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PHOTO-NARRATIVE PROCESSES WITH CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Marja Leena Book and Johanna Mykkéanen

Abstract: This article focuses on the photo-narrative research process with children
and young people. The photo-narrative method invites children and young people to
answer research questions by first taking photographs and then talking to the
researcher about them. We reflect critically on our own photo-narrative study by
asking such questions as: In what ways can the photo-narrative method be seen as a
participative method? How were the various power relations between the child and
the researcher actualized? What methodological and ethical challenges did we
encounter during the research process? The study data were photographs and
narratives by eight children and young people (aged 4 to 15 years), who were each
interviewed twice. In the first interview, each participant was given a disposable
camera and they were asked to take photographs of things and situations, persons,
objects, and feelings relating to their everyday lives during one week. The second
interview was a narrative interview where each participant could select the
photographs he or she wanted to talk about. In this approach, interpretation of the
photographs was primarily in the hands of the children and young people, while
interpretation of the narratives was the responsibility of the researcher.
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Our research attempts to show everyday family life from the viewpoint of children,
fathers, and mothers, while also further developing and applying participative methods used
in family research (Ronk& & Korvela, 2009). Our aim is to find out what forms of, and
perspectives on, daily family life are revealed by photographic means, knowing at the same
time that it is impossible to capture its constant flow. Pink (2012) reminds us that everyday
life is neither static nor mundane; instead, it is replete with practices and *“ordinary ways of
being”, and also constantly changing.

Using photo-narratives (Crane, 2012; Kaplan, Lewis, & Mumba, 2007; Rose, 2012;
Wang & Burris, 1997), we hoped to gain a glimpse into the private life of families that would
otherwise be difficult to access. The photo-narrative method gives participants a voice and
encourages them to share their views and experiences with the researcher: Each family
member takes photographs and talks about them with the researcher afterwards. Here, we
focus on research with children and young people and, in particular, on how we “used” the
photo-narrative method with them. We also focus on some issues that, according to Catalani
and Minkler (2010), are under-studied: specifically, what methodological benefits, limits, and
ethical questions emerged during the research process.

Generally, the lives of children and young people have been explored solely through
adults’ understandings. Recent qualitative research has highlighted the different perspectives
on family life that children can provide (e.g., Mason & Tipper, 2008; Zartler & Richter,
2012). Multiple realities co-exist within families and relationships, and thus there has been a
shift towards gathering multiple perspectives (Jamieson, Simpson, & Lewis, 2011).
Childhood research has also encouraged us to look critically at the existing
conceptualizations of childhood and their influence on how we conduct research in this area
(Christensen & James, 2008; Tisdall, Davis, & Gallagher, 2009).

From the standpoint of childhood studies, childhood is seen as a social construction
and children as social actors (e.g., Alanen, 1988; James & Prout, 1997). James and Prout
(1997) stress that researchers should treat the child’s “voice” as a necessity, a right and a
skill, worthy of being listened to and studied in its own right. As James (2007) argues, the
recognition and voices of children have become a symbol of the modern welfare state’s
commitment to the values of freedom, democracy, and care. It can even be said to have
become a new research orthodoxy, although this is not enough to ensure that children’s
voices and views are heard.

Einarsdattir (2007) states that qualitative research methodology and new methods of
data-gathering have also led researchers to the possibility of seeking the perspectives of
children and young people. Diverse studies have revealed that young children are reliable
informants and give valuable and useful information. Children are capable and
knowledgeable experts on their own lives, and therefore should be heard. However, children
and young people are not a homogeneous group and the “voice” of children and young
people is not monophonic. Hence it is important to identify and listen to a variety of children
and young people’s voices (Einarsdéttir, 2007; Komulainen, 2007; Tisdall, 2011).

Using Photo-narratives in Family Daily Life Research

Ronké and Korvela (2009) reviewed many studies on daily family life and noted that
the concept of daily life is often taken for granted and is under-studied, especially from the
viewpoints of different family members. Verbalising daily life is challenging with adults —
not to mention children and young people. Photography as a task-centred and participative
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research method has helped children and young people to describe abstract things and the
researcher to explore their lives (e.g., Cook & Hess, 2007; Jorgenson & Sullivan, 2010;
Kaplan et al., 2007; Zartler & Richter, 2012; Young & Barrett, 2001).

Our research data consisted of photographs and photo-narrative interviews (Kaplan et
al., 2007) with children and their parents living in the same household. So far, we have
informants (n = 20) from six families. Here, we focus on the children and young people’s
data: eight children were individually interviewed twice. The first interview lasted between
20 and 40 minutes, and the second 15 to 45 minutes. Altogether, the children and young
people took 104 photographs. The children and young people varied in age from 4 to 15
years. All came from central Finland, and all were from families with full-time working
mothers and fathers with relatively homogeneous parental socio-economic status. Families
were recruited through snowball sampling. Interviews were mostly conducted in family
homes after the school day, when parents were at home (but in another room). The father of
the youngest participant, aged 4, stayed in the same room most of the time.

In the first interview, the researcher and the child or young person became acquainted
with each other: We obtained some background information on each participant (age, family
members, and hobbies) and asked some general interview questions (e.g., “Tell me about
your daily life? What have you been doing today, right from this morning until now?”).
During the first interview, each participant was given a disposable camera. The children and
young people were asked to take photographs of things and situations, persons, objects, and
feelings that related to their everyday life during the course of one week. After the
photographed week, the researcher collected the cameras and printed two sets of pictures, one
for the researcher and one for the child or young person. After printing, the second interview,
conducted as a narrative interview, was held. First, all the photographs the child or young
person had taken were spread out on the table. The first question was framed to elicit talk, for
example, “What can you tell me about this photograph?”. The purpose was to create a
situation where the interpretation of the photographs would come from the child or young
person. We also asked each child or young person to pick out the five most important
photographs and to talk about them.

Nearly all the pictures were taken at home and indoors. Over half were of people, and
most of these were the child’s parents or siblings. Only a few were photographs of the
children or young people themselves (Mykkanen & Book, 2013). This relative absence can
be explained as a consequence of the method, which situates children and young people in the
role of a photographer (Mizen, 2005). Nearly one-third of the pictures were of everyday
objects, such as the computer, television, or telephone (Mykkanen & Bk, 2013).

Our research method can be seen as embodying three levels of interpretation (White,
Bushin, Carpena-Mendez, & Ni Laoire, 2010). On the first, the children and young people
decided what to photograph and where. Some wanted to start immediately after receiving the
camera; others needed parental reminders to take photographs. On the second level of
interpretation, the children and young people picked out at least five photographs from
among those brought by the researcher, and talked freely about them. This level of
interpretation can be seen as co-constructive: The young participants and the researchers went
through the chosen photographs together, following the narrative interview method. The
photographs stimulated the children and young people to talk (Cook & Hess, 2007). In the
final level of interpretation, the researchers analyzed the whole data (photographs and
narrative interviews) and decided what to report and how (White et al., 2010).
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Photographing as a Participative Method

Research methodology using photography has proliferated over the last few years
(Catalani & Minkler, 2010). Various ways of using photography as a data-gathering tool have
been presented, including the photo-narrative, the participatory photo-interview, and
photovoice (Crane, 2012; Kaplan et al., 2007; Rose, 2012; Wang & Burris, 1994, 1997). In
all cases, the participant is invited to answer research questions by taking photographs and
explaining them to the researcher. Photographs can be seen as an “ice-breaker”, a medium
that creates a comfortable space for discussion (Collier, 1997).

What is now termed photovoice was originally known as “community-based
participatory research” (CBPR), and was developed for health promotion purposes:
Individuals took photographs to document their lived reality. The goals of photovoice were
(a) to enable people to record and reflect their community’s strengths and concerns, (b) to
promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and small
group discussion of photographs, and (c) to reach policy-makers (Wang & Burris, 1997).
Plunkett, Leipert, and Ray (2013) see photovoice as a useful tool for eliciting data that
deepens understanding of lived experience, as it creates spaces and opportunities for
marginalized voices to be heard. Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001) distinguish three major
theoretical notions behind photovoice: The first is the approach to critical education proposed
by Paolo Freire (1970), according to which the visual image is a tool that enables people to
think critically about their life environment and community. The second lies in feminist
theory, and the observation that women have less power and are heard less often than men.
Photovoice is one answer to this because it can bring new or seldom-heard voices and ideas
into the public domain (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). The third theoretical foundation is
supplied by Spence (1995), who described “community photography” as a way of showing
how ordinary people can use photography as a personal voice.

While aware that photovoice is the original term, we prefer to use the term photo-
narrative to emphasize the agency of the informants (see Foster-Fishman, Nowell, Deacon,
Nievar, & McCann, 2005), who both take the photographs and narrate about them afterwards.
Here, narrating means “storytelling” about things and experiences related to what has been
photographed; it does not mean telling or describing only what can be seen in the picture —
narrative has a plot (Riessman, 2008).

When participants take photographs that are later looked at and discussed in
interviews, the data gathering is more in their hands than those of the researcher. Photographs
chosen by the research participant are utilized as the main prompts in open-ended
interviewing (Crane, 2012). The researcher is not present during the photography, and thus
the balance of power in this research phase shifts more toward the research participant (see
also Ohmer & Owens, 2013), in this case a child or young person. Photo-narrative informants
can be seen more as “active” than passive research participants (Kaplan, 2008). In our
research, the photographs directed the interviews. The photographs chosen can be assumed to
represent the children and young people’s perspectives, and hence the children and young
people are active in reconstructing knowledge (e.g., Einrasdéttir, 2007).

Nanay (2009) asks how a picture can represent a whole narrative, when it shows only
one slice of time and not a series of events? It is also obvious that researchers cannot see
beyond or know about the moments that follow or precede a photograph. Hence we need the
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accounts, experiences, and meaning-makings of the photgraphers — their voices — to complete
the narrative surrounding the picture. Researching the everyday is a joint experience; it is not
only research about people, but also research with people, co-produced ways of knowing
(Pink 2012).

Fargas-Malet, McSherry, Larkin, and Robinson (2010) argue that using participants’
photographs may help to build and maintain rapport between interviewee and interviewer,
and may capture the interviewee’s attention more easily and for longer. It also enables
interviewees to choose what they talk about. Their own photographs are probably more likely
to reflect what matters to them. In addition, photographs can evoke emotions. One 10-year-
old told about a photograph in which her father was installing a new program in her
computer: “This picture, where he (father) is sitting here in this beanbag, this is funny, even
though there’s a chair next to him”.

Emotions arise not only from the things, scenes and people photographed, but also
during the whole photographing process. We noticed that most of the children and young
people were very eager to take, look, and tell about their photographs. After the second
interview, the children and young people received prints of their photographs, and were very
happy with them. For example, our youngest participant (age 4) was very satisfied with her
photographs, which may also have bolstered her self-esteem:

Researcher: Here are all the photos. You can have these to keep.

Girl: Oh, all of them (surprised)?

Researcher: Yes, all of them.

Girl: I can put them in my card bag, so they stay in good condition (smiling, happy).

However, children and young people cannot be treated as a homogeneous group
(Warming, 2011). They also engage in different ways with the idea of taking photographs.
The method may not suit or interest everyone. If a child or young person is disinclined to
participate in the research, is neither interested in nor capable of taking photographs or
talking about them, the method to be used will have to be reconsidered (see Johnson, Pfister,
& Vindrola-Padros, 2012). Some children and young people may be confident and
experienced with cameras and enjoy using one, while others may struggle to find inspiration
and take only a few pictures (Barker & Weller, 2003; Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). We
discovered that in one case the photographs were not taken by the child but by his mother.
Afterwards, however, the child was eager to view the photographs and wanted to tell about
them (Mykkénen & B60k, 2013). Who, then, was really the participant in the photographing
process, the mother or her child, or are these photographs to be understood as co-constructed
by the mother and her child?

Every culture and society has its own social norms and codes. These also shape and
influence photographic practices. Aesthetic principles may even frame photographs taken for
research purposes (Jorgenson & Sullivan, 2010). Here, for example, there were relatively few
photographs of parents’ bedrooms, or of saunas, a central part of Finnish family daily life.
Gatekeepers, such as parents, siblings, grandparents, friends, et cetera, may also have assisted
in the photographing process and imposed limits on its quality and quantity.

The photo-narrative opens some doors and closes others; that is to say, it has benefits
and limitations. Because photographs show images of people and everyday items, people may
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say less about them than they might say otherwise, because there seems to be no real
imperative to explain them (Mason & Davies, 2009). The photo-narrative method also
presents challenges for the researcher: How far should the research participant control
production of the data or, conversely, how closely should the researcher adhere to the
researcher role when an informant is describing a touching or fascinating image? Doing
research with children by the photo-narrative method constructs both the participation and
roles of researcher and informant.

Zartler and Richter (2012) remind us that photo interviews, like other research
approaches utilizing participatory elements, do not automatically decrease power
differentials, respect children or young people’s agency, or “empower” them (see also
Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Punch, 2002). For example, we found that occasionally it was
hard — or even impossible — to make photo-watching situations “power-neutral”, meaning that
power would be shared (equally) between the researcher and the young participant, even
though we let the child or young person direct the interview by choosing which photographs
to tell about. As researchers we had the “right” (or power) to ask some questions, and the
participant was expected to answer. At worst, we felt that the interview was more like a
“hearing” in which the young participant answered in a few words and the researcher quickly
asked a new question. After the interview, we talked with the child or young person about
how he or she had felt about the interview and taking photos. The children and young
people’s comments about the interviews were positive; they did not say anything about
feeling obliged or manipulated to answer. It is, of course, possible they were less candid
about the experience than if their feedback had been anonymous.

The photo-narrative method, like many other research methods, has to be
implemented carefully and conscientiously (Zartler & Richter, 2012), and it neither self-
evidently nor automatically entails a more equal relationship between researcher and
informant, even if photography is an enjoyable event and social ritual for children and young
people (Sharples, Davison, Thomas, & Rudman, 2003). At best, taking photographs can be an
exciting and fun mode of self-expression (Punch, 2002). One 10-year-old girl told how she
“had fun" with the camera and with her father: Her father took a photograph of her
photographing him (Mykkénen & Bo6k, 2013) Both family members participated in the same
study and took photographs during the same week, and according our interpretation they also
found this task fun.

Black Photographs and Things Not Visible

Missing or failed photographs can be seen as a critical issue in photography. However, in our
experience not only successful but also “failed” photographs and even missing photographs
stimulated dicussion about things that were not represented in the finished product. Zartler
and Richter (2012) describe how photographs encourage children to narrate what is present to
them; they comment on visible persons and details. In addition, photographs may invite
children and young people to talk about topics that are not in the picture and thus invisible to
the researcher but which are important for the participant. Thus the photographs stimulated
the young participants to talk about things that were not represented in the picture. In the
following example, our youngest participant, a 4-year-old girl, talks about a photograph
portraying what seems to be half of her father’s face, a section of shelving and a curtain. In
the beginning of the extract below, the child says that the daddy is going somewhere (which
is not visible in the picture). The researcher asks her several times “Where’s mommy?”; the
child answers the question and this sets her pondering about her own “workplace” and what
she usually does there:
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Researcher: Well... who’s this here?

Girl: Well, it’s daddy’s face and he is going that way.
Researcher: Okay, what’s he going to do?

Girl: ... in the kitchen, he’s cooking

Researcher: Mm.

Girl: I took this picture

Researcher: Mmm. Where’s mommy here?

Girl: 1 don’t know

Researcher: Is she at home all the time?

Girl: Well, not all the time

Researcher: Well, where is she?

Girl: She sometimes goes to work doing her job.
Researcher: Well, that’s how it is every now and then.
Girl: My workplace is in the day care centre.
Researcher: Yes, what do you do there?

Girl: I play and make handicrafts and do, as soon as they are ready I bring them
home as a decoration.

At the end of the narrative interview we asked each child or young person if there
anything was missing, if they wanted to talk about things that were not in the photographs, or
if there were things that had not been taken into account when the photographs were taken.
Our purpose in asking these questions was to give the participant an opportunity to add
details or mention something that she or he had not noticed about a photograph earlier during
the interview. Some children and young people commented that photographs of friends or of
calm moments with family members (like watching television, or going for a walk with
mommy) were missing. This may mean that spontaneous images of an event are more likely
to be captured (Punch 2002; Sharples et al., 2003) and may direct what pictures are taken.

For the researcher, asking about “missing photographs” is a tool to acquire richer and
more precise narrative data on the informant’s daily life, or hints regarding the possible social
and cultural codes that guide the photographing activity. It is also an opportunity to check
how the instructions on the photographing task have been understood. One seven-year-old
girl seemed to be worried about whether she had followed the instructions “in the right way”,
because she hadn’t taken photographs of her grandmother and friends, and sought
reassurance from the researcher: “I didn’t know if I could take those photos, if | was allowed
to”. Here the child may be trying to “read” the researcher’s expectations or seeking
knowledge of the conventions of photographic representation (Jorgenson & Sullivan, 2010):
Is it a breach of privacy to take photographs of close relationships?

Although visual methods are useful with children, the question remains: What is a
suitable age for a child to use a camera (Sharples et al., 2003)? At first, we wondered if a 4-
year-old would be capable and competent enough to use a disposable camera. Our youngest
informant produced five successful photographs out of 27. One was so underexposed that we
almost deleted it beforehand. Luckily we did not. The 4-year-old child saw something in it
and started to tell a story about an everyday evening at home.

Researcher: What’s this (laughing)?

Girl: It’s all black.
Researcher: Can you even see where this was taken?
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Girl: Well, of course not. But it is from this room, the photo’s a little dark and a little
bit ... distorted

Researcher: Mmm.

Girl: It’s a little bit blurred.

Researcher: Maybe there are no lights on at all.

Girl: Mm-m

Researcher: Could it be evening here?

Girl: In the evening we girls are all the time going here and there ...

Researcher: You girls go there, did you say that?

Girl: Yes. We move around all the time in different places.

Researcher: You move around in different places

Girl: Back and forth, 1 just laugh with [name of sister], we go that way, so that we
almost fall [laughing while talking].

Researcher: Well, what happens then?

Girl: [Name of sister] and I just laugh and laugh. Our eyes try to go that way, so that
| can’t see any more.

It was interesting to notice that the children and young people did not want to discard
any photograph as a failed one. Unlike their parents, who participated in the same study and
collected their own data, the children and young people did not think any of their pictures had
failed or were “not good”. Some parents said, “If I’d had a digital camera, I’d have deleted
this one”. The meaning of “a good picture” or “an aesthetic photograph” is different for
different people, in this case children and adults. Or perhaps the invisible power relation
between researcher and participant prevented explicitly labelling photographs as “failed”.
Even we, as researchers, thought that some of the photographs had failed and contained
nothing to tell; however, every photograph taken seemed to be meaningful for the children
and young people and they were active in constructing meanings for their photographs.
Sharples et al. (2003) showed in their research that for the children it was more a matter of
“capturing the moment”, of showing their involvement with the subject, or of having fun than
creating a conventionally posed picture.

Ethical Questions
Informed consent

The photo-narrative method is grounded in fundamental ethical principles. It respects
informant autonomy, the active promotion of the positive and the avoidance of harm (Wang
& Redwood-Jones, 2001). Guillemin and Gilliam (2004) distinguish between “procedural
ethics” and “ethics in practice”. The first involves seeking approval from ethics committees
and review boards. “Ethics in practice” refers to the everyday ethical issues that arise when
conducting research (Phelan & Kinsella, 2013), which is our focus here. Some key ethical
issues in photo-narrative research, such as consent, anonymity, and the ownership of visual
data, are highlighted in this section. In addition, we describe our experiences of interviewing
children in the home setting.

Ethical questions arise all the way from the planning to the reporting of research: for
instance, how to secure the participants’ consent during the research process; where and for
how long you have permission to use the photographs; what to report and how, and from
whose perspective. When starting research with children and young people, the researchers
must first seek the co-operation of a range of gatekeepers, such as parents or school staff
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(Cree, Kay, & Tisdall, 2002; Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). In our research, we first contacted
and informed parents and asked if they would be willing to participate as a family in our
study.

However, for participants, the meaning of the term “informed consent” may be
somewhat fuzzy, as they may not be fully aware of what they are committing themselves to,
for example, knowing beforehand what they are going to be asked to talk about (Josselson,
2011). It is also important to remember that, typically, research participants do not have the
same academic background as the researcher (Marion & Crowder, 2013). It was for these
reasons that we sought verbal permission to conduct and record the interview beforehand, and
afterwards asked for written consent. At this stage of the study, consent was given by each
participant.

Each child or young person was told that we were interested in her or his family life,
and were gathering this information for a scientific study. The children and young people also
signed an informed consent — even the youngest one wrote her first name on the consent
form, and was very proud to do so. This does not, of course, mean that the child or young
person has understood her or his rights. Cocks (2006) also argues that the notion of consent
might exclude some potential participants, such as refugee or disabled children and young
people, since in those particular contexts it might not always be possible to obtain informed
consent.

When children and young people agree to participate in a study that evolves over a
period of time, their consent should be treated as an ongoing process and open to review
during the course of the study (Einarsddttir, 2007). During the interviews, we made it clear
that the child or young person was not required to participate against her or his wishes.
Informants could also unilaterally decide to end the process. But was this really an option?
Did the youngest ones really understand that this was their right? If an adult asks a question,
is the child or young person obliged to answer? Can answering adults be a learned habit?
There is always an imbalance, a hierarchic relation between researcher and participant —
especially when the latter is a child (see Helavirta, 2007). At the first interview, our 4-year-
old participant refused to participate, but nevertheless wanted to take the photographs. Asking
if she would take part next time, she promised to think about it. When the next time came,
she was the first in her family to participate.

The informed consent was updated during the research process, especially with
respect to the photographs. The researchers went through every photograph with every child
and young person, each of whom made the decision to accept or not to accept the photograph
in question. The consent forms were signed and dated by the children and their parents. But
do children really have the possibility to refuse or consent without their parents’ permission?
Ultimately, is children’s permission always in their “parents’ pocket”? For example, a child
may give permission for the use of a photograph showing where she is playing, while her
parents may not.

Visual culture and visual research methods have been utilized in many disciplines
(Rose, 2012). Although culture has always had a strong visual component, Lister and Wells
(2004) have argued that over the past few decades the whole of western culture and everyday
daily life has become increasingly visualized. Nowadays, children and youth are used to
producing and watching all kinds of visual materials (Lister & Wells, 2004). The use of
images in digital media has changed people’s attitudes to using visual material, so that
nowadays many people are comfortable being filmed on social networking sites or being seen
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in online photo galleries (Muir & Mason, 2012; Wiles, Coffey, Robinson, & Heath, 2011).
For example, in the present study, consent was refused in the case of only a few photographs.
Before publishing, we asked participants for their consent once again. In this way we tried to
ensure that the children and their parents know what they are “committed” to. The researcher
has a responsibility to protect her informants, especially children and young people. It is also
possible that children and young people want to be seen. As Wiles et al. (2011) argue, this
may be the participant’s wish, while it is also the participant’s right to be visible. To
summarize, in our research participants’ informed consent was obtained at three points. The
first was written consent to be interviewed and recorded. The second was consent to the
analysis of the photographs. The third was consent to publish the final text and photographs.
This final consent was important, as it enabled the researchers to be sure that the text and
photographs were understood in the agreed research context and in accordance with the
children and young people’s meanings (See also Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). As Marion
and Crowder (2013) have noted, images can be perceived differently by viewers, who may
also see different outcomes than anticipated by the researcher.

The home as a site of research

Using the home of a child or young person as a research location can present some
challenges. Home interviews may be more time-consuming. A researcher has to negotiate her
social position as a guest in the home, since this is not clearly defined (Fargas-Malet et al.,
2010). The way a researcher presents himself or herself, uses language, dresses, interacts with
the child or young person, and the context of the interview can all influence the balance of
power in both a positive and negative way (Phelan & Kinsella, 2013).

We usually conducted the interviews in places preferred by the children and young
people: often in their home and own room, which is usually a fairly private and quiet space.
We acquainted ourselves with the youngest ones through a book or a board game. We met the
children on literally the same level — for example, sitting on the floor — and talked and played,
which laid a foundation for trust and, eventually, sharing and listening.

Home as a private place, and at the same time as a site of research, may affect the
power relation between the child and the adult. Home interviews with children and young
people may be seen by parents as giving the latter permission, or even obliging them, to take
more of a hand in controlling the research process. Parents, for example, may ask the
researcher or the children about the content of the interview. This, in turn, may induce stress
in both researcher and young participant (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). For example, in our
study, one father asked the researcher what his children had said about him as a father. He
was worried that he had not been able to spend as much time with all of his children as he
thought he should have. In all cases, we explicitly gave both the children and their parents our
assurance of confidentiality. However, our ability to ensure confidentiality was limited: For
example, we had no control over what happened after the interview.

Visual and textual data and their ownership

Photographing may pose ethical challenges regarding confidentiality, since informed
consent is difficult to obtain from all the people who appear in photographs (Fargas-Malet et
al., 2010; Wiles et al., 2011). Clearly, individuals in photographs are identifiable, which
conflicts with what is perhaps the issue of greatest concern: the guarantee of informant
anonymity (Rose, 2012).
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There were a few pictures of friends, and we promised, as researchers, that we would
not publish them anywhere, as this might contradict the values that underlie photo-narrative.
Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001) have argued participants should be advised to get people’s
permission before photographing them in a private space. Here, the concern is a possible loss
of spontaneity that can prevent the researcher and the photographer from capturing the
intended idea.

The researchers do not own the photographs taken by their participants. Legal
ownership resides with the photographer, and hence the researcher has to negotiate with the
copyright holder before reproducing the image (Rose, 2012). If pictures and photographs are
subject to copyright and questions of ownership, then so too, it can be argued, are narratives.
Josselson (2011) sees ethical dilemmas in narratives, and asks: Who owns the story? As she
sees it, there are two accounts: the participant’s and the researcher’s. On the one hand there is
the participant’s understanding of his or her story, and on the other hand the researcher’s
interpretation of that life experience. The storyteller weaves experiences together, but the
result is never the whole picture or absolute truth, meaning that it is only possible to represent
partial selves.

An interview always contains many interwoven layers of meaning, which sit
alongside or underlie a person’s intentions. Josselson (2011) asks, “How could a participant
possibly know, for example, that we will be paying close attention to the gaps in their speech,
their use of ‘I don’t know’, the sequence of topics they address or the ways in which words or
images are repeated?” (p. 38). The participant can say that she did not mean any of that.
Whose voices are found in narratives, and whose are left unheard, will depend to some extent
on who the participant thinks the audience is (Josselson, 2011). Thus, truth is primarily a
matter of perspective. As in this study, as researchers, we bring our own meaning-making
horizon along with us. Together, we create a dialogue between aspects of ourselves and
aspects of our participants.

Anonymity and public presentation

Because we are unsure how the child or young person might feel five to 10 years later
when a picture is published (e.g., in an online article), we have chosen only to publish
photographs in which it is hard to identify the child. In our recent article (Mykkanen & B6oK,
2013), we sought to resolve this problem by sending the finished (not yet published)
manuscript to the informants, and obtaining a further consent to publish the photographs and
their textual interpretation.

Wiles et al. (2011) argue that photographs used without identifying names or other
contextual material offer a very limited risk for the identification of an individual. They ask
why visual images are seen as more personal or threatening than written text, in the form of
quotes, about an individual’s thoughts or feelings. However, we have noticed when reporting
our results that using photographs in combination with authentic examples of speech from the
same person can be more revealing and identifying than photographs or interview data alone.
This heightens the risk that detailed extracts from the interview transcripts, together with
photographs, may enable identification of the child or young person and threaten his or her
confidentiality and right to privacy (see also Phelan & Kinsella, 2013).

Respect for respondents includes respecting their autonomy over their lives, their right
to privacy, the voluntary nature of participation, and ensuring their dignity and well-being
(Wiles et al., 2011). Some children and young people in the present study were conscious
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also of ethical questions: For example, one girl (aged 11) refused to let us use three photos of
her friends in our research:

Girl: Firstly, I wouldn’t like that photo to be there at all. And not that either, yes, and
perhaps also not that.

Researcher: Well, yes. I’ll take these three photos away. Would you like to tell me why
you really don’t want to let me to use these photos?

Girl: Well, in general, if I make some kind of collage of various pictures, and then |
show it to everyone, or if I make one kind of power point presentation, I don’t include
terribly many pictures of humans, because it isn’t nice.

Researcher: Would you tell me why it isn’t so nice?

Girl: Well, you should have some privacy and that kind of thing.

The ethical issues that researchers encounter are situated and emerge always in relation to the
specific contexts of individual research projects (Wiles et al., 2008). Punch (2002) reminds us
that reflexivity should be an important part of the research process with children and young
people: Researchers should reflect on their roles and assumptions as well as their choice of
methods.

Conclusion

There has been a turn towards the visual both in so-called “voice” research (e.g.,
Cook & Hess, 2007; Pink, 2007; Spyrou, 2011; Young & Barrett, 2001) and in childhood
research (e.g., Einarsdéttir, 2005; Luttrell, 2010; Punch, 2002). Visual images, like
photographs, may elicit different responses than those elicited by speech or writing, and may
also evoke strong emotional responses. In addition, children and young people may find that
photographs allow them to express themselves more easily and make their participation in
research more comfortable (Thompson, 2008). A visual storytelling approach also encourages
young research participants to select and contextualize issues that are important to them
(Johnson, 2011). At its best, it also facilitates children’s expression, supports their
empowerment, awareness, and efficacy, and increases their sense of control over their own
lives (Foster-Fishman et al., 2005). For example, trusting children and young people by
giving them their own cameras, we wanted to send them the message that they were strong
agents in the data-gathering process (Drew, Duncan, & Sawyer, 2010). Of course, good
intentions are not always realized. There are many factors that can affect this: for example,
various gatekeepers, the ages of the children, their motivation and the life-situation of their
family. Notwithstanding, it was evident in our research process that the different family
members had fun photographing each other and their daily life. This can strengthen
relationships, encouraging interaction between family members and thus contribute to family
well-being (see Garcia et al., 2013).

The photo-narrative method has the potential to diminish power imbalances between
the researcher (adult) and the researched (child). Photographs taken and told about by a child
Or young person can give participants more control over the research process. Photo-narrative
researchers, however, should not take children and young people’s agency for granted: Power
differences are present in all research encounters between young participants and adults
(Spyrou, 2011). During the research process, children and young people can be
simultaneously vulnerable and competent; however, their positioning is more likely to be in
the hands of adults (James, 2007; Komulainen, 2007). During the research process, we met
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most of these children and young people only twice: In order to guarantee their agency and
position as co-researchers, we would need more encounters and also would need to plan the
implementation of the research with them.

According to Wiles et al. (2011) a key ethical issue in visual research is
anonymization. While the use of visual and textual data share some ethical issues, visual data,
including photographs, present particular challenges, such as those outlined above. There
seems to be an ethical tension between the desire to protect young research participants and
the desire to give them a “voice” (Wiles et al., 2011). The researcher has to respect the
voluntary participation and right to privacy of children and young people, and ensure their
well-being throughout the research process.

In analyzing photographs, or pictures in general, certain issues merit special attention.
Komulainen (2007) reminds us that all verbal interpretations of images are selective
representations and, like all other texts, not authentic depictions of social reality. According
to Rose (2012), “interpreting images is just that, interpretation” (p. xviii). In addition, the
whole social world is always embedded in visual images. Researchers cannot escape
everyday life. Clearly, we are not able to see the children and young people’s daily lives as a
whole; however, we can try to understand parts of their lives, for example through the ways
they interpret experience and narrate it, not only through “successful”, but also through
missing and “black” photos.
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