and algorithmically interpreted. In an era when visual technologies are becoming more pervasive, Dr Milasan’s careful discussion of the methodological and ethical implications of AI is timely and necessary.

Readers will also find the final chapter extremely valuable for teaching and practice. The worked examples, exercises, and applied activities offer pragmatic guidance without losing sight of the philosophical and ethical commitments that underpin the whole book. This combination of conceptual depth and practical clarity is rare and welcome.

In bringing together diverse photographic methods – photo-elicitation, photovoice, visual ethnography, photo-storytelling, and more – this book provides a unique point of reference for healthcare researchers, practitioners, and students alike. More than an instructional guide, it invites us to consider what it means to “see” in healthcare and what might become possible when we allow images to speak not just to us but with us.

It is my hope that readers will not only learn techniques from these pages but will also be encouraged to adopt a more questioning, ethically attuned, and relationally sensitive approach to photography-based research. For in the end, the value of such work lies not only in what is shown but also in the human encounters – and responsibilities – that emerge in the very looking of being.

Prof Del Loewenthal

Emeritus Professor of Psychotherapy and Counselling, University of Roehampton, London, UK, and Chair of Southern Association for Psychotherapy and Counselling, London, UK xiv. 
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Introduction
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Photography-Based Approaches in Health Research: Techniques and Applications represents the culmination of a long and deeply personal journey in which photography has been my constant companion across the many roles I inhabit(ed) – student, commercial photographer, mental health professional, reviewer, healthcare educator, supervisor, researcher, and expert by experience. Photography has always been present in my life, including during my own battle with myasthenia gravis and depression – experiences that revealed the therapeutic potential of photography and inspired me to explore its role in mental health during my doctoral studies.

My PhD thesis (Milasan, 2020) highlighted a critical gap – the literature on methodological aspects of using photography in health-related research, and not only, was fragmented and inconsistent. Like many early-career and established researchers, I sought a rigorous, coherent framework for integrating photography into health research. Instead, I often encountered literature that was disjointed, incomplete, sometimes contradictory, and variable in quality and reliability. This book is my response to that challenge – a structured, evidence-informed resource for health researchers, practitioners, and students who wish to master photography as a meaningful research tool.


Aims and objectives

In this book, I aim to address this gap in the literature on using photography-based research methods in healthcare research by providing a clear and structured methodological framework that is currently lacking. The book capitalises on the advantages and methodological potential of photographic techniques (compared to traditional methods) that are increasingly used for exploring health phenomena.

The objectives that guided me throughout writing this book are:


	To explore the historical evolution and philosophical underpinnings of photography as a research method in healthcare research.

	To outline a rationale for using photographic techniques in health research by emphasising the advantages and potential they have compared to non-photographic approaches.

	 2. To provide a comprehensive step-by-step guide to planning, designing, and conducting photography-based healthcare research to support health researchers and students acquire knowledge and skills in this subject area. For this purpose, the reader is guided from formulating a research question for a photographic inquiry in healthcare to making informed decisions throughout the stages of data collection and analysis, reporting findings that triangulate visual and textual data, and dissemination.

	To critically discuss ethical challenges and complexities of photographic research methods in health research, including aspects related to the use of digital technologies.

	To bridge the theoretical foundations of photographic techniques and research practice by providing authentic examples and insights into conducting photography-based research.



The book provides the reader with a comprehensive account of the most common photography-based methodologies, such as photo-elicitation, photovoice, and visual ethnography, along with less frequent uses of photography in health research, including photographic collage and digital storytelling. Historical aspects referring to the evolution of such photographic methods provide the reader with a holistic context complemented by a thought-provoking chapter on the future of photography-based research in the era of artificial intelligence.

My goal throughout this book has been to maintain a strong practical focus. For this reason, most of the chapters include comprehensive guidance for planning, designing, and conducting health research embedding photographic techniques. The practical dimension culminates in the last chapter, consisting of applications, knowledge checking, ideas for photography-based activities, and photographic outputs meant to inspire the reader. Much of the advice and many of the examples included in this book are authentic, stemming mainly from my lived experience and conducting photographic research into mental health.



Why a book on photography-based health research?

A book on the use of photography in healthcare research is important and necessary in the current context in which photography is increasingly used to enhance insights into health phenomena. Although more and more healthcare researchers utilise visual aids, there seems to be a lack of resources and clear guidance on conducting photography-based research in this subject area from a methodological and ethical perspective (Miller, 2015). Part of the problem is due to embedding photography in generic arts-based studies combining different approaches such as painting, drawing, and creative writing. In my opinion, this often leads to confusion around the benefits and methodological application of photography in research practice that may dilute the value of this approach (Milasan et al., 2022). Moreover, photography-based research studies are criticised for lacking rigour and a clear framework (Langman & Pick, 2018). This book aims to answer some essential questions that may help the reader make an informed decision on whether the use of photography, as a standalone approach, is justified and purposeful, as opposed to being an unnecessary sophistication. Furthermore, the book provides guidance on how to enhance the methodological and ethical soundness of photography-based research, particularly in healthcare.

It is known that photography can provide valuable opportunities for triangulation of research data, strengthening the methodological approaches, particularly in health areas that are difficult to articulate through textual communication and traditional research methods, for example, mental health and learning disabilities. This book capitalises on this aspect by providing  3. a one-stop resource currently lacking on the market, guiding the audience through the often difficult-to-navigate stages of planning, designing, and conducting photography-based health research. For this purpose, questions such as “what” (is photography-based research?), “why” (is photography necessary as a research method?), and “how” (is photography-based health research conducted?) are addressed in this book. To achieve this, I draw on evidence I carefully curated to comprehensively cover content related to all the essential aspects of photography techniques in healthcare research.



Who is the book for?

To my knowledge, this is the first book exploring photographic techniques and applications in such depth with a specific focus on healthcare research. As mentioned above, the book is inspired by my own needs and struggles as a visual researcher, echoed by students and fellow researchers from health and other disciplines, for example, arts and humanities. This inspired me to align this book with the current interdisciplinary and innovative context, thinking of researchers who may wish to add photographic techniques to their methodological repertoire. At the same time, the book is also addressed to visual researchers already versed in photography as a research method who may wish to channel their expertise into health-related subjects. The latter includes researchers in arts and humanities, academics, and postgraduate research students with an interest in research combining photography and well-being on courses such as photography, digital photography, therapeutic photography, digital art and design, public art and community engagement, art and well-being, integrative arts, visual arts, media and society, and gender studies.

The book may also be appealing to health practitioners engaging in audit, service improvement, and research that may require photographic data collection and analysis. The book is also relevant to healthcare educational contexts, namely under- and postgraduate students on health-related courses such as medicine, biomedical sciences, epidemiology, public health, global health, health psychology, health research, mental health, learning disabilities, health promotion, sports and exercise sciences, environmental health, nursing, quality improvement in healthcare, and midwifery. I would also like to add allied professions courses such as art therapy, including photo-therapy and therapeutic photography, occupational therapy, paramedicine, audiology, physiotherapy, podiatry, pharmacology, nutrition, speech and language therapy, and dentistry.



Key features

Among the key features of this book, I would mention:


	Balance between the theory and practice of photography-based research methods in health-related subjects

	Focus on the benefits and challenges of using photography as a research method in healthcare

	Exploration of a wide range of photographic techniques in health research covering current and more futuristic approaches

	Processual approach to photography-based research with emphasis on hands-on experiences and practical and reflective exercises to encourage the application of theory into practice

	Accessible language aligned with a learner-centred writing style yet critical and thought-provoking.
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1.1 A philosophical prelude to photography

Whether approached as a research method, professional practice, hobby, artistic endeavour, or means of capturing meaningful life events, photography is deeply rooted in philosophy. Beyond serving as a physical lens through which the world can be observed, photography constitutes a source of knowledge and insight into both individual and collective perceptions of the surrounding environment and subjective life experiences.

A critical philosophical discussion of photography can be initiated by a seemingly simple question – What is photography? – that prompts further lines of inquiry, such as: Is photography a form of art? Is it a technical skill? Or is it a simple representation or reflection of reality? While scientists, philosophers, and photographers may offer different answers, undoubtedly photography extends beyond the objective documentation of reality. Photographs create rich opportunities for the production of subjective knowledge through emotional expression, creativity, and interpretation. In his seminal work Camera Lucida, Barthes (1993) makes a key ontological distinction between the referent – the actual object or scene depicted in a photograph – and photographic signifier, which refers to what is perceived or evoked in the viewer through reflection and introspection. Photography, therefore, can be understood as facilitating an ontological or existential journey from the immediate, concrete aspects of reality to more abstract, metaphorical, and emotionally resonant forms of expression. This interpretive journey varies depending on the degree of subjectivity or objectivity embedded in the photograph by its creator, referred to by Barthes as the Operator, and by how it is subsequently received by the viewer, or the Spectator.

For instance, a photograph of a fence (Figure 1.1) can be interpreted literally as a physical structure reminiscent of one’s own backyard. Alternatively, it may serve as a metaphor for personal boundaries, limitations, protection, or separation. These interpretations, ranging from the concrete to the metaphysical, are all valid insofar as they reflect different worldviews and meaning-making processes.

Such interpretative openness is one reason photography has been successfully integrated within qualitative research paradigms. Qualitative inquiry typically aligns with an idealist  6. ontological stance, which posits that reality can also be understood not only through material representations but also through the exploration of subjective experience, thought, and meaning. This perspective challenges the scientific-realist assumptions rooted in positivism that reality is solely material and can be fully captured through quantitative methods (Spencer et al., 2014).


[image: A picture of a metallic fence as a metaphor for freedom.]
Figure 1.1 “There is freedom if you know how to see it. But you must go on the other side of the fence” (the fence as a symbol of the limitations imposed by living with a mental health condition)Source: photograph and text by Rodion Return to text.⏎

Inevitably, this discussion extends to the role of photography in exploring human consciousness and the phenomenology of photography. Phenomenology has been critically examined within philosophy and across various other disciplines. For the purpose of this chapter, phenomenology is defined more broadly as “the study of structures of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view” (Smith, 2018, p. 1).

Health-related experiences such as stroke, post-natal depression, dental anxiety, and insomnia, to name only a few, serve as examples of phenomena that can be explored phenomenologically. To investigate such experiences, researchers may employ objective measurements and standardised assessments characteristic to quantitative research, often regarded as more empirical and scientific in nature. Alternatively, qualitative inquiry engages with individuals’ perspectives, attitudes, behaviours, and meaning-making processes to access deeper understanding of lived experiences. This approach requires engagement with individuals’ self-consciousness,  7. which may be pre-reflective (primary or immediate) or reflective (second-order cognition) (Sartre, 1957).

For example, an individual may be aware of experiencing shortness of breath without actively contemplating it (pre-reflective consciousness). Upon being questioned by another individual who notices signs of discomfort, they may enter a reflective state, considering in greater depth how the experience feels, its underlying causes, and its broader implications (reflective consciousness). In this reflective process, individuals may articulate health-related anxieties or recognise the ways in which such symptoms impact on their quality of life and ability to engage in physical activities. In other words, reflective consciousness not only shapes individual perspectives on health experiences but also contributes to a richer understanding of the phenomenon for both the individual and others.

Photography can serve as a powerful tool for facilitating the transition from pre-reflective to reflective consciousness. In the same way that verbal prompts or interpersonal dialogue may invite an individual to reflect more deeply on their embodied experiences, photographs – whether taken by the individual or presented to them – can act as visual cues that elicit introspection and meaning-making. Through engagement with photographic images, individuals can externalise and re-encounter their experiences from a new perspective, facilitating not only self-reflection but also the articulation of thoughts and feelings that may otherwise remain unexpressed. In this way, photography becomes more than a representational tool; it becomes a reflective device that supports the transition from implicit, pre-reflective awareness to explicit, reflective understanding.

Some scholars refer to this potential as the “photographic phenomenology” (Pettersson, 2011). Phenomenology, as a philosophical approach, is primarily concerned with the study of the “appearance of things” – derived from the Greek phainómenon (that which appears) and lógos (study) – and focuses on how phenomena are subjectively experienced. In a similar way, photography can be seen as a medium that facilitates this process of “appearance”, by visually revealing dimensions of experience that may otherwise remain subconscious or unarticulated.

While this is not the appropriate space for an in-depth exploration of the various phenomenological traditions, a basic distinction is necessary to clarify the theoretical underpinnings relevant to this discussion. Broadly, phenomenology can be divided into two primary strands: (1) descriptive phenomenology, which aims to understand phenomena as they are experiences in their raw form, free from the researcher’s preconceptions and assumptions – a perspective rooted in the work of Edmund Husserl; and (2) interpretive phenomenology, which seeks to uncover meanings embedded within lived experience, understood in relation to the individual’s socio-cultural and existential context. The latter approach, grounded in Heidegger’s concept of being-in-the-world, aligns with hermeneutics, described by Lopez and Willis (2004) as “a process and method for bringing out and making manifest what is normally hidden in human experience” (p. 728).

This interpretive lens is essential for understanding the epistemological potential of photography as a research method. Beyond its anecdotal or documentary function, photography – when used as a photo-instrument – has the potential “to make visible what otherwise may remain hidden” (Sitvast, 2014, p. 18). In this sense, photographs as the one shown in Figure 1.2 do not merely depict objects or moments but also act as semiotic devices that invite deeper exploration of meaning, facilitate its construction, and enable its communication within research contexts.

A discussion of phenomenology within healthcare research would be incomplete without introducing the concept of embodiment. Embodiment, a core principle within phenomenological  8. philosophy, refers to the body’s central role in shaping perception, experience, and engagement with the world (Fernandez, 2020). This concept is particularly relevant in understanding health and illness, as bodily experience is not a simple, passive reflection of disease but an active, dynamic process through which individuals interpret and respond to their conditions. The relationship between the body and health phenomena is thus inherently synergistic.


[image: A picture of a glass containing jigsaw puzzle pieces with a medical letter in the background]
Figure 1.2 “Behind the diagnosis”Source: photograph by the Author Return to text.⏎

A key contribution to the philosophical framing of embodiment comes from Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a French philosopher who brought the body back on the pedestal of human experience after being separated or dualised from the mind by classical thinkers like Descartes. Merleau-Ponty (1962) argued that the body is not an object one possesses, but rather the very medium through which we experience the world. In his view, human existence is fundamentally embodied, and the body is inseparable from personal identity and perceptual experience. Essentially, Merleau-Ponty emphasises the phenomenological idea of being-in-the-world while living in a body that cannot exist separately from who we are, from our personal identity, and our perception of the surrounding world.

In psychological terms, this aspect was coined as embodied cognition, which posits that cognitive processes are influenced not only by the brain but also by the body’s interaction with its surroundings (Goldman, 2012). Within photography, the implications of embodiment are two-fold: the body becomes both a subject that visually expresses meaning, and a medium through which lived experience is made visible. Moreover, the camera itself can be conceptualised as an extension of the body – a tactile, sensorial tool that externalises thought, emotion, and sensation. In this way, photography functions not only as a means of representation but also as an embodied act of meaning-making. I included a set of photographs below that represents my embodied experience of living with ocular myasthenia gravis. It reflects not only clinical  9. symptoms such as ptosis (drooping eyelids) and diplopia (double vision) but also the deeper, lived reality that shapes how I perceive, identify, and interact with the world (Figure 1.3)


[image: A collage of four distorted self-portraits of a man with prism glasses]
Figure 1.3 Photographic reflections on living with ocular myasthenia gravisSource: photographs by the Author Return to text.⏎

This section aimed to introduce the philosophical foundations for the use of photography as a method of knowledge generation within healthcare research. The alignment between photography and phenomenological philosophy emerges as particularly salient, owing to their shared emphasis on lived experience, perception, and meaning-making. As illustrated in this section, the conceptual parallels between photography and phenomenology provide an ideal framework for exploring the subjective dimensions of health and illness. Nonetheless, photography can be examined through numerous other philosophical lenses, both epistemically and aesthetically. While this chapter focuses primarily on phenomenological perspectives, additional readings are recommended at the end of the chapter for those interested in broader theoretical explorations such as critical realism, post-structuralism, post-modernism, semiotics, and visual hermeneutics.



1.2 A brief history of photography as a research method

The invention of photography by Nicéphore Niépce in the mid-1820s, followed by the development of the daguerreotype – a precursor to the modern photographic camera – by his associate Louis Daguerre, opened new technological horizons with potential to capture the world in unprecedented ways. This marked the beginning of a rapid progression from the metal photographic plates of the daguerreotype, which consisted of a sheet of copper plated with a thin  10. cover of silver, to Talbot’s paper-based process utilising calotype techniques, i.e., paper treated with silver iodide, which preceded the advent of glass-based photographic plates. The late 19th century witnessed another significant innovation in the form of roll films, which allowed photographers to capture black-and-white images and, starting in the mid-20th century, colour photographs. Finally, the emergence of digital photography in the 1990s revolutionised the field, making photography more accessible and sustainable, akin to contemporary practices.

The use of photography in healthcare can be traced back to the mid-nineteenth century, shortly after the introduction of the commercial daguerreotype. One notable example is the photographs of asylum patients in England from 1845 to 1920, analysed by Dahlquist and Kinderman (2023), who contextualised this practice within the transition in mental healthcare from viewing individuals as “lunatics” and “social outcasts” to recognising them as “patients”. Although the camera in the asylums was not initially employed as a research method per se, the photographs of patients served to complement their medical records. In line with a positivist view of reality – objective, realistic, and representative of the scientific or empirical truth – photography was regarded by psychiatrists as an invaluable tool for understanding mental health conditions and their treatment. For instance, photographs were used to provide insights into biological pathologies and phenotypes, along with their progression, by capturing multiple portraits of the same patient throughout their journey through “madness”. This is supported by early publications such as Hugh W. Diamond’s (1857) On the application of photography to the physiognomic and mental phenomena of insanity, in which the author, Medical Superintendent of the Surrey Lunatic Asylum, highlights the functionality of “the portraits of the insane”:


It is well known that the portraits of those who are congregated in prisons for punishment have often time been of much value in recapturing some who have escaped, or improving with little expense, and with certainty a previous conviction and similarly the portraits of the Insane who are received into Asylums for protection, give to the eye so clear a representation of their case that on their re-admission after temporary absence and cure.

(Diamond, 1857, p. 7)



Applications of photography in the 19th-century asylums exemplify an early form of scientific photography (Tucker, 2019), dedicated to capturing natural phenomena across various disciplines such as astronomy, chemistry, microbiology, and physics. Scientific and naturalistic investigations have consistently required the documentation of the world, particularly in its material form, through photographic production to consolidate the foundations of knowledge. Pierre Jules César Janssen (1877, in Hayden, 2008) asserted that photography was the “true retina of the scientist”, capable of perceiving what the human eye cannot normally see. The integration of the daguerreotype with a microscope dates back to the 1840s, when Alfred François Donné photographed sections of bones and teeth at the Charité Hospital in Paris. This practice marked the beginning of medical photography, which has been frequently employed in neurology, dermatology, and dentistry, among other clinical areas, for diagnostic purposes and for documenting medical conditions throughout the stages of treatment.

The interpretivist perspective challenged the objective way of seeing the world through the viewfinder of the photographic camera, positing that it is not possible to attain objective knowledge of social realities through empirical means, as with the natural world (Gadamer, 2004). This argument is based on the premise that researchers are inherently part of the world they study, and thus, they possess a pre-understanding of social phenomena that inevitably influences their  11. inquiry. Consequently, there are multiple, equally valid truths and ways to perceive the world. This perspective coincided with a shift in photography towards a more subjective approach. A notable international trend in this context is subjective photography (Subjektive Fotografie), founded by the German medical doctor and photographer Otto Steiner in the 1950s. Steiner moved away from the documentary and commercial “straight” use of photography towards a more experimental and artistic form, which is described as “humanised, individualised photography that implies the handling of a camera in order to win from the single object the views expressive of its character” (Steiner, 1954, pp. 26–27). Steiner’s work revived the avant-garde photography of the 1920s and reinforced photography’s status as a creative medium that encapsulates metaphysical representations of reality. Furthermore, photography became a vector of meanings open to interpretation. This era in photography intersected with Gadamer’s philosophical work, which built on Heidegger’s hermeneutics, centred around the idea of experience and reflection as pathways to discovering deeper understandings of reality (Greenwald, 1992).

One of the most iconic applications of photography as a research method in anthropology is exemplified by the monograph Balinese character: A photographic analysis by Bateson and Mead (1942). This work aimed to “translate aspects of culture … into some form of communication sufficiently clear and sufficiently unequivocal to satisfy the requirements of scientific enquiry”, and to “communicate those intangible aspects of culture … in an attempt to describe the way in which the emotional life of these various South Sea peoples was organised in culturally standardised forms” (p. xi). The methodological rigour of the approach proposed by Bateson and Mead faced criticism at the time for being more journalistic than scientific, relying heavily on literary skill, and being difficult to replicate and evaluate. Coincidentally, some of the critiques of early research methods incorporating photography echoed the backlash against qualitative approaches promoted in the 1940s by Paul Felix Lazersfield (in Fleck, 2015). Despite this, anthropologists and sociologists continued to develop photographic methods, which found fertile ground in the methodology and philosophy of qualitative research.

A significant milestone in the evolution of visual ethnography is the introduction of photo-elicitation interviews by John Collier in the 1950s. Collier, an American anthropologist recognised as a methodological pioneer in this field, published the seminal article Photography in anthropology: A report on two experiments (Collier, 1957). This article, based on two research projects – one of which was an interdisciplinary study on the relationship between the environment and mental health – advocated for the potential of photography to “widen the field of scientific recognition and accelerate the processes of research” (p. 843). Collier emphasised the use of “photographs as an aid to interviewing” and the possibility of triangulating visual data with field notes. He challenged the traditional illustrative function of photography in anthropology, aiming to capture the subjective dimension of human experience: “We are not so much concerned with how a man looks as with what a man thinks” (p. 844).

Collier advanced the concept of the photograph as a “cultural map”, guiding research participants towards insights pertinent to his project. He conducted comparative studies by dividing the interviewees into groups with and without photographs, concluding that “the photographic interview got considerably more concrete information on the structure and processes … more empathetic expressions … and much more specific information” compared to non-photographic interviews. Collier’s narrative article reveals his enthusiasm for the emerging research method he termed photo-elicitation, in which “the imagery opened doors of memory
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