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Visual culture: wider, ethnic, personal
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Anticipate Difficulties

Consensual practice is difficult to achieve because :

• research may involve different disciplines and policy 
makers with different approaches to ethics due to 
different perspectives 

• research may involve different respondents e.g. 
managers, adults, children, each have different needs.

• methodological diversity ~ visual research involves a 
complex array of possibilities each of which may raise 
discrete ethical issues 
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Anticipate Difficulties
Institutional Ethics committees

• UK university ethics committees and US IRBs

• may be a requirement of your institution/funding body

• For visual researchers they tend to be overly bureaucratic and 
restrictive and more focused on protecting the organisation than
respondents and researchers.

• they may attempt to change your visual study

• they vary in nature, scope and application.

Full ethics committee/IRB needed if:

• Participants are vulnerable to coercion
• Confidentiality cannot be assured. 
• Data, when shared with outside the research, could 

place the participants at risk of criminal liability, be 
stigmatizing, or damaging to participant’s finances, 
standing, insurability, or reputation.

• Information collected is sensitive
• More than minimal risk

(Clark-Ibanez)
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What to include in consent forms

• definition and goals
• duration 
• potential use of photographs 
• voluntary nature 
• any financial costs
• disclaimer(s)
• agreement to provide cameras and film, payments
• contact info

• possible risks

(Clark-Ibanez)
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Codes of Practice and professional guidelines

• Devised by and for word and numbers based 
researchers (some exceptions  ~ see BSA);

• Common themes: e.g. researchers should strive to 
protect the rights, privacy, dignity and well-being of 
those that they study;

• Stress that personal information should be treated 
confidentially and participants anonymised; 
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Plan ahead

Prior to fieldwork agree a code of practice that 
takes account of:

• data collection issues
• data analysis issues
• presentation of data issues including seminars, 

publications and archiving
• legal issues ~ data protection act, copyright.
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Plan ahead: informed consent

• Research ‘on’ or ‘alongside’? To be explicit may 
lead to respondent bias and influence findings 
but insufficient explanations will undermine 
respondent’s capacity to give informed consent.  

• In a digital age informed consent is problematic 

• Consent but who for and what for? Groups and 
copyright
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Anonymising: if, how, when
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Plan ahead: external anonymity 
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Plan ahead: internal confidentiality 
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Plan ahead: Ethics and visual sampling

School example: respondent created data

• Photovoice: do we choose able able/older children to take 
photographs?

• photo-elicitation: in schools do we favour articulate girls? 

• Allow/expect males to dominate the use of digital cameras?

• Children with disabilities are not usually represented in a sample of 
‘normal’ children nor are they likely to be asked to create images.
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Plan ahead: legal issues

Ethics: Media and Digital Issues

• The Data Protection Act 1998 affects our use of 
photography.  This is because an image of an individual 
is personal data for the purpose of the Act, and it is a 
requirement that consent is obtained and personal data 
stored safely. 

• Photographs and video may legally be taken in public 
spaces but what constitutes public, semi-public and 
private space?
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Presenting findings: Copyright, ownership, recognition
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Visual ethics and time
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Image-elicitation: ethics of humour
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Visual ethics and word ethics are often similar
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Visual literature
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Rose Wiles et al ‘Visual ethics: ethical issues in 
Visual research’, ESRC, NCRM website, 
University of Southampton. (coming soon).
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• Useful Resources
• British Sociological Association - Visual Sociology Group’s statement of ethical practice (2006)
• www.visualsociology.org.uk/about/ethical_statement.php
•
• Research ethics in art, design and media
• http://www.biad.uce.ac.uk/research/rti/ethics/bibliography.html
• Software for anonymising visual images:
• http://www.yowussup.com/pixelating-images.php; http://www.virtualdub.org/ and 

http://compression.ru/video/cartoonizer/index_en.html)
• ESRC Researcher Development Initiative on visual methods
• http://www.education.leeds.ac.uk/research/visual-methods/
• International Visual Studies Association
• http://www.visualsociology.org/
• Websites on visual methods and visual ethnography
• http://www.photoethnography.com/
• http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/ss/visualising_ethnography/
• Creative visual methods
• http://www.artlab.org.uk/

Useful Resources
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