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Abstract
This article is the overall review of photovoice, the strategy of participatory action research hat relies 
on potential of photography. Therefore, the history, inspirations and application examples are discus-
sed. The notion of the article is the argument that photovoice is a valuable method that could be ap-
plied in social work, which is focused on empowering people and supporting them in life challenges.
KEY WORDS: social work, photovoice, empowering, participatory action research, documentary 
photography, critical consciousness

Anotacija
Straipsnyje pateikiama fotobalso metodo apžvalga ir pristatomas veiklos tyrimas dalyvaujant, pagrįs-
tas fotografijos galimybėmis. Aptariamos šio metodo ištakos ir jo taikymo galimybės. Straipsnyje 
pristatomas fotobalso metodas yra vertingas ir gali būti prasmingai taikomas socialiniame darbe, 
siekiant įgalinti žmones gyvenimo pokyčiams.
PAGRINDINIAI ŽODŽIAI: socialinis darbas, fotobalso metodas, įgalinimas, veiklos tyrimas daly-
vaujant, dokumentinė fotografija, kritinė sąmonė.
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Introduction

Photographs can be an empowering tool. Through stories they show, they can 
inspire changes and bring the attention of public and decision-makers. Photovoice, 
the method of research and work with the community, group and individual, relies 
on that potential of photography. It combines three key elements: documentary 
photography, methodological assumptions of participatory action research method 
(PAR) and the critical arguments of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of Oppressed (1970), 
in particular his notion of the power of critical consciousness (Wang, 1999). 

This article is the overall review of photovoice, its history and the application 
examples. The notion of the article is the argument that photovoice is a valuable 
method that could be applied in social work, which is focused on empowering 
people and supporting them in life challenges.

The article is divided into four parts: in the first part, a general outline of docu-
mentary photography and its role in shaping knowledge about social reality are 

1	 My thanks must go to my student Jagoda Zielińska who has contributed to this article. 
She has brought my attention to Photovoice and helped me in the process of collecting 
the materials.
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be described, in the second part – the main assumptions of PAR, then, in the their 
part the ideas and inspirations of photovoice are discussed, and in the last, fourth 
part, the examples of participation photography research and the usefulness of this 
method in social work are presented.

1. The power of the documentary photography 

Documentary, or social, photography is a photography that has social functions 
and the status of a complementary tool in the qualitative social research. By docu-
menting social issues, it aims at making people aware of the social situations. 
The value of this kind of photography lies in its authenticity. The studies of Jacob 
A. Riis and Lewis W. Hine are considered now to be the most important works of 
this kind (Becker, 1995). These authors, professional photographers, documented 
the living conditions of workers, immigrants and homeless people, the poorest 
residents of the United States in the early 1920s.

From the very beginning the documentary photography focused on social pro-
blems, in particular, the living conditions of the inhabitants of large metropolises, 
violence, poverty, child labour, etc. They served as „moral” and often contributed to 
the changes of socio-political system. As Martha Rosler argues: “Documentary pho-
tography has come to represent the social conscience of liberal sensibility presented 
in visual imagery” (1992, p. 303). Among other things, after a series of photographs 
of Lewis W. Hine which presented children’s work, the American Congress “passed 
the Keating-Owens Act, legislation that placed restrictions on employing children 
less than fourteen years of age in factories and shops” (Szto, 2008, p. 102).

From the 1970s the attention of social researchers, particularly those involved in 
the symbolic interactionism, was targeted to the photography as the main research 
tool. Erving Goffman, Douglas Harper, and Phyllis Ewen undertook projects using 
photography claiming the photos as a basic component of culture. Erving Goffman 
initiated the study of advertisements, including photographs of women and men 
(Gender Advertisements, 1976); Douglas Harper made a project on “living on the 
road”, portraying the homeless in Boston (Good Company: A Tramp Life, 1982), 
and Phyllis Ewen described the “beauty rituals” of white and black women, compa-
ring their photographs taken at the hairdresser and at the beauty salon (1979). From 
that moment on, one can say that photography is no longer only as illustration in so-
cial research; it has become an important tool and even the main subject of research.
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2. Participatory action research (PAR)

Participatory action research (PAR) emphasizes participation, action and re-
search. The main idea is that it is performed ‘with’ people and not ‘for’ them. 
There are many definitions of PAR. For example, Davydd Greenwood, William 
Foote Whyte and Ira Harkavy claim, that it is a form of action research in which 
professional social researchers operate as full collaborators with members of or-
ganizations in studying and transforming those organizations. It is an ongoing or-
ganizational learning process, a research approach that emphasizes co-learning, 
participation and organizational transformation (Greenwood et al, 1993, p. 175).

Participatory action researchhas democratic orientation in order to social and 
organizational change.

Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury argue that action research aims “to link 
practice and ideas in the service of human flourishing” (2008, p. 1). It is grounded 
in bringing together action and reflection in the pursuit of practical solutions to is-
sues of individuals and communities. What is worth notice, it “does not start from 
a desire of changing others ‘out there’, although it may eventually have that result, 
rather it starts from an orientation of change with others” (2008, p. 1). Reason and 
Bradbury describe the underlying principles of action research as: 

(1) grounded in lived experience, (2) developed in partnership, (3) addressing 
significant problems, (4) working with, rather than simply studying, people, (5) de-
veloping new ways of seeing/theorizing the world, and (6) leaving infrastructure in 
its wake (2003, p. 155). 

These few citations disclose that PAR is more of an approach than a concrete 
method of inquiry. Having learn about different concepts and definitions of PAR, it 
can be concluded that PAR has some key components: 

yy a focus on change;
yy a context-specific (generally around the needs of a particular group);
yy an emphasis on collaboration;
yy a cyclical process;
yy participants are regarded as competent and reflexive (they participate in the 

entire research);
yy knowledge is generated through collective actions and efforts;
yy liberatory – encouragement of the participants to have a greater awareness 

of situation in order to take action;
yy different methods of research are possible in PAR (quantitative and qualita-

tive) [participaction.wordpress.com].

PAR derives from a different range of influences, including the work of Paulo Freire.
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3. The notion of the critical consciousness

Photovoice is influenced by two main concepts: Paulo Freire’s notion of the po-
wer of critical consciousness and feminist research and theories. Freire described 
the concept of critical consciousness in his work Pedagogy of the Oppressed. It 
refers to the process of learning to perceive social, political and economic contra-
dictions as well as to realize the experienced oppression (1970, p. 19). The other 
step is to take actions directed against the mechanisms of social oppression and 
exclusion. Freire conceptualized the Pedagogy of the Oppressed on the example of 
educational activities conducted among the poorest people in north-eastern Brazil 
in the 1950s. His program was aimed at learning to write and read with the learning 
the critical consciousness at the same time. Awareness of one’s own position in the 
social system is the beginning of the emancipation process. However, it cannot be 
done in silence. “Human beings are not built in silence but in a word, in work, in 
action-reflection” (1970, p. 69). Therefore, it is so important to speak freely about 
one’s own experiences. Silence is a marker of oppression: exploitation and dehu-
manization, while speaking is a sign of release, a metaphor of agency.

The concept of Paulo Freire reveals how the awareness of the oppressed is rai-
sing. The first level of consciousness is magical consciousness. It is the moment of 
experiencing life’s hardships and remaining passive; accepting the life as it is.) The 
next level is naive consciousness. At this level, people become aware of their own 
problems, have insight into themselves, but still relate to the outside world. They 
explain their problems as unfortunate coincidences. Only the third, last level, the 
critical consciousness, allows to get to the causes of problems, to see them as part 
of a socio-economic and political system. Therefore, the critical consciousness 
promotes individual change and improves the life of the community. It also leads 
to a change of policy and discussion of the principles of justice and social equality.

The photo could be a tool used in the process of awakening a critical consci-
ousness. Freire in one of his educational experiments (Operación Alfabetización 
Integral [ALFIN], Peru, 1973) uses photographs to provide illiterate people with a 
tool to express themselves (Boal, 1979, p. 95–135). As in photovoice, the photos 
are not taken by the educators or researchers but by people themselves, those who 
face problems of exclusion and marginalization in their everyday lives (Harper, 
2012, p. 191–206). Through photography, they might become ‘visible.’

Freire, describing the process of emancipation of the oppressed did not address 
the issue of sexual difference. Writing about the recovery of one’s own voice and 
the agency as a result of breaking the silence, does not mean that he purposely 
mention women as a group closed in the culture of silence. As Patricia Magui-
re writes, “his conscientization tools ignore men’s domination of women” (1987, 
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p. 87). This issue has been developed by feminist scholars. Particularly, bell ho-
oks, based on the Freire concept, has developed the policy of women voice (1993; 
2000). For feminism, the process of emancipation is connected with the raising of 
critical consciousness. Some scholars even claim, that feminism is more a consci-
ousness or a state of mind than a clearly defined social movement (Rowbotham, 
1973). But the feminist notion of consciousness raising differs from Freire’s con-
cept of critical consciousness. For example, the feminist consciousness raising was 
an effect of a group’s, collective actions. Furthermore, feminist consciousness is 
a prerequisite to the emancipation. Apart from these differences, there are many 
similarities between these concepts (Bartky, 1977, p. 425–439).

Caroline Wang sees the roots of photovoice in feminist inquiry (1999, p. 185). 
As such it emphasizes the subjective experience of women and values knowledge 
that is grounded in experience. Also, it enables the women to express, communi-
cate and reflect their everyday lives. Therefore, as Alice McIntyre writes, feminist 
research and theories have contributed in a significant way to the field of PAR. The 
feminist PAR is characterized by, among other things, 

(1) an emphasis on the lived experiences of women, (2) a focus on the relations-
hip between violence and gendered identities, (3) the activist stance of the resear-
cher, and (4) an emphasis on social change as an integral aspect of social science 
research (McIntyre, 2003, p. 48).

4. Photovoice and Social Issues – Women in Yunnan

Photovoice as the use of photography in the process of raising the critical cons-
ciousness allows to reflect the reality of a person’s life. The camera is used to 
reveal the reality through the eyes of a photographer.

For the first time, photovoice was described by Caroline Wang. According to 
her, it is “a process in which people identify, represent and strengthen their commu-
nity and catalyse changes in it through the use of specific photographic techniques” 
(Wang and Burris, 1997). The use of photography goes beyond the traditional, only 
illustrative and complementary meaning. Participants are active subjects of change 
(Wang et al., 1998).

According to Wang, photovoice is a participatory action research (PAR). It is 
a method whose aim is to develop concrete, direct changes in the lives of indivi-
duals, groups and communities. The first application of this method took place 
in 1992. The first project was originally defined as photonovella (Wang, Burris, 
1994). Its authors were Caroline Wang and Marry Ann Burris.

Wang and Burris conducted a research project among rural women in the Chi-
nese province of Yunnan. It was a project within the reproductive health program – 
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Yunnan Women’s Reproductive Health and Development Program supported by 
the Ford Foundation (Wang, Burris, 1997). Project participants – 62 women aged 
18–56 – photographed their daily lives and the environment in which they worked 
and lived (372). The aim of the project was to learn more about the needs of wo-
men. Equipped with cameras, they were to record everything that they thought was 
important or problematic and required change.

The main problem of the project was focused on the issue of reproductive he-
alth of women. The aim was to support women in understanding the importance 
of taking care of their health and needs. The choice of Yunnan was depended on 
many factors, including the poverty and the growing impoverishment of Yunnan 
community as well as poorly developed infrastructure.

The average number of pictures taken by each woman was one roll of a 36-expo-
sure color film per month for 1 year (Wang et al, 1998, p. 80). During the project, 
the participants and employees of the women’s federation met to discuss the pho-
tos and activities. Discussions were divided into three stages: 1) selection of pho-
tos, 2) interpretation, and 3) identification of social issues included in photographs.

Discussions on the photos took place in the convention of previously established 
questions, SHOWeD: “What do you See here? What is really Happening here? How 
does it relate to our lives? Why does this situation, concern, or strength exists? What 
can we Do about it?” (Wang, 1999, p. 188). The questions motivated women to reflect 
on what they saw and what emotions the photos caused. In this way women became 
the narrators of stories they created (for example, one of the stories was concerned 
about the problem of access to drinking water). Their voices were heard finally.

Women’s actions were to empower them and strengthened their position in the 
community. They were allowed to express their own opinions and emotions about 
the problems of their everyday life. As a result, a dialogue was initiated between 
the residents of the community as well as with the officials of Yunnan that had an 
impact on improving the living conditions and health of women.

5. Photovoice process

Working with the photovoice method starts with the equipment of people par-
ticipating in cameras, which are to record the world around them. The first stage 
of photovoice consists in the participants documenting these elements of their li-
ves that they consider important, interesting, problematic, in a word, significant in 
their opinions. Equipped with cameras, they are to register the surrounding world 
just as they see it. However, the process of taking pictures is secondary to the 
stage of interpretation of the photographs’ contents. Discovering meanings with 
other participants, confronting the problem together, and searching for its causes 
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as well as attempting to overcome it, constitute the main meaning of photovoice. 
It is a stage of group discussion – commenting, analyzing and interpreting photos. 
Although, there is no obligation to present all the photographs taken, each of those 
showned should be commented on.

Wang, as well as other researchers, emphasizes that the group discussion stage 
is the most important moment of photovoice (Wang et al., 1998; Böök, Mykkänen, 
2014). Presenting photographs and talking about them is conducive to critical ref-
lection, both on individual situation as well as on the whole community. Showing 
photos and then commenting them forces people to communicate with each other, 
confront, express and defend their own views.

Discussion in a group creates a space for sharing emotions and experiences, 
and as a consequence, it enables the development of various ways to deal with 
problems. Therefore, it can be argued that photovoice is an effective way to enable 
the identification and definition of needs and problems, especially of those people 
who are excluded and discriminated. These people usually do not have a sense of 
influence, both on their own lives and the surrounding reality (from the issues of 
career and work to local and political decisions at various levels).

For this reason photovoice is regarded both as a method of empowerment, for in-
dividuals and groups, especially in the case of children, women and minority groups, 
and as a method of developing social participation. In this sense, it is about suppor-
ting participation in the processes of shaping local politics (Wang, Burris, 1997). 

6. Social Work and Photovoice

Wang and Burris have defined photovoice as a method that allows people to 
learn about themselves and their community and create the social change while 
actively participating in the research process. “Photovoice is a process by which 
people can identify, represent and enhance their community through a specific 
photographic technique” (1997, p. 369). The main objectives of the method are:

yy the registration of social reality;
yy the promotion of critical dialogue and knowledge gained in the process of 

creation and action through the photos;
yy the impact on decision-making bodies for social change (Wang et al., 1998, 

p. 185).

Photovoice has undergone numerous modifications in the last twenty years. As 
Wang and Burris claim, it is a flexible method that can be applied to various goals, 
social groups, communities and the problems (1997, p. 300). It “offers several dis-
tinctive contributions to needs assessment” (1997, p. 372). Most of all, it enables 
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researchers and educators to see the world from the viewpoint of the people invol-
ved in the project. “Photovoice is accessible to anyone who can learn to handle an 
instamatic camera and what is more, it does not presume the ability to read or wri-
te” (1997, p. 372). Today, in the situation of increased migration and the problem 
of refugees, and when communication among different linguistic groups can be 
problematic, the use of the photovoice may prove to be an effective solution. The-
refore, a special area of this method might be social work, which is understood as: 

a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social 
change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation 
of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and 
respect for diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social 
work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages 
people and structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing. The above 
definition may be amplified at national and/or regional levels (IFSW, 2014).

Photovoice is a flexible method that can be easily applied to various research topics 
and a wide spectrum of social problems (Wang, Burris, 1997). Previous research pro-
jects using photovoice have been conducted, among others, with children and teenagers 
(Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Böök, Mykkänen, 2014),women (McIntyre, 2003), people with 
disabilities (Dassah et al., 2017), homeless people (Miller, 2006), prostitutes, members 
of ethnic, religious or cultural minorities (Finney, Rishbeth, 2006), people discriminated 
against on the basis of gender identity, as well as people with mental health problems 
(Clements, 2012). These examples show the value of photovoice in recognizing the spe-
cificity of many social groups and different problems (Grieblinget al., 2013). As a met-
hod used in diagnosis and social education, it shows the reality seen from the viewpoints 
of people, thus gaining the status of authenticity and a sensitizing value.

Conclusions

Photovoice is a method based on participatory photography and the interpre-
tation by the participants themselves. In addition to providing knowledge about 
their subjective world, it also provides knowledge that is useful to identify the 
phenomena of discrimination and social exclusion. Because photovoice involves 
the participants directly, it is considered as a method in the field of participatory 
research in action (PAR). Its aim is to empower and strengthen the position of the 
participants as well as raise their critical consciousness, which should lead to the 
emancipation and the participation in the social and political issues. This objective 
is related to another, more general, namely, the introduction of solutions that im-
prove the social situation and impact on social policy, especially in the context of 
anti-discrimination and social education.
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