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HOW TO USE THIS
BOOK

This book systematically discusses and evaluates a wide range of meth-
ods for doing research with visual materials. It is addressed to the under-
graduate student who has either found some intriguing visual materials to
work with, or who wants to make some to work with, or who is excited by
scholarship on some aspect of visual culture and wants to do an empirical
research project that engages with some of its arguments. So most of the
chapters focus on a specific method for analysing visual materials as part of
research projects.

However, the title of this book is visual methodologies, not visual methods.
This is important. A research method is a series of practical steps that produce
particular kinds of data, evidence and results. A methodology is more compre-
hensive. Methodology refers to the rationale for those practical steps; it is the
justification for the research method you use. (And research design - the subject
of Chapter 5 - refers to the integration of the methodology with the overall con-
ceptualisation of the research.) Why are you researching your particular topic in
the way that you are? What sorts of data and evidence are important and why?
What would constitute robust results?

So this book does not start with actual methods: they appear in detail in
the book’s third part. Instead, the book starts with a survey of the concepts
and debates about visual images which have flourished over the last four or
five decades (though some have been around for very much longer). If you're
going to research with visual materials, you need to have some understanding
of what they are and how seeing them works so that you understand what
sort of thing you are dealing with. In fact, this book has four parts. The first
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To help all readers make most effective use of the book, this chapter is divided

into five sections:

| The first describes in a little more detail what each part of the book

does.

The second comments on how I have chosen to present the discussions in

each part and chapter - the book depends on what I call a critical visual

methodology to structure its discussion.

5. The third gives some more guidance on reading the book selectively, by
type of visual material or by research method.

4. The fourth section explains the structure of each chapter.

And the fifth says why you need to read more than just this book as part
of your visual research project.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 3

1.1 The Four Parts of this Book
| Contexts

The first part gives an overview of different theoretical approaches to under-
standing visual culture. These theoretical debates are diverse and Chapter 2
surveys them briefly. To give some consistency to the book’s subsequent dis-
cussions, at the end of Chapter 2 I develop some explicit criteria which then
structure how the book discusses each method, which are the criteria for what T
call a critical visual methodology. Chapter 3 then examines what those debates
argue are the most important aspects of images and their effects in more detail.
I call these sites and modalities. The four sites that I identify are:

The site of the production of an image.

The site of the image itself, its visual content.

How and where images circulate.

Their interpretation by different audiences and users.

R N

What I call ‘modalities’ are the different aspects of a site that are most significant
in producing an image’s effects. The three modalities I emphasise are:

1. Technological: the material qualities of an image.
2. Compositional: the visual organisation of an image.
3. Social: an image’s relation to social identities, practices and institutions.

Chapter 3 elaborates these sites and modalities at some length.

Il Design

The second part of the book begins to move towards the more practical aspects of
doing a research project - though the first of these is intimately connected to some
of the conceptual debates discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. This first discussion is
about research ethics. Ethics in research is about the conduct of the researcher. It
concerns their own integrity and the sort of relations they establish with what they
are researching, whether people or objects. Chapter 4 discusses some of the ethical
issues involved in doing research with visual materials specifically. These are essen-
tial to consider whatever kind of images you are working with in your research proj-
ect. This part of the book also discusses some aspects of how to design a research
project that uses visual materials. And it has some practical advice about locating
images to research and about referencing the visual materials you work with.
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1.2 Introducing the Book’s Approach: A Critical
Visual Methodology

This book does not offer a neutral account of the methods available for inter-
preting visual materials. As a visual researcher myself, I have my own method-
ological preferences and they shape how this book is written, My own approach
is to understand visual images as embedded in the social world (Rose, 2000,
2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, 2022; Rose and Tolia-Kelly, 2012). They are produced,
pictured and circulated as part of social identitics, processes and institutions;
and they have meaningful and affective effects as different things are done with
them, including how they are seen,

So I agree with the scholars who argue that the interpretation of visual
images must address the social contexts of images, That context is ridden with
different kinds of power relations, which images can affirm or contest in many
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Indeed, every chapter here but two explore a qualitative method,

1.3 How to Use this Book Selectively

1.3.1 Using this book selectively on the basis of wanting to
make images as part of your research

In recent years, many social scientists have
research projects. Many of these methods are
photo-elicitation interviews, participatory
If you know you want to use one of those methods, you can 8o straight to

Chapters 13 and 14. If Yyou are thinking of making images to share the results
of your rescarch, head to Chapter 15,

made visual images as part of
now well established, including
arts-based research, and photovoice,

1.3.2 Using this book selectively on the basis of having
found some images

You may want to read this book selectively because you have found some
that you want to explore, or you have a question about some aspect of contem-
porary or historical ways of sceing that you want to try to answer. In which case,
you might find it most helpful to begin by looking at the method that has been
used most often in relation to the material you have,

Many of the methods discussed in this book tend to have been used more with
some sorts of images than others, Semiology, for example, has often been used in
relation to advertisements printed in magazines and pasted on billboards; audi-
ence studies emerged focusing almost entirely on the audiencing of television pro-
grammes; clicitation interviews are usually conducted using photographs. Several
of the chapters in this book discuss key examples that use one sort of image to

images
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Table 1.1 A summary of

method

chapter visual materials
Chapter 7 fine art paintings (and fims,
smartphone apps) o
i i bers: in this
sort of image but in large num: . .
Chapter 8 ;?apta . magazine photographs and covers, fimstills  ¢yjtural analytics
and Instagram photographs ool
Chapter§  advertising (and built spaces) ay
social semiotics
Chapter 10 a wide range of image types that visualise a similar discourse analysis |
topic, including book illustrations, maps, engravings,
photographs, fine art paintings and cartoons
Chapter 11 institutions that display visual images and objects, for  discourse analysis ||

computer games and compositional interpretation

content analysis

example museums and art galleries
Chapter 12 television audiences and smartphone app users ethnography
interviews
Chapter 13 photography - as well as collage, maps and drawing—  elicitation interviews
made by partiipants in research projects participatory visual methods
Visual materials made by researchers as research photo-documentation
data

visual essays

Chapter 14 digital images hosted on social media platforms, digital methods

including tweets and Instagram photos
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Itis obvious from Table 1.1 that th
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a method and an image type. A method should be used for

s i its interpretive pos-
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1.3.3 Reading this book selectively on the basis of sites
and modalities

If you are reading this book on this basis, you have already
paratory reading to have a sense of which site(s) of visuality
in, whether that is the production of image, the image itself, i

audiences/users, and You want to know which methods
for focusing on it.

done enough pre-
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ts circulation or its
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Almost all the methods discussed here focus on some sites and modalities and
not others. There are very few studies of visual culture that attempt to examine
all the sites and modalities; most are driven by their theoretical logics to concen-
trate on one site in particular. Some of those that do examine more than one site
suffer (I think) from a certain analytical incoherence; others, like some of the
in-depth ethnographies mentioned in Chapter 12, are analytically coherent but
many researchers lack the time or resources to pursue all sites and modalities,
Thus, for both practical and theoretical reasons, engaging with the debates in
visual culture means deciding which site and which modalities you think are
most important in explaining the effect of an image,

Table 1.2 is an attempt to suggest which of the various methods discussed in
this book focus most directly on which sites and modalities. The table format
implies that some methods sit neatly at the intersection of just one site and
modality. In reality this is rarely the case, as the discussions in each chapter here
will make clear. However, the Table does serve as a starting point for identifying
the method that may be most appropriate for the site or modality you are most
interested in on the diagram. You can then turn to the relevant chapter.

Again, it is important to emphasise that you do not have to slavishly follow the
method indicated in Table 1.2. For example, if you are interested in the site of
audiencing in its social modality, the obvious methodological route would be to
use either interviews or ethnography (or both). However, they are not the only
productive methodologies that might be deployed; Charles Goodwin (2001), for
example, uses ethnomethodology (a method not discussed in this book) to pro-
duce a very fine-grained account of how looking is structured in highly 'skllled
ways by people in their everyday interactions. Nonetheless, beginning with the
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Some readers will notice that some well-established visual methods do not
appear in Table 1.2, and are therefore not discussed in any detail in thi§ book.
Some chapters briefly mention other related methods, however, and identify
useful guides to their deployment. Table 1.3 lists them. (The chapter on psycho-
analytic methods of interpreting films which appeared in previous editions of
this book can now be found on the book’s companion website.)

Table 1.3 Related visual research methods.

the app walkthrough method section 7.2

multimodal analysis section 9.4

analysing video of naturally-occuring action sections 9.4 and 13.2.1
framing analysis section 10.2.2
;mm_\ section 10.3.1

Critical Technocultural Discoursg Analysis
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section 12.3
visual ethnography sections 12.4.1 and 13.2.2
arts-based research section 13.2.2
drawing as a research tog| section 13.2.2
photovoice section 13.4
digital storytelling section 13.4

psychoanalytic interpretation

companion website

1.4 How the Methods Chapters are Organised

Each chapter on a specific method shares a similar structure:

L

The very beginning of each chapter tells you what key example is
discussed by the chapter and lists the main sites and modalities that it
pays most attention to, as well as noting the key types of visual materials
discussed in the chapter. It also lists the method’s key terms.

The chapter proper then opens with a more or less brief introduction to
the method and its theoretical context,

The theoretical context is then elaborated in more detail.

The method is described — particular aspects of some methods are given
special attention in some chapters, for example locating images, or
reflexivity.

Throughout each chapter, there are boxes that ask you to focus on trying
out specific parts of the method and boxes that discuss some of the
method’s complexities. Key terms - both conceptual and technical - are
highlighted in bold.

Some chapters point you to related methods.

Each chapters final section is an assessment of its method’s strengths and
weaknesses in relation to the critical visual methodology developed in
Chapter 2.

Then there is a summary which lists what sorts of visual materials the
method is most often applied to, the sites and modalities it addresses most
directly, the method’s key terms, its strengths and weaknesses as I have
assessed them.

And finally, there are some suggestions for further reading about the
method the chapter discusses, and a description of the further resources to
be found on the book’s companion website.
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1.6 Two Final Remarks |
., introduction to the book, I'want to say Just two more thing,

To conclude thlS m the ability of any research method to interpret image,
v '“‘““5 mlhat there is some essential truth lurking in each image,
First, | do not think most correct, most critical visual me thOdology

e ; the
a‘;:,m:h (f:“:o;:“fy e::ounmr the latter claim in some of the chapters of (g
(althou

book). I agree with Stuart Hall when he says:

It is worth emphasising that there is no single or ‘corre'ct' efns.wer to the guestion,
'What does this image mean?' or ‘What is this ad saylng?‘S!nce there is noilaw
which can guarantee that things will have ‘one, true meaning’, or t.hat meanings
won't change over time, work in this area is bound to be interpretative - a debate
between, not who is ‘right’ and who is ‘wrong’, but between equally plausible,
though sometimes competing and contesting, meanings and interpretations. The
best way to 'settle’ such contested readings is to look again at the concrete exam-
ple and try to justify one’s ‘reading’ in detail in relation to the actual practices and

forms of signification used, and what meanings they seem to you to be producing.
(Hall1997a: 9)

Interpreting images is just that, interpretation. The aim of this book is to give you
some explicit ways to conduct and justify your ‘reading’ of an image.

Second, while this book offers some guidelines for investigating the meanings
and effects of visual images, the most exciting, startling and perceptive critics
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of visual images don't, in the end, depend entirely on their sound methodology,
I think. They also depend on the pleasure, thrills, fascination, wonder, fear or
revulsion of the person looking at the images and then writing about them.,
Successful interpretation depends on a passionate engagement with what you
see. Use your methodology to discipline your passion, not to deaden it.

e Further Reading -

»  The second edition of The SAGE Handbook of Visual Research Methods, edited by Luc Pauwels
and Dawn Mannay (2020) is a comprehensive resource that covers a very wide range of visual
methods, as well as discussing other aspects of visual research methods such as ethics and
copyright. There are also the four reference volumes edited by Jason Hughes (2012) as SAGE
Visual Methods.

»  Visual, Narrative and Creative Research Methods: Application, Reflection and Ethics by Dawn
Mannay (2016) is a good overview of working with images created by participants in a research
project.

s Visual Research Methods: Image, Society, and Representation by Gregory Stanczak (2007) and the
second edition of Using Visual Data in Qualitative Research by Marcus Banks (2012) remain useful
introductions for working with found images, as are Penny Tinkler's Using Phofographs in Social
and Historical Research (2012) and Stephen Spencer's Visual Research Methods in the Social
Sciences (2011).

*  Refiguring Techniques in Digital Visual Research edited by Edgar Gémez Cruz, Shanti Sumartojo
and Sarah Pink (2017) is an interesting overview of how digital technologies are offering new
challenges and opportunities for visual research methods.




