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Introduction
• Introduce in brief the broad theory that underpins, and 

practice of, creative research methods. 
• Provide examples of some creative research methods. 
• Give you an opportunity to think through if these research 

methods are suited / can be applied to your research.
HOWEVER 
• Many examples drawn from our research conducted in 

global north.
• Examples of creative research methods not comprehensive 

overview.
• Touches on some of the issues of CRM not a definitive 

account – field is growing and changing fast.



Overview

• How are creative methods…
– Informed by the wider participatory research methods 

paradigm?
– Influenced by community engagement?
– Focused on empowerment and emancipation?

• Three methods:
– Photo-elicitation
– Walking interviews
– Mapping

• Ethics and analysis of creative methods



Creative methods 
and participatory 

approaches
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Creative methods
• Creative methods draw on inventive and imaginative processes, 

serving as tools through which participants can describe their lives 
(Veale, 2005)
– can involve arts-based methods (visual and performance), can be ‘mixed’ with 

other methods (both other creative methods, and ‘traditional methods’), and 
can be seen to include participatory and community-based approaches (Kara, 
2016)

– Often placed within qualitative research (but not always)
• Enables different ways to explore the world around us that go beyond 

the boundaries of ‘traditional methods’, offering different perspectives 
and challenging disciplinary practice (Dunn and Mellor, 2017)
– “some knowings might not be accessed by mainstream methods that rely on 

people’s verbal or written competence”
– Challenging ‘the everyday’ activities and ‘unspoken knowledge’ of participants

https://www.ncrm.ac.uk/news/show.php?article=5465
https://doi.org/10.18546/RFA.01.2.05


Creative methods

• Importance of ‘fit’: methods must flow from the 
research question, and should be those most likely to 
help provide an answer. Newly learned methods may 
seem very tempting to try out, but it is never good 
practice to be seduced by an attractive young method 
when an older, more familiar one would serve you 
better. (Kara, 2016)
– What value will be added if you utilise these methods? Is 

there a good fit between RQ and method?
• Creative methods are often discussed within the 

paradigm of participatory or emancipatory research

https://www.ncrm.ac.uk/news/show.php?article=5465


What is Participatory Research 

• “Participatory research is developed as a way of 
doing research largely for people who have been 
considered voiceless, or powerless, in research”

• “It’s about trying to enable people to participate 
more, and thereby have some more power in the 
researcher-research relationship. So often it's 
regarded as blurring the division between 
researcher and researched” 

Nind (2011)



Principles of PRM 
• Trying to enable people to participate more
• For people who have been considered voiceless, or 

powerless, in research
• Values subjective experience

“For years and years, people with learning disabilities 
have been researched. People have done things to them, 

on them, prodded them, poked them, talked with 
professionals about them, talked with families about 

them. But very rarely have spoken directly to them, and 
not really regarded them as holders of valid knowledge 

in their own right” 
Nind (2011)



PR is based on the principles of “participation” and 
“self-development”. It treats people as “research 
participants” rather than “research subjects”. It is 
people-centered in the sense that the process of 

critical inquiry is informed by and responds to the 
experiences and needs of people involved . The 

fundamental principle of participatory research is 
that it is research with rather than on people. It 

emphasizes “knowledge for action” and a “bottom 
up approach” in contrast to conventional research, 

which is more “top-down”.

Invites people to participate in the co-creation of 
knowledge about themselves



Power, Empowerment and 
emancipatory research (Letherby 2003)

• Simplistic to assume that an approach that includes the 
respondents at all levels is ultimately empowering for 
respondents (Letherby 2003)

• Researchers have objective balance of power throughout 
research process but power is ambivalent (Giddens 1985)

• We should try and make ourselves vulnerable and try to 
‘equalize’ our relationship with respondents (Stanley and 
Wise 1993)

• Research relationship is fluid and changing, always jointly 
constructed (Cotterill 1992; Millen 1997; Collins 1998; Luff 
1999)



Power, Empowerment and 
emancipatory research (Letherby 2003)

• Making people feel powerful does not necessarily 
change objective material circumstances (Millen 1997)

• Respondents might not need to feel empowered, 
important not to over-pacify respondents.

• Researchers take away words not experiences (Skeggs 
1994)

Writing up, dissemination, who has the power, who will 
benefit from the research?  



Examples of PRM using creative 
methods

Photo elicitation 
Walking / Go along interviews 
Driving tours
Mapping 
Video diaries
Photo diaries 
Diaries
Reflective essay writing 

Much, much more!



Community engagement in research 
settings

• What is community?
– Dependent on nature of research and goal of engagement!
– Who defines it?
– More than the target population of the study, and includes wider 

populations also impacted (Morin et al, 2003)
• Community engagement in research settings

– Identify and clarify issues affecting community, as told by community 
themselves

– Shaping research agenda through input and discussions with 
stakeholders

• Collaborative approach for a common goal
– Involving community in all/some aspects of research
– Building capacity and empowerment
– Knowledge transfer and exchange
– Meaningful research activities



Community engagement and 
participatory methods

• What is community?
– Dependent on nature of research and goal of engagement!
– Who defines it?
– More than the target population of the study, and includes wider 

populations also impacted (Morin et al, 2003)
• Community engagement in research settings

– Identify and clarify issues affecting community, as told by community 
themselves

– Shaping research agenda through input and discussions with 
stakeholders

• Collaborative approach for a common goal
– Involving community in all/some aspects of research
– Building capacity and empowerment
– Knowledge transfer and exchange
– Meaningful research activities



“There are key opportunities for a transformative knowledge 
agenda that is co-constructed with those who are 

experiencing inequalities and are in a position to influence 
change through policies, practices and politics… In a world in 
which knowledge shapes power and voice, and vice versa, the 
fundamental inequality in the production of knowledge about 

inequality itself must be addressed.”

World Social Science Report (ISSC, IDS and UNESCO 2016: 275)



Things to consider:

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of 
using creative methods linked with 
community engagement?
– From a community point of view, and from a study 

team point of view?



Challenges in Community Engagement

• Differences in demands of the community and
that of the University
– Is it to improve the quality of the research (and

meet funding criteria) OR to have direct long
lasting benefit to community

– Focusing the engagement into a workable project
• Differences in timeframe
• Differences in context
• Difficulties in evaluating effectiveness



Methods
















image1.jpeg







Photo Elicitation 
“Photo elicitation is based on the simple idea of inserting a 
photograph into a research interview… the photo elicitation 

interview seems like not simply an interview process that 
elicits more information, but rather one that evokes a 

different kind of information” (Harper 2002: 12).  

Visual starting point / Sensory experience – emotions 

BUT: Not all photographs are good for PE
- There needs to be a personal relationship to the photograph 
- Photos that are not interesting tend not to elicit rich information 

(Harper 2002) 
- Photos that are obvious?   

https://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/harper.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14725860220137345


Why Photo Elicitation? 

• “Ability to prod latent memory, to stimulate and 
release emotional statements about the informant’s 
life” (Collier: 858) and reach “deeper centers of 
reaction, triggering spontaneous revelations of a 
highly-charged emotional nature” (Collier: 858)

• “The photographic record can supply detail that 
could otherwise be obtained only by lengthy first-
hand experience” (Collier 1967: 858). 



PE: Capturing the Ordinary

Given that we are often so familiar with the space and 
place that we inhibit, reflecting back upon our familiar 
locations may often be “marked ... only by disasters 
and breath-taking circumstances” (Collier 1957: 858). 
As Collier argues, “environmental circumstances may 
have left the informant so starved for verbal 
expression” (1957: 858). Similarly, participant driven 
photo elicitation can facilitate access to researches 
‘unknown, unknowns’ (Allen 2012); those instances 
and things that we don’t know we don’t know (Noyes, 
2008: 132).



PE: Making The Familiar Strange 

• Slow down and deconstruct our perceptions by ensuring 
that we linger and notice that which we may otherwise 
miss (Gurevitch, 1998).

• Images have the propensity to portray what may 
otherwise remain hidden thus enabling access to ‘back 
stage’ instances and routines that are seldom accessed in 
conventional interviewing. 

• “Show rather than ‘tell’ aspects of their identity that 
might have otherwise remained hidden” (Croghan et al., 
2008: 345). 



PE: Empowerment? 

Highlights participants’ voices and perceptions (Collier 
1967)

Who is the person responsible for taking the 
photographs? and who is interpreting them?
The researcher, the respondent, or both working together in 

collaboration. 

Instructions: Inviting participants to comment on why 
they took a photo and what the photo means creates a 

clear and central role for participants within the research 
and positions them as the ‘experts’ within the interview 

(Rose 2016). 



Examples of PE 

• Images of Recovery: A Photo-Elicitation Study on the 
Hospital Ward (Radley and Taylor 2002)

• Homeless veterans’ experiences with substance use, 
recovery, and treatment through photo elicitation 
(Sestito et al 2017)

• Picturing Masculinities: Using Photoelicitation in 
Men’s Health Research (Creighton et al 2015)

• Picturing global educational inclusion? Looking and  
thinking across students’ photographs from the UK, 
Zambia and Indonesia (Kaplan et al 2007)

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1049732302239412
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/08897077.2017.1356422?needAccess=true
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1557988315611217
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1471-3802.2007.00078.x


“This room was just always empty every time I went in there […] I sent this picture to my lab 
partner because he is always talking about me working hard and I was like me working 

hard early again […] I took it to show that I was working when no one else was, I kind of like 
that feeling […] I like to remind myself that I am actually working hard because sometimes 

when you think everything’s a bit much you think ‘could I be doing more?’ […] whenever I do 
my work, I always think I could have answered that better […] it leaves me feeling like I 

won’t have done very well […] I have been doing alright but I don’t like to tell myself that 
because [long pause] I’m worried I will slip up.”



Participatory Film 
• How 'fair' is Fairtrade? Ethical cocoa production and gender in Ghana 

Gender and Fairtrade - The stories of women cocoa farmers in Ghana: Dr Roy Maconachie and Simon Wharf (University of Bath)

The film we have made explores gender and Fairtrade through video material captured by me, but also through 
video shot by the research participants themselves. That, I think, is the most powerful element of the film: the 
use of participatory video allows the women farmers in the film to tell their stories themselves and in the 
process offer a much more nuanced picture of the gendered impacts of Fairtrade.

http://www.bath.ac.uk/research/news/2017/03/21/gender-fairtrade-film-nomination





Go Along / Walking Interviews 
• A mobile method- interviewing participants walking 

through environments
– Observing their interactions with socio-spatial environment
– Mimics daily routine behaviours
– How participants socially construct knowledge (Kusenbach, 

2003, Clark, 2009)
• Encourages co-production if participant choses route 

(Kusenbach, 2003) 
• Neighbourhood can be used as a series of interview 

prompts
– Interviewer can become an ‘interested outsider’ 
– Present day and memories of neighbourhood can be elicited
– Interview can be semi-structured in nature, but reacts to 

naturally occurring events



Go Along / Walking Interviews  

• Spaces and places are constructed, given their material 
construction, and they are also interpreted, perceived, 
imagined, understood and felt (Soja 1996). Thus, occupying 
space is a multi-sensorial experience (Pink 2015). 

• Participant-led walking and driving tours provided insight 
into the lives of participants where it would otherwise “be 
too intrusive to develop long-term encounters” (Pink and 
Morgan 2012: 358). 



• People and place “combine” (Moles 2008: 1.1) the participant 
led walking and driving tours gave access to “some of the 
transcendent and reflexive aspects of lived experience” 
(Kusenbach 2003: 455).

• Micro politics of the field interactions?
– “predetermining routes might be expected to lessen the 

empowerment felt by interviewees choosing their own route, 
which may in turn detract from the informality of the 
encounter” (Evans and Jones 2011: 850).

• The environment becomes the third participant in the research 
setting- participants and interviewers can comment on what 
they pass, memories, and emotions can be ascribed to sights, 
smells etc.



Go-along- examples

• Two studies, conducted 
in deprived 
neighbourhoods in 
Glasgow seeking to 
understand meaning of 
changing places
– Young people’s 

understandings of 
regeneration

– Residents’ experiences 
of super diverse 
neighbourhoods



Mapping

• Another participatory method utilising and 
problematising ‘space’

• Mapping and diagramming useful for investigating 
socio-spatial experiences and local scales (Young and 
Barrett, 2001; Pain, 2004) but also seen to connect 
local and global issues (Cahill, 2004)

• Can be useful to access information which may be 
difficult to obtain using traditional methods

• How do we recognise our environment, and give 
meaning to place; also how do we connect places 
together



Mapping

• Lee and Abbott (2009) mapping
– Draw maps of favourite places (after semi-structured 

interview)
– How teenagers understand safety in public space and 

how this relates to physical activity choice
• Travlou et al (2008) ‘place mapping’

– Using existing maps to inscribe their own experiences 
(in focus groups)

– How teenagers perceive the built and physical 
environment in relation to their real use of different 
places, the symbolic significance of place

– How others influence their spatial behaviour



Mapping (Lee and Abbott, 2009)



Questions from the 
audience
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Mixing methods
• Tscharkert, Tutu, and Alcaro (2013) using mapping and walking 

interviews to explore memory of place for those who migrate from 
the North of Ghana to the capital Accra (slum settlements) but who 
still have family in North, and those who stayed
– Impact of climate change
– Impact of migration on social networks

• Climate change debates framed around earth science processes 
and economic measures “fail to recognize that the experienced 
worlds of individuals and communities are bound up in local places 
and that the physical changes will have profound cultural and 
symbolic impacts.” (Adgar et al, 2009)
– Particularly marginalizing for poor and vulnerable populations and 

their lived yet largely unnoticed experiences 
– Global South.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458611000855


Mixing methods
• Mapping

– participants drew on a large sheet of blank paper a basic map of their village with a few 
landmarks…with stickers indicated small and large scale changes wells. Different colours 
represented good and bad changes. They identified places that trigger negative 
emotions, and therefore, were likely to be avoided due to fear, pain, anger and sadness.

• Walking
– followed the mapping activity to explore in more depth and through lived experiences 

most important environmental and social changes as perceived by each 
participant… followed the mapping activity to explore in more depth and through lived 
experiences most important environmental and social changes as perceived by each 
participant

• Results: Everyday sites and behaviours shown through these methods
– “At the dam, the respondent expressed sorrow there because all the impurities from the 

town and the erosion all washes into the dam which makes it unsafe and unhygienic for 
human health. ”

– “There used to be a big Neem tree behind my house that has recently been cut to build a 
house. I was very angry with this because they cut it without asking and did not 
apologize. I have planted a tree to replace the cut one, but I am disappointed about 
these changes of the environment. I always see these areas because I pass them on the 
way to my farm.”



Mixing methods
• Aw, Koh, Oh, Wong et al (2017) using photography, 

walking interviews, and focus groups to explore the 
lived experience of social participation in older adults 
in Singapore

• Study was part of a wider community assessment, to 
inform the development and evaluation of a 
community intervention in an ‘elder friendly 
neighbourhood’ on a Singaporean housing estate
– give older people a voice in solving community issues that 

affect them, by setting up elder-led interests group, 
towards promoting greater social participation among 
older people

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0890406517301883


Mixing methods
• Photography

– Polaroid cameras given out, participants offered training in photography and the ethics 
of photo taking. Photos taken over 1 month period. Participants were encouraged to go 
around their community and photo-document 50 photos relating to ‘lives of elders’ in 
their community, using a photo journal to organise. 

– After month, focus group organised where the images became prompts for discussion

• Walking interviews
– Interviewed experts from area who worked with older adults, we asked questions 

relating to how culture and retirement context influenced social participation of older 
adults, and how practitioners did outreach and built rapport with older people

• Results: social patterning of lifestyle, and uncovering isolation
– Through photography- found ethnicity was an organising structure for activities (e.g. 

cultural, religious celebrations)
– participants photo-documented lives of older adults who had fallen on hard times and 

lived outside the socially accepted norms of their community- having to earn a living by 
asking for alms, and doing odd jobs…As we walked around the poorer rental-flat 
precincts, community volunteers shared that living this way was largely because they 
faced financial difficulties and were estranged with their family yet faced barriers in 
accessing subsidies entitled to lower income adults.



Ethics and creative methods
• While participatory methods may enable the voice of the 

participant to be heard, there are still ethical 
considerations to keep in mind

• Ethics of anonymity and confidentiality
• Prosser et al (2008) “participants may explicitly and 

voluntarily waive their rights to confidentiality and 
anonymity, contravening one of the cornerstones of 
normative ethical practice in social science research

• How can we conduct research in keeping with the pillars of 
ethical social science research?

Sarah Pink on Designing Visual Studies, the opportunities, 
challenges and Ethics -

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fcO2JlsyZvY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fcO2JlsyZvY


Things to consider during analysis
• A question hangs over creative methods: is the quality of data 

‘better’ because of the nuance? 
– How can we translate our experience into written reports

• Creative research methods suggest it enables researchers to 
acknowledge a reality that may not be easily accessible through 
traditional interviews
– Social construction of knowledge, presentation of identity/biography

• How can we document this nuance in a traditional 
dissertation/thesis/journal article

• How can we code:
– Photo-elicitation
– Go-alongs
– Mapping



Things to consider during analysis
• Photo-elicitation

– What is the intention of the photographer- why did they take the 
image? 

– What is seen (and not seen)? Would the scene be different at another 
time of day?

– What is the relationship between the photographer and the subject?
• Go-alongs

– Using fieldnotes to document the sensory experience that may not be 
picked up in recordings

– Where didn’t you go? Why? What does the route tell you?
– Analysing similar to ‘other’ interviews, but using fieldnotes where 

appropriate
• Mapping

– If participant recorded during mapping- how did they describe the 
intention to do different things (use this as data)



Conclusions
• Creative research methods offer the ability for participants to co-

create the research agenda
• But researchers need to be open to this- if you have a set idea of 

your research, are you just wanting to use creative methods 
because they’re “fun”?

• Opens up questions of power in the research relationship- who 
controls the questions, who controls the meaning of the tasks?

• Due to the ‘nuance’ collected, its important to think about how we 
can retain this when it comes to writing up our findings

• Need to consider context of research 

Why are we using this method? 



Questions from the 
audience
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Resources and References 
• Nind, M (2011) What is participatory research? SAGE Publications Ltd, DOI: 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412995528.
• Kara, H. (2016) Creative research methods: the story so far, National Centre for Research Methods 
• Professor Sarah Pink: Rethinking Moving and the Image lecture on YouTube here
• Professor Penny Tinker – Photo elicitation here
• Health in my Hometown - A Youth Photovoice Project here
• Walking Interviews - (three page introduction to the method) here
• Pink, S (2013) Doing Visual Ethnography. London: Sage. 
• Pink, S (2007) Walking with video, Visual Studies, 22:3, 240-252, DOI: 

10.1080/14725860701657142
• Katy Pilcher, Wendy Martin & Veronika Williams (2016) Issues of collaboration, representation, 

meaning and emotions: utilising participant-led visual diaries to capture the everyday lives of 
people in mid to later life, International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 19:6, 677-692

• Moles, K. (2008) A walk in thirdspace: place, methods and walking. Sociological Research Online, 
13(4):2.

https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412995528
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y2ELvAlfyXM&list=PLKAHRR95Chfvgv-Y6ixJoBp8OlMHELDGt
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hoGYirPWHfw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X8lSw5Cdi8k
http://sru.soc.surrey.ac.uk/SRU67.pdf


This event was co-organised by SHLC and SUEUAA and funded 

by UKRI, ESRC and the British Academy as part of the Global 

Challenges Research Fund.

Follow @shlc_cities ; @SUEUAA2

Visit www.centreforsustainablecities.ac.uk ; www.sueuaa.org

Thank you! 
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