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Abstract: The integration of visual prompts into qualitative interviews is 
regarded as a useful tool in attempting to give children the possibility of 
verbalizing memories and describing abstract issues. Furthermore, photo 
interviews are supposed to promote children’s participatory research 
experiences. Less attention has been paid to how visual and verbal elements 
may be interrelated throughout the research process. Drawing on data from an 
Austrian empirical study with 50 children aged 10 years, the objective of this 
paper is to describe the combination of visual and verbal data in detail. Special 
emphasis is put on identifying factors that influence children’s participation. 
The potential and limitations of photo interviews as a participative method of 
conducting research with children are elaborated. Although this approach does 
not per se decrease power differentials, enhance participation, or respect 
children’s agency, it has a high potential to facilitate such action, if applied 
carefully, critically, and conscientiously. 
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Research with children is often based on qualitative interviews. Integrating 
visual prompts into these interviews is regarded as a useful tool, as photo interviews 
yield considerable advantages. They support children in verbalizing memories and 
describing abstract issues, are able to increase children’s engagement with scientific 
studies, contribute to a pleasant atmosphere, and are assumed to support participative 
elements in research with children (Cappello, 2005; Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Cook & 
Hess, 2007; Croghan, Griffin, Hunter, & Phoenix, 2008; Eldén, 2012; Thomson, 
2008). However, less attention has been placed on the question of how to relate the 
visual and the verbal throughout the research process. Drawing on data from an 
Austrian empirical study1 with 50 10-year-old children, I explore the potential of this 
method and describe how photos can be used in combination with an open, 
storytelling interview method. The aims of this paper are twofold: (a) to provide a 
detailed description of the ways in which visual and verbal elements were related in a 
photo interview study, and (b) to explore whether and how a thorough combination 
and consideration of both parts throughout the research process can contribute to 
participatory aspects. 

Photo Interviews in Research with Children 

Research with children is often based on qualitative interviews, which are 
regarded as an adequate tool to gain direct access to children’s perspectives 
(Christensen & James, 2008; Fraser, Lewis, Kellett, & Robinson, 2004; Greig, Taylor, 
& MacKay, 2007; Qvortrup, Corsaro, & Honig, 2009). Yet interviews also have 
disadvantages: It may be challenging for children to verbalize memories or to find the 
right words to describe abstract processes and circumstances vis-à-vis an adult 
researcher; children may tire quickly during interviews; and it may prove difficult to 
keep their interest for a longer period of time (Cappello, 2005; Fuhs, 2000; Heinzel, 
2000).  
 

One way of overcoming these difficulties is to give children the possibility of 
visualization. Over the past few years, it has become increasingly popular in 
qualitative childhood research to combine verbal and visual data. The method of 
incorporating a photograph into a research interview has been termed photo-elicitation 
interview (Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Harper, 2002), participatory photo interview 
(Jorgenson & Sullivan, 2009; Kolb, 2008), autophotography (Worth & Adair, 1972; 
Ziller, 1990), autodriven interview (Clark, 1999), or photovoice (Wang & Burris, 
1997; Wang, Ling, & Ling, 1996).  
 

While it is common to use photographer- or researcher-produced visual 
prompts for interviews with adults (Harper, 2001; Schwartz, 1989, 1992), it is 
especially recommended to use participant-produced pictures in research with 
children, and thereby invite children themselves to give insights into different spheres 
of their lives (Cappello, 2005; Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Cook & Hess, 2007; Croghan et 
al., 2008; Eldén, 2012; Harper, 2002; Thomson, 2008). Photographs or drawings are 

                                                 
1 The research team consisted of the author who was one of the project leaders, two other researchers 
(Andrea Marhali, Johannes Starkbaum), and the second project leader Rudolf Richter. The study was 
funded by the Austrian Federal Ministry of Economy, Family and Youth. 
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applied for this purpose, the latter appearing to be particularly adequate for younger 
children (Backett-Milburn & McKie, 1999; Punch, 2002a).  
 

The possibilities of combining visual and verbal elements in photo interviews 
with children cover a wide spectrum. A reduced number of pictures may be employed 
as a teaser that helps the respondents start to talk, while all produced photos may be 
used during the interview with the aim to talk in detail about each picture. Photos may 
be pre-selected by the researcher – in combination with specifically prepared 
questions regarding each picture – or alternately be selected by the respondent. 
Furthermore, different importance is assigned to the different elements: While some 
researchers regard it as crucial to discuss participant-produced pictures with the 
children who created the photos (White, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez, & Ní Laoire, 
2010), others ask children to write short comments on each photo explaining why they 
took it and what they intended the picture to say (Darbyshire, MacDougall, & 
Schiller, 2005). 
 

The principal benefits said to be associated with photo interviews in research 
with children can be summarized as follows:  
 
1. Relating to pictures during the interview is intended to enrich the process of 
reflection and to support children in verbalizing their thoughts. Images are assumed to 
evoke other and deeper elements of human consciousness than do words, and 
therefore to enhance the process of remembering (Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Harper, 2002). 
The use of photographs allows respondents to reflect on associations they would not 
see as related without a visual template. Thus, the images may trigger a relating to 
content that otherwise may remain poorly understood, overlooked, or even concealed 
from the researcher (Collier, 1967; Mannay, 2010; Schwartz, 1989). Recently, photo 
interviews have also been shown to be fruitful in the exploration of particularly 
challenging research issues, such as the perspectives of young refugees (McBrien & 
Day, 2012) or sensitive aspects of children’s family lives (Zartler & Richter, 2014). 
 
2. The use of photos and the process of taking them are supposed to be amusing for 
children (Cook & Hess, 2007). Thus, photo interviews are regarded as a method that 
may increase children’s interest in participating in a study, intensify their engagement 
with a scientific research project, and maintain their interest throughout the research 
process (Cappello, 2005; Clark-Ibáñez, 2007; Croghan et al., 2008; Einarsdóttir, 
2005; Harper, 2002; Newman, Woodcock, & Dunham, 2006; White et al., 2010). 
 
3. The incorporation of photos into research interviews with children is argued to 
contribute to a pleasant atmosphere for interviews. Talking about a visual prompt may 
also ease the strangeness of being interviewed by an adult, as this provides a common 
focus for the interviewer and the respondent (Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Cook & Hess, 
2007; Wuggenig, 1990).  
 
4. The use of participant-produced photographs is particularly assumed to support 
participative elements in research with children, to enhance research that regards 
children as active and competent participants, and therefore to decrease power 
differentials between interviewers and respondents (Cappello, 2005; Packard, 2008; 
Pink, 2013). When children take photos themselves, they are in the role of active 
experts who can explain their self-produced photographs to the researcher(s) (Cook & 
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Hess, 2007; Hill, 1997). Respondents have a clear, tangible prompt in preparing for 
the interview, which gives them the opportunity to reflect on the research topic 
beforehand. This may balance previous background knowledge of the researcher and 
the researched. Moreover, photo interviews are often particularly regarded as 
considering, or even promoting, children’s competency and agency. These are 
essential topics in research with children (Eder & Fingerson, 2001; Lange & 
Mierendorff, 2009; Valentine, 2011), as they are increasingly regarded as persons 
who actively shape their own lives and their social surroundings (James, 2009; James, 
Jenks, & Prout, 1998; Kuczynski, 2003; Morrow, 2003; Shehan, 1999). 
 

In accordance with this perspective, a debate on children’s participation in 
social science research has emerged, and a considerable body of literature has been 
produced with regard to the need for a critical examination of the ways in which 
children’s participation is theorized and practiced in the social sciences (Christensen 
& James, 2008; Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Hill, Davis, Prout, & Tisdall, 2004; 
Holland, Renold, Ross, & Hillman, 2010; James, 2007; Powell & Smith, 2009; 
Thomas & O'Kane, 1998). In the framework of this discussion, it has been shown that 
research using participatory elements is also often and largely managed by researchers 
and does not necessarily “empower” children (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Holland 
et al., 2010; Punch, 2002b; Thomson, 2007).  
 

In particular, a need to conceptualize participation as a dialogic encounter has 
been expressed, promoting a shift from listening to children to establishing dialogues 
in research (Cooper, Nazzari, Kon Kam King, & Pettigrew, 2013; Graham & 
Fitzgerald, 2010; Neale, 2002), while considering children’s views on participative 
research methods (Hill, 2006; Warming, 2011). Furthermore, research phases that are 
especially challenging with regard to children’s participation have been identified. 
One such example is the recruiting process, as researchers’ access to children is 
usually tightly controlled, and children mostly cannot be approached directly 
(Alderson, 2005; Sinclair, 2004). As a consequence, particular groups of children are 
already excluded from research before fieldwork has even been initiated. Scholarly 
work on the potential exclusion of particular (groups of) children has thus been on the 
increase (Powell & Smith, 2009; Roberts, 2008). 
 

Although photo interviews provide considerable advantages and are widely 
used in research with children, less attention has been paid to the question of how 
visual and verbal elements may be related throughout the research process. 
Responding to this challenge, the aim of this paper is twofold: first, as based on an 
Austrian study, to describe in detail the ways in which visual and verbal elements can 
be exactly related; and second, to explore whether and how a combination and 
consideration of visual and verbal elements may contribute to children’s participation 
in social science research. 

Data and Methods  

The present study is empirically based on photo interviews with 50 Austrian 
children aged 10 years. The study aimed to explore various aspects of family life and 
included such topics as family activities, organisation and challenges of everyday 
family life (e.g., family time, children’s participation in family decisions), 
relationships between family members, and attitudes towards different family forms. 
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This stands in relation to scholarly work analyzing children’s lives and relationships 
within their families (Morrow, 1998; Rigg & Pryor, 2007; Smart, 2006). 
 

The children took photos within their families and during leisure time. These 
photos then provided the basis for the interviews. Additionally, interviews based on 
topic guides were carried out with the children’s parents, and at least one parent was 
interviewed for every child (71 parents in total; these data are not considered for this 
paper). The parents did not see the photos that their children produced in the 
framework of this study. If parents asked questions about the photos or speculated 
about contents, the interviewers referred to confidentiality.  
 

The recruitment of participants was based on initial contacts with children in a 
classroom setting. Twenty boys and 30 girls were interviewed. The participating 
children had various background characteristics in relation to family forms, social 
background, migration status, and parental working conditions. The respondents were 
interviewed at school, as we were allowed to conduct the interviews during school 
hours and to use schoolrooms the respondents were familiar with. The interview 
duration was between 30 minutes and one hour. 
 

We used an interview type that brings together photo interviews and semi-
structured interviews based on topic guides. The children were asked to take pictures 
with a disposable camera according to a specific schedule, covering the following 
categories: 

  
1. Who is part of my family?  
2. What I like about my family.  
3. What I don’t like about my family.  
4. How we spend our time during the week.  
5. How we spend our time on weekends.  
 
These categories were formulated by the research team and were based on our 

experiences during the pretest. The categories were considered to cover a broad range 
of topics with regard to children’s families, while giving the participating children the 
allowance to choose the subjects of their photos relatively autonomously. The 
participating children received an instruction sheet with information on how to handle 
the camera, the number of 27 photos per camera, and the categories to take pictures 
of. The respondents were requested to produce at least one picture per category. We 
provided the children with a timetable and smiley-face stickers that were used to mark 
completed categories on their instruction sheets. Our intention in using photographs 
was not, as Clark-Ibáñez (2004) mentions, to give the children the opportunity to 
“present the very best parts of their lives” (p. 1508), but rather to establish a broad, 
kaleidoscopic insight into their family lives (Holland, 1997; Mason & Tipper, 2008).  
 

In sum, the study comprises 1,030 photos, 992 of them being useable (see 
below). Their manifest content was analysed and described, including also children’s 
comments. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was 
based on the transcripts of all interviews, combining a grounded theory approach and 
content analysis (Froschauer & Lueger, 2003; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; see also 
Zartler, 2010, 2014). 
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Combination of the Visual and the Verbal in Photo Interviews with Children 

The following section explores how the combination of visual and verbal parts 
in photo interviews with children – along with participatory aspects of this research 
method – can be pursued throughout the research process. Its aim is to present in 
detail how the research was conducted in this respect. 

Preparing for interviews 
 
One indispensable precondition for the combination of visual and verbal 

elements in research with children is to ensure wide access to the generation of the 
visual parts, and to create conditions for all children to participate. While interviews 
are usually open to all participants who are able to express their thoughts verbally, 
access may be limited for methods requiring technology, such as photo elicitation on 
the basis of participant-produced photos. In the study at hand, it was essential to 
consider in detail how the interviews should take place and to provide enough time for 
detailed pre-interview considerations within the research team. One main concern was 
to avoid excluding particular children in choosing participant-produced photos as an 
approach. Factors that need to be taken into account in this regard are the availability 
of technical equipment, children’s technical competencies and visual literacy, as well 
as adequate ways of recruiting respondents. 
 

In terms of available technical equipment, the use of mobile phones for photo-
shooting was considered as one option when designing the study. In the course of pre-
data collection conversations with children, teachers, and parents in several schools, it 
became apparent that some ten-year-old children would possibly be excluded; for 
example, those with technology-averse parents or those with a disadvantaged socio-
economic background who do not have camera-equipped devices of their own. 
Researchers are thus called to explore ways to provide children with technical 
equipment in order to give them a chance to participate in such settings. 
 

Another essential consideration addresses children’s technical competencies 
and knowledge, which may vary within a group of ten-year-olds. The type of camera 
to use is an important decision in photo interview projects with children. Disposable 
cameras are practical, as they require little technical experience and training, are easy 
to handle, and are available at low cost. As disposable cameras are designed for 
adults, some models are too complicated for use by children, do not fit well with their 
anatomy, and require too much physical strength or distinctive fine motor skills.  
 

We checked different types of cameras in a pre-test with children and selected 
the preferable model. During initial contacts at school (see below), we showed this 
camera to the children, let them try to take pictures, and provided them with detailed 
information on their photo-shooting task (e.g., categories to be portrayed, limited 
number of photos on the film, use of the flash). It was of particular importance to 
remind the children that the use of analogue cameras made it impossible to take an 
unlimited number of photos or to delete photos once they were made. All participating 
children had the opportunity to test and practice the camera handling together with the 
research team. Seven to 10 days after distribution, the research team collected the 
cameras. The photos were developed, and each child’s set of photos was kept in a 
separate envelope. The analysis was prepared by numbering every single picture with 
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the child’s code and a consecutive number for every single photo. This was important 
in order to avoid confusion between different respondents’ pictures during the 
analysis. 
 

In sum, the 50 interviewed children produced 1,030 photos. The photo-taking 
action was very successful in terms of useable pictures, which may be related to the 
children’s ability to test the cameras beforehand under the researchers’ guidance, as 
described above. Only 38 photos (4% of all pictures) were not useable, mainly due to 
missing flash or unintended pressing of the release. Nearly 1,000 photos displayed 
recognizable motives and were finally used for analysis. On average, every 
participating child produced 21 photos. 
 

Another matter affecting possibilities of participation is children’s visual 
literacy and expressive ability. Commenting on a photo requires the ability to describe 
the picture and to verbalize one’s related thoughts. From a developmental point of 
view, 10-year-old children are supposed to have acquired these abilities (Birney & 
Sternberg, 2011; Denham et al., 2011; Piaget, 1972). Furthermore, at the age of 10, 
children in the Austrian educational system have spent four years together with their 
classmates and are thus in a familiar surrounding. Therefore, it was supposed that 
both children’s abilities and the educational framework would render the classroom 
setting with 10-year-old respondents particularly suitable. Nevertheless, combined 
with the strangeness of talking to an adult researcher, it may intimidate children to 
perform the described tasks during an interview situation. Thus photo elicitation – 
though not an exclusively verbally oriented method – favours children who master 
verbal expression well, and may exclude children who have problems in adequately 
applying speech for communication (Morris, 2003; Rabiee, Sloper, & Beresford, 
2005). These factors are difficult for the research team to influence, but can be eased 
by attempting to create a comfortable atmosphere (Eder & Fingerson, 2001; Lewis, 
2009; Ribbens McCarthy, Holland, & Gillies, 2003). 
 

The ways of contacting and recruiting children for a photo interview study are 
also related to their possibilities of participation. We preferred to approach the 
children directly instead of via their parents. In accordance with legal and ethical 
requirements, parents as well as school authorities were first briefly informed about 
the contents of the study and gave their permission to contact children at school. The 
respondents were approached in a classroom setting (for a detailed description, see 
Zartler, 2010) where the research team presented the planned study. We informed the 
children about the research contents and their task of taking pictures according to a 
specific schedule. The children were encouraged to ask questions regarding the study 
and to share their thoughts about participating in the research. Children were in turn 
requested to pass on an information sheet to their parents, which contained details of 
the study, contact dates, and a permission slip to sign if they agreed to participate. The 
children thus invited their parents to take part in the study. This worked out well, as 
the children were enthusiastic about participating in a research project and producing 
photos for this purpose (Zartler, 2010). While Lewis (2009) stated that children would 
prefer to be approached by a parent rather than a stranger, our experience was that 
children appreciated being contacted directly. The research team was in contact with 
the children several times before the interview took place: when presenting the study, 
when distributing the cameras, and when collecting the cameras. This was 
advantageous, as the children became familiar with the research team. 
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Summing up these experiences in preparing photo interviews with children, it 

is particularly important to provide carefully pre-tested, child-friendly technical 
equipment and comprehensible instructions for handling the cameras, as well as to 
create an adequate interview atmosphere. Otherwise, a child’s ability to participate in 
such a research project is limited. 

Carrying out interviews 
 
In the study at hand, the interviews were structured by the respondents 

according to the photos, with the researchers always bearing in mind the topic guide 
covering the principal themes of the study (see above). After children had allocated 
the photos to the different categories, we let the photos thematically guide the 
interview. Interviewers did not ask questions, but left it up to the respondents to 
determine the issues and the level of detail. As the topic guide and the instruction 
sheets for taking photos were structured similarly, it was relatively easy to consider all 
main topics during the interviews. If children elaborated in detail on specific aspects, 
their narrations were always prioritized against an attempt to collect elaborations of 
similar length on every topic. From our experience, encouraging children to engage in 
a narrative conversation went together well with the more constrained categorizing of 
photos, as most children liked the categorization part during the interview. 
 

All remaining questions were asked in the last part of the interview once the 
children had completed their accounts. This method combines narration-based 
interviews with topical interviews. It gives children a scope and offers them the 
opportunity to put a focus, to talk about their own agendas, to choose narrations 
independently, and to consider their own relevance systems (Flick, 2014; Lamnek, 
1995). 
 

The interviews were conducted approximately one week after the children had 
finished the photo-taking phase. When starting the interview, we first asked every 
child about his or her experiences with taking the pictures. In general, the 
participating children answered that they liked the photo-taking phase and were very 
engaged in this task. They took their job seriously and often found it difficult to 
choose the subject of their photos and to decide about the next picture to be taken in 
order to complete the instruction sheet. Most children reported that they felt important 
when handling the camera and contributing to a scientific study. Some of them 
complained that the given time for producing the photos was too short, but in general 
the interviewed children did not report any problems in understanding the instructions 
and performing their photo-shooting tasks. 
 

From the interviews with parents, we could reconstruct that parents knew 
about the photo-taking schedule and that some parents reminded their children to take 
photos in order to finish their photo-shooting task. However, no evidence for a 
parental influence on the photographed topics could be found. Neither children nor 
parents in their interviews mentioned resistance that photos were taken at home and in 
private situations. However, a selective effect was evident, as parents who had 
reservations about the photo-taking action did not give their consent to participate in 
the study. 
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We handed the photos over to the child, referring to matters of confidentiality 
and emphasizing that the parents would not see the pictures during their interviews. 
At the time of the interview, the researchers had not looked at the pictures, but had 
seen only the reverse side of the photos when numbering them (see above). This was 
considered important in order to avoid researchers’ advantage in knowledge and to 
attribute the power of selection to the children. Respondents were told that the 
research team kept digital copies for the analysis. The photos were regarded as 
creative materials that belonged to the children personally and were only to be used 
by the research team for scientific reasons.  
 

The children were then asked to allocate the photos to the five categories listed 
on the instruction sheet. It was clearly explained to the children that the researchers 
did not regard any photo as unfitting or inappropriate. All taken photos, also the few 
blurred ones, provided the basis for selection, and children could freely decide on the 
specific photos they wanted to comment on. The children could choose to use only a 
selection of photos for narrations, which they usually did. The respondents were also 
free to comment on the pictures, their significance, and the reasons for creating them 
in a narrative way during the interview, thus producing detailed conversations with 
some children about their thoughts when taking the photos. Most respondents liked 
the allocation task and categorized the photos rather quickly, often within several 
minutes.  
 

Several challenges were connected with this interview phase. At times, 
children had difficulties remembering the category for which a particular photo had 
been produced; some respondents allocated one photo twice because they wanted a 
picture to be present in more than one category. This was accepted, but the 
interviewer tried to reconstruct whether children elaborated on a preferred 
categorization during the interview. It is important to notice that, in children’s 
narrations, photos were not exclusively used in connection to the category they had 
been allocated to. The pictures often rather had the function of a trigger that initiated 
narrations on other topics than those that were manifestly displayed (see Zartler & 
Richter, 2014). 
 

After the allocation task, the children usually explained some photos in detail, 
whereas other pictures were grouped together and commented on in an overview 
style. Most respondents started by using portraits of their family members and friends 
in order to make their social embedment explicit to the interviewer, and then 
elaborated on the photos representing activities in their spare time and on weekends. 
The children could choose the topics they wanted to elaborate on and determine the 
levels of detail. The interviewers listened carefully and encouraged the children to 
speak freely and to comment on the photos in an open and storytelling way. From 
time to time, the respondents were asked to refer to the number on the back of their 
photos, a piece of information that was important in order to facilitate the allocation 
of photos to verbal categories during the analysis. 
 

In most cases, the children made lively comments on the photos portraying 
their family members, which often evoked detailed narrations about the persons 
displayed. Other issues that were elaborated on vividly were family activities. Yet the 
photos not only supported the children in verbalizing their thoughts but also 
stimulated narrations about sensitive topics, such as critical aspects of family life, 
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negative views towards family members, criticisms of parental behaviour, or violent 
disputes among siblings (Zartler & Richter, 2014). These are issues that usually are 
difficult to address in interviews with children. 
 

At the end of the interviews, the children were asked about their motivations 
for participating in the study. The reasons for the children’s eagerness to participate in 
the study were their general interest in scientific work and the content of the project, 
but also their enthusiasm about taking photos and explaining them to the researchers. 
The interviewed children appreciated their active involvement in data production and 
the adults’ confidence in their abilities to handle the camera. 

Analyzing interviews 
 
Detailed interview protocols were prepared after conducting the interviews, 

containing information on the interview atmosphere, the course of conversation, 
specificities of the children or the photos. These protocols were essential in the 
process of analysis, as they also included references to the photos which made it 
easier to relate the relevant pictures to the children’s verbal comments. 
 

During the analysis, visual and verbal elements are closely interlaced, as it is 
difficult to determine what children mean without knowing the pictures they refer to. 
Reciprocally, it is nearly impossible to analyze photos that were taken in such a 
research context without making connections to the verbal parts of the interview. For 
example, a portrait of a family member only becomes meaningful in the analysis 
when researchers have knowledge about that person’s relationship with and 
significance to the interviewed child, the reasons for portraying this person, et cetera. 
Nevertheless, methods of analysis usually concentrate either on verbal or on visual 
data. 
 

In the present study, we continually related the photos to the verbal transcripts 
during the interpretation process. We returned to the pictures when analyzing the 
interviews on an individual level and performed a descriptive analysis of all photos 
and all interviews, constantly comparing and relating verbal and visual material.  
 

As an initial step, the pictures produced by each respondent were categorized 
and allocated to the five main categories, according to the children’s accounts. The 
interview text was intensively used in the course of categorization. Although the 
pictures could sometimes be allocated to several categories at a first glance, the 
interview transcripts supported the researchers in determining the category a 
particular photo was produced for. In the end, every photo was only coded once, in 
close relation to the interview text. The main criterion for categorization was 
children’s allocation of photos to the categories during the interview, which was never 
overruled by the researchers’ interpretations. Although most children had allocated 
the main part of their photos to categories, some photos remained uncategorized. 
These photos were then allocated by the researchers during the analysis. Thus, every 
single photo was categorized – a large majority by the interviewed children, and the 
remainder by the research team.  
 

Secondly, sub-categories were developed, emerging from the photos in order 
to make the description more precise and detailed. For example, the category “Who is 
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part of my family?” was divided into close relatives (mother, father, brother, sister), 
extended family (grandparents, uncle, aunt, cousins), and others (pets, friends, 
childcare persons who were considered as being part of the family). Subsequently, it 
was explored (a) how many children took photos of a specific (sub-)category and (b) 
how many photos were taken and allocated to a specific (sub-)category. The 
categorization was carried out by the author together with one other project team 
member, whenever possible relying on children’s narrations and allocations. Constant 
comparison was used in order to check the validity of categorization.   
 

The categorization was followed by a description of the content and the 
motives, relying on all photos allocated to a specific (sub-)category: What exactly did 
the children photograph? In which ways were the different categories presented (e.g., 
family members together on one photo, individual portraits of every family member, 
photos with mixed groups of relatives, et cetera)? Which similarities and differences 
could be identified? How did the children explain their motivations for producing the 
photos for this specific (sub-)category? Some questions, in particular the last one, 
could only be answered in relation to the interview text.  
 

The analysis revealed that a major part of the photos referred to (a) children’s 
family members and friends, (b) children’s living and housing situations (their own 
room, their house, parks in the vicinity), and (c) activities within the family, (e.g., 
playing, going on excursions, pursuing hobbies, cuddling with their parents, helping 
in their parents’ business, et cetera). Table 1 gives an overview of the percentage of 
pictures that were taken with regard to each category.  
 
Table 1 
Percentage of photos allocated to a category 
 
Category % 
Who is part of my family? 44 
How we spend our time during the week. 29 
How we spend our time on weekends. 15 
What I like about my family. 9 
What I don’t like about my family. 3 
Based on n = 992 photos with identifiable motives 
 
The most unpopular category was “What I don’t like about my family.” Only half of 
the children took photographs on this issue, although we had asked them explicitly to 
take at least one picture for each category. Thus, the request to picture critical aspects 
of family life might have overburdened a considerable proportion of the participants, 
perhaps due to its sensitivity, as they found it difficult to capture their feelings of 
dislike in a visible format, or simply because they did not feel like taking such 
pictures. Most children who did not take any photos regarding this matter argued that 
they liked everything about their family. Several children who had not taken photos 
on this subject used others (e.g., portraits of their parents) to elaborate on critical 
aspects regarding family members during the interview. In general, the interviewers 
tried to address categories that were not represented on the photos.  
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Discussion: Aspects of Children’s Participation During the Research Process 

As explained above, photo interviews are often regarded as a method that is 
particularly effective in enhancing children’s participation. Based on the experiences 
gathered in the study presented here, I argue that it is crucial to consider this 
important issue throughout the entire research process and that an adequate 
combination of visual and verbal elements in preparing, guiding, and analyzing the 
interviews may facilitate children’s possibilities for participation. 
 

Photo interviews with participant-produced pictures, in particular, have the 
potential to support participative elements in research with children. In the study at 
hand, children felt acknowledged due to their active involvement in data production, 
and appreciated the fact that adult researchers relied on their competence to handle the 
cameras, to take the photos according to the specified schedule, and to act as 
competent narrators during the interview. This may support an empowering research 
experience, as the children explained the photographs taken in their own life spheres 
to the interviewers. They had the opportunity to make their own perspectives explicit 
to an adult researcher. 
 

When using photo interviews, the ways for participation are developed at a 
very early stage of the research, even before approaching the respondents, which 
require detailed reflections within the research team. During the preparation phase, it 
is of importance not to exclude particular (groups of) children by designing the whole 
research setting as openly as possible. Nevertheless, even the most thorough 
consideration of research methods, respondents’ characteristics, and recruitment 
strategies cannot overcome differences between children, (e.g., with regard to verbal 
abilities or their willingness to share their thoughts during an interview). Such 
variations were also noticeable in the study at hand: Some children talked more 
eloquently while others remained relatively silent, and the photos were of differing 
quality. In the end, the research team endeavored to treat all contributions equally. 
During the research process, it was evident that the “quality” of photos or interviews 
could not be judged at first glance. At times, for example, photos stimulated 
narrations on issues that were not displayed, and silence spoke louder than words (see 
Zartler & Richter, 2014).  
 

Children’s active participation is also imperative when conducting the 
interview. While in this study, specifications were made for the production of the 
photos, the interviews were structured in accordance with the children’s conceptions 
and their preferences in talking about the pictures. Rather than asking children to 
provide written comments on their photos, we argue in favor of integrating the 
participant-produced photos into a research interview and encouraging the children to 
comment on them in an open and storytelling way. 
 

The consideration of children’s participation during the analysis of interviews 
presents a particular challenge, as in most research studies their active involvement is 
usually not foreseen during this phase. Thus, in a setting in which researchers analyze 
the interview transcripts among themselves, children are excluded. Due to financial 
restrictions, it was not possible to integrate children directly into the analysis. 
Nevertheless, the children participated indirectly by discussing the data they had 
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collected and categorizing their pictures. The researchers then re-coded the photos, 
always prioritizing the children’s own interpretations.  
 

To the best of my knowledge, settings that include children in analysis 
meetings are relatively rare in scientific research (for an exception, see Thomas & 
O'Kane, 1998), though more often used in assessment processes on a policy level or 
in terms of strongly policy-related research settings (Sinclair, 2004). Attractive 
possibilities in order to further children’s participation during this research stage 
would be to analyze parts of the interviews together, or to organize a discussion for 
feedback on the results with children who participated in the research. As such 
assessments ideally include several respondents, an important consideration is to 
guarantee anonymity in order not to expose particular individuals. Furthermore, the 
composition of such groups of children should be a matter of consideration. 
 

In their work on participatory methods, Gallacher and Gallagher (2008) refer 
to several activities with regard to photo interviews that cannot be described as 
“participation”:   

Children may do a range of things with cameras: take pictures of things they 
find interesting; take pictures of what they think the researcher wants to see; 
take pictures of their friends; explain to the researcher why they are taking 
each picture; take lots of pictures but say nothing about them, even when 
asked; ask the researcher to take pictures for them; give the camera to 
someone else; take no pictures; they may even break the camera deliberately. 
(p. 507) 

In the study at hand, repeated contacts between researchers and children as well as the 
endeavor to make the use of the cameras and their significance within the study 
transparent, helped to minimize challenges arising from the described issues. One 
further aspect possibly is selection, as children who were not interested in taking 
photos did not participate in the study. 
 

It is the researchers’ responsibility to design the research in a way that allows 
for different and unexpected ways of participation, provides ample space for a range 
of possible settings, and does not set up norms of “appropriate” forms of participation. 
It seems crucial to reflect the researchers’ and the children’s activities and 
interventions, and to regard participation as a matter of course during the whole 
research process. Participation is not an option that should be granted to children by a 
generous researcher, but should represent one of the inherent principles that guide 
research with children. 

Conclusion 

Drawing on data from an Austrian empirical study with 50 10-year-old 
children, I explored the potential of an interview type that brings together photo 
interviews and semi-structured interviews based on topic guides. Several benefits 
were shown to be connected with this approach. For example, a thorough combination 
of visual and verbal elements offers children the opportunity to take part in the 
research process as active participants and is able to overcome some of the 
disadvantages that conventional “words-alone” interviews with children present. 
During different research stages, possibilities for participation vary and need to be 
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considered adequately. One crucial issue is to combine the visual and the verbal in a 
way that respects children’s autonomy. 
 

Despite the considerable participative and inclusive potential of photo 
interviews in research with children, there are also limitations, and photo interviews 
are not inherently superior to any other research method. It must be considered that 
this method does not “solve the fundamental problem that language remains the 
dominant medium of communication and representation” (Warming, 2011, p. 50), 
thus favoring verbally inclined children (also see James, 2007). Even the most 
thorough combination of visual and verbal parts cannot overcome this weakness. 
Nevertheless, it contributes to balance both aspects and to consider photos as not 
merely simple supplements of verbal expression.  
 

Summing up, although aiming at decreasing power imbalances between the 
researcher and the researched (Packard, 2008; Pink, 2013; Prosser & Schwartz, 2006), 
the method does not per se decrease power differentials, enhance participation, or 
respect children’s agency (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Holland et al., 2010; Punch, 
2002b; Thomson, 2007). Nevertheless, photo elicitation has a significant potential to 
facilitate such action if applied carefully, critically, and conscientiously. 
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