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Visual methods and quality in information behaviour
research: the cases of photovoice and mental mapping

Andrew Cox and Melanie Benson.

Introduction The purpose of the paper is to explore the ways in which visual
methods can increase the quality of qualitative information behaviour
research.
Methods The paper examines Tracy’s framework of eight criteria for research
quality: worthy topic, rich rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant
contribution, ethical issues and meaningful coherence. It explores photovoice
and mental mapping as examples of visual research methods, to consider how
far they have the potential to increase research quality against these criteria.
Analysis The data for this conceptual paper were the authors’ own experience
of the methods and other published studies using them, in the context of an
understanding of major trends in the field of information behaviour.
Results Visual methods have great potential in qualitative information
behaviour research to produce studies with the qualities of credibility and
resonance, as discussed by Tracy. There may be more issues to overcome in
achieving rigour, sincerity, ethics and coherence. Worthiness of the research or
significance of the contribution do not seem to be so clearly linked to use of
these methods as such.
Conclusions As an approach to producing high quality research of affective
aspects and everyday information behaviour, particularly in those cases where
participants are potentially marginalised or disadvantaged, visual methods
seem promising approaches.

Introduction

While semi-structured interviews analysed by grounded theory or
thematic analysis are a staple of qualitative research across the
social sciences, there is room for more imaginative approaches to
eliciting and analysing qualitative data. The last few years have
seen a turn across the social sciences towards increased use of
visual, creative and arts-based or arts-informed research methods
(Pauwels, 2011; Pink, 2007). For example, there is increasing
interest in eliciting interviews with photographs taken by the
researcher or by participants. The photographs may also be treated
as data in themselves. Creative methods such as map making,
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drawing timelines and other representations, techniques like
collage or making something with modelling clay or Lego, have
also been used by a number of researchers to collect data (Bagnoli,
2009; Mannay, 2010). Using such methods is certainly not entirely
new, yet visual methods are increasingly attractive as engaging and
accessible ways to undertake and disseminate research. In the
context of the increasing stress by funders on the need to actively
engage communities in the research process, as well as explain the
results of research to the public better, visual methods are
appealing. Photovoice techniques, where participants themselves
take photos that are then used as the basis of an interview, for
example, involve a sustained engagement between the researchers
and a group of community members to explore a topic. They also
have advantages in gathering data from difficult to reach
communities, such as migrants, marginalised social groups and
children. Creative approaches such as mental mapping have also
been seen as attractive ways of eliciting data, because the active
process of making something within the interview deepens the
participant's engagement with the research themes, engages them
through all the senses and allows them to express what might be
hard to articulate in words (Briden, 2007; Gauntlett, 2007).
Outputs of visual research can include an exhibition of material
produced in a local community, widening public awareness of
findings and impacting on policy more effectively (Schwartz, Sable,
Dannerbeck and Campbell, 2007). Visual presentations of research
results engage audiences in different ways from text.

The use of visual, creative and arts based methods has not been
without its impact on information science (Brennan and
Kwiatkowski, 2003; Lundh and Alexandersson, 2012; Malone,
1983; Sonnenwald and Wildemuth, 2001). Jenna Hartel, in
particular, has in a number of studies explored the value of visual
methods in information behaviour research. Her earlier work on
gourmet cooks had a strong element of visual ethnography in her
exploration of their personal information collections (Hartel,
2006). She has also written about the effectiveness of visual
methods as an enticing way to teach information behaviour (Hartel
and Thomson, 2011). Her most recent research explores drawn
visualisations of information (Hartel, 2014). Julien, Given and
Opryshko (2013) have also advocated photovoice as a way to
explore information behaviour, praising the rich detail it offers and
the possibility of more authentic participant expression. However,
visual methods seem yet to have become truly mainstream in
information science or information behaviour research; for



example, there is nothing on them in the second edition of
Pickard's (2013) Research methods in information, and the latest
edition of Case's (2016) Looking for information mentions them
only briefly.

While qualitative methods are the most common approach to
studying information behaviour (Vakkari, 2008; Fisher and Julien,
2009), quantitative methods and positivist standards of research
quality remain the dominant paradigm across information science
as a whole. Policy makers still favour quantitative evidence on
which to base decisions. Given this context, it is important to
develop our explanation of the ways in which we ensure quality in
qualitative research. Caution about adopting visual methods is
probably partly a result of the perception of risk associated with
using new approaches, be that because of the expectations of ethics
review panels, funding reviewers or journal editors. To address
this, the current paper's contribution is to consider how such
methods can enhance the quality of qualitative research in
information behaviour. In particular, it will examine the specific
ways in which photovoice and mental mapping can enhance
research quality, using Tracy's (2010) 'eight big tent criteria' as a
framework to structure the analysis. The paper has been developed
by the authors from their experience of applying these particular
methods. The full range of visual methods is beyond the scope of a
single paper, but giving multiple examples gives some sense of how
the criteria might apply in different ways to different methods.

The paper is laid out as follows: it first offers a brief outline of
photovoice and mental mapping, and how far they have been used
in information science. After a short overview of the debate over
quality in qualitative research, an analysis is presented of how
photovoice and mental mapping might meet Tracy's (2010) eight
criteria, particularly in the context of the character and trends in
information behaviour research. The discussion and conclusion
weigh up what has been achieved in the paper. The paper builds on
work previously presented at ISIC, the Information Behaviour
Conference, and available in a special supplement issue of
Information Research (Benson and Cox, 2014).

Photographic techniques

Photographic material has been used in research in many different
fields and in varying ways. Photo documentation, photo inventory
and photo essays document and analyse social phenomena using
photographs taken by the researcher (Harper, 2012). These



photographs, or found photographs, may also be used for photo-
elicitation, where participants are interviewed using photographs
as prompts for discussion. There is some debate about the
terminology used for various techniques, as photographic research
methods come from different traditions. Some authors refer to the
case where participants are asked to take photographs themselves
as the basis of an interview as 'auto-driven photo-elicitation' or
'auto-driving' (Frith and Harcourt, 2007). A more expressive term
is photovoice.

Early pioneers of photovoice, Wang and Burris, worked mainly in
the areas of public health and policy (Wang, 1999; Wang and
Burris, 1994; Wang, Yi, Tao and Carovano, 1998). They and other
early proponents of the method had a very particular philosophical
stance, drawing on the theories of Paolo Freire and feminist theory
and a specific way of training participants in photography and
guiding them to interpret the photographs using the SHOWeD
model. They had a particular view of how this could empower
communities. Although the photovoice method was originally
developed within this philosophical stance, it has subsequently
begun to be much more widely adopted (Harper, 2012). The intent
to empower participants remains, but the meaning of this is
broader, in the context of a wider turn to participatory methods.
Thus in this paper we use the term photovoice to refer to any
method whereby participants are asked to take photographs that
represent something about their community, daily life or point of
view as the basis of an interview. In the process, photographs are
selected for discussion, by interviewer or participant, and the
participants then contextualise them by telling stories about what
the photographs mean, or what emotions or memories they evoke.
This is often in a group setting, but sometimes individually with a
researcher. From this, the researcher can codify the themes that
emerge. The method has been used in the fields of community
development, education and public health in particular
(Hergenrather, Rhodes, Cowan, Bardhoshi and Pula, 2009), and is
often used with communities, particularly in those cases where
they are marginalised or disadvantaged: for example, migrants
(Rhodes and Hergenrather, 2007; Streng et al., 2004), ethnic
minorities (Schwartz et al., 2007), the homeless (Packard, 2008;
Wang, Cash and Powers, 2000), sufferers of illness (Jurkowski and
Paul-Ward, 2007; Levin et al., 2007), adolescents (Stevens, 2006;
Strack, Magill and McDonagh, 2004), the elderly (Baker and
Wang, 2006) or vulnerable women (Booth and Booth, 2003; Side,
2005).



In photovoice participants are often trained in basic photographic
skills by the researchers; this usually includes a briefing on safety
and ethics, but sometimes extends to training in photographic
technique (Catalani and Minkler, 2009). In the original photovoice
studies training participants was in line with beliefs about the
purpose of leading social change. Some visual methodologists
(Harrison, 2002) believe that 'the way in which untrained
photographers take pictures. is itself a rich source of data on
cultural and social constructions' (Catalani and Minkler, 2009, p.
441), and that the participants' extent of, or lack of, engagement
with the method is inherently revealing (Packard, 2008).
Introducing training might therefore seem to be introducing bias,
even if it does ensure participant safety and ethical conduct.

Mental mapping techniques

A range of mental mapping techniques have been used in social
science research. These include participant drawn maps of
geographical space, relational maps, conceptualizations of a topic
and timelines. The mapping of geographic spaces is a method that
has been used extensively since the 1960s by geographers (Lynch,
1960; Kitchin, 1994; Gieseking, 2013). They can depict literal
features of a landscape but also feelings about places and
imaginative landscapes. Community or participative mapping
techniques have been developed as a vehicle to empower local
groups in both the developed and developing world (Perkins, 2007;
Chambers, 2006), sharing the same activist intent as the early
photovoice work. They may be combined with walking tours or go-
with interviews (which themselves are often filmed or
photographed). Such techniques have been used outside
geography; for example, they are also commonly used in
educational research to elicit young people's perceptions of schools
or in participatory design processes (Clark, 2010; McGregor,
2004). Such mental mapping has potential as an approach to
exploring experiences of library space (May, 2011). A study by
Lingel (2011, 2013) uses mental mapping, with other techniques, to
explore migrants' information behaviour. The maps of migrants'
neighbourhoods helped reveal the importance of navigation and
orientation to newcomers and the value of wandering in
discovering the urban environment.

Mental maps can also be used to explore participants' mental
models of particular concepts, rather than geographical space, such
as how they see their relationships and social networks or identity



(Bagnoli, 2009). A notable example of this type of mapping within
information behaviour research is Sonnenwald and Wildemuth's
(2001) use of it in the development of the concept of information
horizons (1999; 2005). Participants were asked in interviews to
produce a map of information sources they used. This provided a
ready synthesis of earlier discussion of the same topics in an
interview.

If mental maps capture spatial conceptualisations, timelines map
temporal experience. They have been used in such fields as
education: Worth (2011) asked young people to draw timelines to
explore transitions in their lives, for example. In the information
field, Scull et al. (1999) used a combination of timelines and maps
to explore newcomers' and experts' impressions of the
development of the Internet.

Quality in qualitative research

Whereas there is a degree of consensus about what are the
attributes of good quantitative research, what makes qualitative
research good is more controversial. The lack of standardisation of
research procedures makes agreement about evaluating qualitative
research problematic (Flick, 2007), but the biggest issue is the
diversity of philosophical positions that qualitative researchers
come from. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) wrote of a crisis of
legitimation. Key concepts for quality in quantitative research such
as replication seem impossible to emulate with qualitative research
(Seale, 1999). Others such as reliability, validity, objectivity and
generalization must be relevant, even if their exact meaning may
differ and different words may be needed to indicate variant
interpretations of these qualities (Silverman, 2015; Golafshani,
2003). Within qualitative research, differing meanings given to the
same term and different terms for the same thing make the debate
hard to navigate.

A useful synthesis of different interpretations of the meaning of
quality in qualitative research is provided by Tracy (2010) who
proposes an eight point framework. She suggests that each of the
eight markers she identifies is a necessary, but not a sufficient,
condition of quality. Controversially she claims that these are
universal hallmarks, even though many commentators have argued
that there are particular procedures appropriate to particular
research paradigms (Creswell and Miller, 2000) or for particular
methods or fields (Flick, 2007). Tracy argues that her approach is
possible because the criteria she proposes are the ends, not the



means or practices to achieve these ends. Nevertheless, the list may
be more relevant to those who do not strongly align themselves
with one particular philosophical paradigm. This is relevant here as
visual methods become used more routinely within qualitative
work. It also emerges from reading Tracy that under each of her
headings there are multiple, sometimes even contradictory, aspects
of quality being described; trying to achieve one criterion could, in
some cases, undermine the ability to achieve another.

Tracy offers a comprehensive structure within which to attempt to
articulate what quality in research means. The eight point
framework is widely cited in the literature, with, for example, 116
citations in Web of Science (in mid-2015). There are alternative
checklists, e.g., Seale (1999), but in this paper the authors use
Tracy's framework as a way to organize a systematic discussion of
how the visual methods considered contribute to research quality.
Each section in what follows is based on one of Tracy's eight
criteria.

Worthy topic

The first criterion Tracy proposes is that good qualitative research
investigates a worthy topic, one that is 'relevant, timely, significant,
interesting or evocative' (Tracy, 2010, p. 840). Topics may be
worthy because they arise from current priorities or popular topics
within a discipline, but equally a worthy topic might emerge from
events in the researcher's life, or from political or social issues in
wider society. It is not immediately obvious that using visual
methods is inherently linked to whether the research is worthwhile
or not. Within a traditional hierarchy of forms of representation,
the complexity and sophistication of text might be seen as to lend
itself to weightier matters. Yet if it can be said that we live in a
visual culture, or perhaps a time of change for visuality in our
culture (Buckingham, 2009), the use of visual methods becomes
particularly timely. In the context of information behaviour
research what is considered information is often seen as textual
(still predominantly books and other texts), not visual. Such
questions as the place of visual material in information behaviour
research are already beginning to be considered (Fisher and Julien,
2009; Hartel and Thomson, 2011), and so the use of the visual
might contribute to asking different types of question about
information behaviour.

A visual approach might also serve to make research more
interesting by use of methods that are novel and different. Tracy



says that worthwhile research challenges accepted ideas and
questions taken for granted assumptions. Photovoice aims to
'make the familiar strange' (Mannay, 2010, p. 95), problematize
everyday experience and surface the issues and concerns of people
whose voices are usually not heard. In the field of information
behaviour, photovoice has been chosen as a method for its ability
to 'discover the unexpected' and provoke further discussion beyond
what a photograph immediately portrays (Briden, 2007, p. 41).
Some argue that it is thereby a useful way to challenge assumptions
made within organizations (Gabridge, Gaskell and Stout, 2008).
Much of the interest in visual methods is tied to a concern with the
everyday and embodied experience, to ways of experiencing the
world beyond text and talk: the other senses, emotion and
imagination (Bagnoli, 2009; Trell and van Hoven, 2010).
Techniques such as drawing recognize the importance of this and
respect different forms of knowing. The importance of affect in
information behaviour research and a return of the body as a focus
for information behaviour research as suggested by Lloyd (2010)
could be facilitated by the new affordances of visual methods.

Rich rigour

Tracy next suggests that good qualitative research is rich and
complex rather than having the precision which is one of the main
virtues of quantitative research. We might still think of qualitative
research as rather precise in its own way. This richness could
derive from theories being deployed or from the quantity and
complexity of data collected and analysed. The method should
generate data and analysis as rich as the phenomenon under
investigation itself.

Catalani and Minkler (2009) note that the 'photovoice process is
often valued for its ability to uncover rich descriptive information'
(p. 441). Users of the method report that participants are prompted
to give more detailed answers to questions (Rose, 2011). In
information behaviour research, asking participants to document
their behaviour through photographs has been found to help to jog
participants' memories when studies are conducted over a long
period of time (Gabridge et al., 2008). With groups such as
children who have potentially limited ability to express complex
ideas purely with words, or with those for whom the language of
the researcher is not their native language, such as migrants, there
is scope for deeper communication. Furthermore, Foster and
Gibbons' photovoice work on the information practices of
university students 'captured a varied texture of details' (Briden,



2007, p. 40) and enabled the researchers to access 'those parts of
their lives that are usually inaccessible' (ibid., p. vii). Similarly, a
Danish project on the hybrid library chose to use photovoice as
part of a wider cultural probe methodology 'to see beneath the
surface and get a glimpse of the users' behaviour, which otherwise
would not be visible' (Akselbo et al., 2006, p. 53).

Compared to simple interviews, photovoice adds to the depth of
engagement through iterative contacts with participants (Bolton,
Pole and Mizen, 2001; Clark-Ibanez, 2007). The timeframe of a
photovoice project offers deeper, more considered insight, as
participants are required to 'live with and analyze the ideas for
longer than the interview period' (Julien et al., 2013, p. 261). In a
more limited way, mental mapping techniques give the participant
more time to reflect and imply a richer engagement in the process
of the interview than simply giving a few immediate responses to
questions (Bagnoli, 2009; Gauntlett, 2007). This mirrors
Gauntlett's (2007) arguments for using methods like model
making and Lego in interviews so that the interviewee can work
with the materials to actively construct an account of a topic.
Drawing a mental map produces a different type of engagement
with the topic than that elicited purely through spoken discourse.
They are a 'tool for thinking with' (Bragg, 2011: 94). Both Bagnoli
(2009) and Trell and van Hoven (2010) found that creative
methods such as drawing or mapping a timeline often stimulated
participants to think about the task in non-standard ways.

On the other hand, a key problem with participatory methods in
general is that the researcher necessarily cedes control over the
quality of data that is produced. Such methods make more
demands on participants, who may be unable or unwilling to
produce the kinds of images that the researcher had hoped for.
While Bagnoli (2009) found most participants more than willing to
engage with a drawing based approach, some expressed resistance
initially and one declined to participate, stating that she would be
unable to 'define or "codify" herself' (ibid., p. 552). Difficulty or
discomfort with the task is often a cause of resistance by
participants to diagrammatic methods in general (Umoquit et al.,
2011). Bagnoli also observes the limited range of expression and
occasional clichéd responses exhibited by younger participants in
particular in drawing based tasks, although she also found this to
be itself of interest as a potential source of information about the
visual culture, artistic assumptions and social inclinations of a
particular group. In studies using photovoice, participants may,



consciously or subconsciously, be constrained by conventions and
norms around photography and notions of art or what constitutes a
valid image (Bourdieu, 1990; Packard, 2008). For example, in their
study of chemotherapy patients, Frith and Harcourt (2007) were
surprised that there were few photographs of medical settings. This
reflects social conventions of not taking photographs in places like
hospitals. The potential richness opened up by producing visual
representations to complement text and talk is not necessarily
exploited.

The rich rigour of analysis may also be an issue. While ways of
analysing visual data have been widely discussed in social science
as a whole (e.g. Mitchell, 2011; Rose, 2011; Spencer, 2011; van
Leeuwen and Jewitt, 2001), in the field of information science,
analysis is typically performed on textual data rather than visual
data, so methods of analysis for visual data are less widely
understood. The majority of work on photovoice does not really
discuss the process of getting from photographs to findings; often,
the researchers do not seem to analyse semiotically the images
themselves, or if they do, it is not explained how this was done.
There is a danger of a naïve assumption that the photographs or
maps can be straightforwardly interpreted as what the participant
really thinks (Buckingham, 2009; Piper and Frankham, 2007). In
most photovoice studies analysis performed is generally of the
accompanying or resulting text, such as interview transcripts
(Catalani and Minkler, 2009). The photographs are used as more
of a prompt to generate discussion than data in themselves. In this
way the potential richness of photographic material is not always
exploited. For the potential of visual methods to be fully realised in
information behaviour research, visual analytic methods need to be
more widely understood and accepted. It is helpful that this seems
to be happening in social science as a whole. The increasing
interdisciplinarity of information behaviour research, particularly
increasing connections with the other social sciences (Julien et al.,
2013), may aid acceptance of new forms of visual analysis.

In a similar way, drawn mental maps pose serious issues of
interpretation. On one hand, training participants in a particular
technique may increase the quality of representations produced.
On the other hand, the code of symbols taught to them by
definition may also be seen to influence what is said about the
research topic. Yet it cannot be assumed that people who are not
trained are not actually influenced by a visual convention; it is
simply that it is not known what the visual convention they are



following is. With particular types of map drawing there are known
analytic methods. For example, there is a language of talking about
features in participative maps developed by Lynch (1960) and
further expanded by Gieseking (2013) (e.g. paths, edges, nodes,
landmarks) and such representations would be amenable to other
forms of analysis such as content analysis.

Sincerity

By sincerity Tracy means that good quality research is self-reflexive
and transparent. Good qualitative research should be honest and
authentic about its aims, methods, biases, limitations, successes
and failures, she suggests. In general, there is no reason to think
visual methods (in themselves) allow for greater self-reflexivity in
the research, although they may encourage greater reflexivity on
the part of the participant (Bagnoli, 2009; Umoquit et al., 2011).
Indeed, the multi-vocal nature of a method like photovoice places
more attention on the participating community and displaces
attention from the researcher's own identity within the research.
While the researcher still makes decisions about what to show and
how to explain it, these may not be explicitly discussed. Issues of
researcher sincerity are less to the fore.

Transparency about methods and challenges is another important
part of sincerity, but for photovoice this can be problematic. Cele
(2006) notes that, when using photovoice, the researcher is often
absent at the moment of data generation. This may increase the
participant's sense of initiative and control over the data, but
reduces the transparency of the process from the researcher's point
of view. Indeed there may be concerns over whether the participant
themselves was fully in control over the camera. One of the women
interviewed by Frith and Harcourt (2007) seemed to be
pressurised by her husband to take photographs. In contrast,
drawing a mental map during an interview offers greater
possibility for the researcher to observe the image being produced.
Indeed, the process by which the map is built up may itself be
revealing. A review of the literature on photovoice in public health
by Catalani and Minkler (2009) suggests that it is not always very
transparent about the analytic methods used, particularly for the
analysis stage of the research. Reproducing images of the research
process itself can help, such as those presented in a paper by
Schwartz et al. (2007) which give us a glimpse into how a study
was undertaken, but such images seem to be few and far between
in photovoice studies: most images that are included are those
taken by the participants themselves. Arguably, articulating how an



analysis has been conducted is less clear for visual methods, such
as map drawing, too.

Credibility

For Tracy, credibility refers to research that is trustworthy and
plausible. For quantitative research, credibility is arguably easy to
define: the research needs to be possible to replicate, consistent
and accurate. However, for qualitative research, a different set of
criteria is necessary; Tracy identifies a number of elements. Firstly,
thick description is very important for credibility: it provides in-
depth illustration of a situation or event, with concrete detail and
explanation of the deeper, culturally situated issues at hand.
Showing, rather than telling, is a key part of this; researchers need
to provide enough detail for readers to come to their own
conclusions about the object being studied. Photovoice can help by
giving immediate concrete detail (Hartel and Thomson, 2011) or
illustration of a point through visual means, and then providing
more depth with commentary from participants (Briden, 2007). An
aspect of thick description could be considered to be the emotive
and sensory aspects of experience, beyond the cognitive and
perhaps the technologically mediated. Visual methods seem
appropriate to these topics and less so to cognitive and technology
based experience: it is possible to capture many aspects of
cognition through encoded information , even if there are aspects
that might be more fully explored through the use of visual
methods, such as capturing processes on video.

According to Tracy, good quality qualitative research seeks ways to
elicit tacit knowledge, considering the hidden assumptions and
meanings that are not easy or even possible to articulate but are
vital to truly understanding a context. The tacit knowledge that
social actors have about a situation is often difficult to uncover and
may require a long time spent in the field, getting under the skin of
a community, situation or context, to grasp. Akselbo et al. (2006)
felt that photovoice methods, coupled with observation, could
provide insight into tacit knowledge in information behaviour. It is
also important to consider what is not being said or referred to; for
example, when using photographs, sometimes what is not being
photographed, or being photographed but not talked about, can be
revealing. Hartel (2010) found in her study of gourmet cooks'
information use that participants tended to photograph traditional,
hard copy artefacts such as recipe binders, and neglected to
photograph electronic resources. While researching childhood



obesity, Darbyshire, MacDougall and Schiller (2005) observed that
while pets featured in participants' photographs, they were not
mentioned by the participants in their interviews, although the
photographs appeared to show that playing with pets was an
important part of their physical activity. Collective activities like
photovoice, especially in a group setting, could be an excellent way
to externalise knowledge that is beneath the surface of what is
usually made explicit (Bagnoli, 2009; Croghan, Griffin, Hunter and
Phoenix, 2008). Similarly, map making by participants is seen as a
good way to capture tacit knowledge or assumptions, e.g., about
where the boundaries of an area are or what are key landmarks.

Triangulation is a common strategy for corroborating research.
The idea is that if two or more sources of data, researchers or
theories point to the same conclusion, then the research is more
credible. This is a common approach in positivist research. It
applies to some degree also in qualitative studies: photographs or
drawn maps constitute another data point to triangulate against
spoken interviews or written texts. Sonnenwald and Wildemuth
(2001) justify the mental mapping technique by the consistency
between participants' maps and what they said in earlier parts of
the interview covering the same topics. However, the concept of
triangulation does not always map easily onto the assumptions in
qualitative research, if one questions whether there is a single
reality to be uncovered. Furthermore, as research methods are
different, so their findings are not necessarily easily comparable. In
photovoice, for example, the information we extract from a
participant's photographs may seem to differ from their own
explanation of the same photographs. This does not mean we
would simply discount either view. If we use photovoice with other
methods, there is further potential for dissonance between
resulting data.

A view of quality that might suit qualitative research slightly better
than triangulation, Tracy suggests, is that of crystallization, a term
which is rooted in post-structuralist and performative
assumptions. This idea seems to better articulate how good
qualitative research uses multiple data sources, researchers and
interpretations to create a multiple view of reality, with a complex
shape that seems different from different angles. The multiple
different methods and frameworks are not ways of finding a more
valid singular truth, but open up the complexities of the issue and
provide more in-depth understanding. Photovoice and map
making techniques reflect this by enabling the presentation of



many different realities; e.g., through multiple visions of the same
place. One mental map may present multiple views in a single
image.

Linked to crystallization is multivocality, another element of
credibility in qualitative research, for Tracy. Multivocal research
captures multiple viewpoints, without preferring a particular
position. The process of photovoice is intended to be multivocal as
it allows different points of view to be heard in the data and
analysis. Yet photos presented without context do not inherently
tell a story and do not necessarily accomplish the aim for
participants to have their voices heard in a coherent way. A key
issue is how far participants are involved in offering interpretations
of the images they create. The use of 'photo stories', which include
captions or narrative along with the photograph (Strack et al.,
2004; Suchar, 1997, 2004), may also go some way to allowing the
participants' own voice to be heard within the reporting of a study.
Involving participants in designing exhibits of their work is
increasingly common. Similarly, maps and drawings need verbal
explanation to clarify their meaning (Trell and van Hoven, 2010).
Yet individuals' maps can also be powerful expressions of a
personal voice, at least if the author has some skill in visual
representation. Hearing the voices of young people, especially
migrational individuals, in information behaviour research has
been predicted as an area of growing concern (Wilson, 2010).
Visual methods seem to offer good tools to do this.

Member reflections (an umbrella term that for Tracy includes
member checks, member validation, member verification and
similar concepts) are a way of furthering credibility by including
the participants in the process of analysis and producing the
research report: asking participants to verify, corroborate and
elaborate upon what the researcher understands from their initial
data. This is not just a way of making sure that the researcher has
got their facts right, but can also yield new data and ideas for
further study. Furthermore, member reflections can provide a way
for the participants to express their views on whether they agree
with the findings. With photovoice, a form of member verification
is usually built into the process, since participants are asked to
speak about their photos, either individually with the researcher or
in a larger group setting.

Resonance

The quality of 'resonance' refers to research that can "meaningfully



reverberate and affect an audience" (Tracy, 2010, p. 844). Both
photovoice and mental mapping techniques are especially relevant
to this criterion, as images have a capacity to promote empathy in
ways that text does not. Sometimes the image itself is aesthetically
pleasing (Tracy emphasises this aspect) but it could also be
troubling or particularly evocative. Knowledge of how and why the
images were constructed, provided through captions or
accompanying text, can add an extra dimension of resonance, as
demonstrated in photovoice articles by Strack et al. (2004) and
McIntyre (2003), where images of the difficult social conditions in
which people live are intensified by commentary about how these
conditions impact upon participants' daily lives. Drawn images too,
such as mental maps, may resonate because of their direct quality
and personal references , perhaps in subtly different ways from
quotes or other text. Visual material engages the viewer at a
different level.

Tracy's concept of resonance also refers to forms of generalization
possible in qualitative research. Since qualitative research will not
be based on a representative sample of a wider population,
generalization is not possible in the same way as in a quantitative
study. Tracy uses the term 'naturalistic generalisation' to refer to
the way findings can be suggestive of implications for other
settings. She uses the term 'transferability' to refer to when readers
feel that the results could apply to them. This seems to be linked to
the reader having a vicarious experience through reading about
research and changing their view of a situation or behaviour
because of their enhanced understanding. Since much of Tracy's
language implies emotional processes it seems reasonable to
expect photographic or mental maps to have a special ability to
achieve certain forms of transferability.

Significant contribution

Tracy states that good qualitative research makes a theoretically,
heuristically, methodologically or practically significant
contribution. We do not wish to argue that research using visual
methods is inherently more likely to produce theoretically
interesting results, though it has such potential like any
theoretically well-grounded work. However, heuristic significance,
which is the ability to move the reader to explore a topic further, is
a possible outcome of visual research and seems to be consistent
with the resonance it can produce. These methods can develop
curiosity and inspire further research, and are useful to impact
upon multiple audiences. Also in practical terms, photovoice has



the potential to make a significant contribution; for example, in
improving conditions for young people through social action
projects (Strack et al., 2004; Wilson et al., 2007). However,
Catalani and Minkler (2009) found little discussion on the impact
of photovoice projects at policy level, despite claims from some
authors that this could be a prominent outcome; Julien et al.
(2013) also note that many studies fail to measure community
changes in the long term once a project has ended. Yet in moral
terms, photovoice has the potential to empower participants and
raise their voice in the research process (Carlson, Engebretson and
Chamberlain, 2006; Foster-Fishman, Nowell, Deacon, Nievar and
McCann, 2005). A study in Hong Kong that used photovoice,
among other methods, led to women forming formal and informal
support networks (Kwok and Ku, 2008); in another study many of
the women who had participated continued to practise
photography and put on exhibitions after the study (Lykes, Blanche
and Hamber, 2003). However, it should be noted that outcomes
like these generally only result from projects where the participants
have been strongly engaged and included throughout the research,
including the documentation and discussion processes (Catalani
and Minkler, 2009). These effects are likewise intended to occur
with participatory mapping projects, where similar types of
collective processes seek to mobilise a local community.

Ethical issues

Tracy argues that high quality qualitative research is ethical. Under
this heading, she differentiates procedural ethics, situational and
culturally specific ethics, relational ethics and exiting ethics.
Procedural ethics relate to organizational governance of research,
such as the rules that universities have for their researchers,
including gaining voluntary, informed consent from participants.
In these terms visual methods, as an unfamiliar approach, may
cause some concern to ethics reviewers (Mitchell, 2011). There
might well be issues around the anonymity of respondents with
photograph based techniques. There are also likely to be ethical
dilemmas around release of images taken by respondents, e.g. if
they include others or show illegal activity. The same issues do not
really arise so strongly with mental mapping. However,
participants' maps of their area may also include the person's home
or identifying information. In both cases, with photographs and
mental maps, there are issues of intellectual property rights:
normally the author of an image would be considered its owner.
Thus visual methods are arguably more problematic in procedural



ethics terms.

By 'situational and culturally specific ethics', Tracy refers to the
need to be sensitive to local cultural mores and practices. People in
some cultures may not be comfortable with being photographed, so
it creates moral dilemmas for participants to ask them to take
photographs in certain situations. Social conventions may prohibit
some important types of photographs to the research being taken.
For example, in work by Julien et al. (2013, p. 259), participants
were asked not to invade others' privacy: "Just because that couple
kissing in the stacks is preventing you from getting a book you
need doesn't mean you should photograph them and identify that
as a 'barrier preventing your access to information'".

Relational ethics refers to the researcher's relationships with
subjects. While all qualitative research entails a relationship of
trust between the researcher and participant, it is implicit in the
feel of visual methods that a higher degree of trust between
interviewee and interviewer might be required to collect data,
because these methods ask the participant to spend more time with
a topic and to share ideas in a way that may be unfamiliar. The
whole purpose is a deeper level of engagement. Some subjects
could be more comfortable with visual modes of expression; others
might find it quite demanding. Arguably, photovoice methods can
make a sensitive topic easier to talk about. Participants in
photovoice may be from groups that have the potential to be
marginalised or disadvantaged, and the circumstances of their lives
might not be easy to talk about (McIntyre, 2003; Strack et al.,
2004). Asking them to take photographs or discuss drawings helps
in several ways; it can help the participant to introduce a difficult
subject, giving them a way into the topic (Hodgetts, Radley,
Chamberlain and Hodgetts, 2007), and can encourage participants
to discuss the issues that are represented with the help of a 'prop'
to illustrate their points (Briden, 2007; Morrow, 1998).
Furthermore, visual methods resonate with the turn to more
participatory approaches to research across the social sciences
(Bergold and Thomas, 2012). Increasingly participants are
involved in 'creating, viewing, editing, selecting, assembling,
exhibiting and arranging' images during research (Bragg, 2011, p.
94). This implies giving them more means to articulate their views
through the research, including participating in analysis and
presentation of findings.

Exiting ethics relate to how the researchers leave the research
setting and share results. This is where anonymity, privacy and



copyright issues could become an acute concern. Participants may
also feel embarrassment about the artistic quality of their
photographs or drawings and maps, even though these are not
really a central consideration from a research perspective.
Chambers (2006) explores the range of ethical challenges raised by
participatory mapping techniques, such as raising expectations and
the potential of actually increasing community conflict.

Meaningful coherence

The final criterion Tracy proposes is that of meaningful coherence.
Tracy defines studies that have this quality as those that have a
deep alignment between 'their research design, data collection, and
analysis with their theoretical framework and situational goals'
(Tracy, 2010, p. 848). This draws attention to the question of how
to align visual methods with the research question being asked,
and with all the other elements of the research. It has been said
that photographic research sometimes lacks intellectual depth due
to a lack of theoretical study on the part of the photographer
(Becker, 1974). Emmison and Smith (2000, p.61) found that little
had changed since Becker's time of writing and feel that '[v]isual
inquiry has, for the most part, failed to connect with the wider
currents in social theory'. Visual sociologists still sometimes
struggle to relate theory to method, presenting photographs in a
'purely illustrative or documentary fashion' (Emmison and Smith,
2000, p. 61). This may partly be due to a lack of theoretical
consensus on the use and analysis of images, but Emmison and
Smith also feel that a grounding in social theory is vital to
producing rich, informed work, and that many visual researchers
lack this foundation. Visual methods can, therefore, sometimes
prove problematic when trying to justify their usage from a purely
theoretical perspective.

When publishing research conducted with visual methods,
including some of the visual data in the text might seem to be
natural and highly relevant. However, depending on how the
information is presented, this can pose problems regarding the
coherence of the research presentation and could even undermine
it. Sometimes, using visual data in the text can actually be
discordant with the text, if the images are not anchored by some
interpreting text. Without solid anchoring, such as a caption, the
inclusion of visual data can lead readers' thoughts off in different
directions and reduce the coherence of the study. While this is also
possible with the inclusion of textual data, such as an interview
transcript, and while the issue may indeed exist to some degree



with all data, we suggest that visual data is perhaps more likely to
introduce tangents in readers' thoughts. On a more practical level,
if images are included in the wrong place, it can also be discordant.
In a paper by Streng et al. (2004) only two images are included
and the placement and description of Figure 2 in particular seems
problematic, with a description that is on a different page to the
image and does not quite seem to fit the photograph. Authors do
not always have close control on how papers are laid out, so that
publishing priorities could disrupt the coherence of the message
intended.

Discussion and conclusion

This paper set out to explore systematically the value of visual
methods to information behaviour research by using the
framework provided by Tracy's (2010) eight criteria of quality. It
took as examples for detailed consideration photovoice and mental
mapping.

The analysis presented here suggests that the greatest benefits may
be in particular areas. Firstly, these methods may be powerful in
terms of what Tracy designates credibility through providing thick
description, capturing concrete detail and eliciting tacit
understandings around context. Context is a preoccupation of
information behaviour research (Burnett and Erdelez, 2010). Such
methods seem particularly relevant to eliciting data around the less
easy to articulate side of information activities such as affective
aspects or embodied knowing, and in the burgeoning area of
everyday life information seeking among young people,
migrational individuals and other groups, particularly in those
cases where they are marginalised or disadvantaged. They are
perhaps less obviously relevant for highly articulate scholars and
professionals who do remain, however, the central interest of
information behaviour research (Fisher and Julien, 2009; Julien
and Hoffman, 2008). In so far as the focus of attention of
information behaviour research has moved towards online
searching (Vakkari, 2008) these methods seem less relevant, for
navigation online is not as easy to capture photographically (unless
it be through screenshots). Yet given current trends towards
ubiquitous and mobile internet access we could anticipate a
returning interest in the differing contexts within which
information seeking and use occurs and how online information
seeking is woven through daily, spatially located activities. Photos
are a way to capture elusive traces of context. Near ubiquitous
access to photograph capture devices is a favourable context for



photograph-based methods.

A second strength of visual methods is in resonance. Visual
material prompts viewers to strongly identify with the research, be
that because it is aesthetically pleasing or even because it is
disturbing. It also seems plausible that the accessibility of visual
methods would be one way to bring academic and practitioner
research in information behaviour closer together, as called for by
Julien et al. (2013).

In terms of worthy topic or significant contribution, it seems less
obvious that use of visual methods inherently affects this either
way; except perhaps in terms of the potential for opening up new
types of question in visual, non-textual communication and
consumption of information.

There are also some areas where visual methods seem innately
more problematic. Ethical issues around satisfying institutional
expectations about the conduct of research, and particularly
difficulties around anonymity, intellectual property and
community conventions of what is photographable, could be
problematic for visual based research. On the other hand, the
empowering capabilities of photovoice and participatory mapping
make them appealing morally. Visual methods seem to be aligned
to the turn to more participatory methods of research. Greater
understanding of methods of visual analysis in the information
behaviour research community is needed, at least if visual material
is to be itself analysed, not merely be used to elicit more familiar
interview data. Transparency in the description of the processes in
use is also important, something seemingly a little neglected in
mainstream photovoice literature. There could be practical issues
around coherence, in terms of containing the meaning of images
within clear arguments, especially as the author rarely has
complete control of the layout relating text and images in a
publication.

As a general work, this paper can only take the discussion so far.
Certain types of research question lend themselves to visual
approaches, such as those with a strong focus on use of space. It
must be also acknowledged that the choice of research paradigm of
the researcher is critical to the relevance of visual methods and
criteria of quality. There is more to say about which versions of
photovoice, for example, align with constructivist or critical
paradigms. Tracy's (2010) model concerns itself with the quality of
research, rather than the processes used to achieve this quality. As



a body of work using visual methods in information behaviour is
built up, it will become much clearer how deeply they can
contribute to the evolution of information behaviour research.
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