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Abstract 

 
Visual communication is critical in contemporary societies. Research in social sciences increasingly tends to 
mobilize the image, for example, in the form of photography, in its processes (in the collection and 
interpretation of information) and products (in the communication of research results), which leads to the 
need to reflect critically on its specificities. This paper aims to add to the analysis of the potentialities, 
limitations and challenges of the use of photography in social sciences research. For this purpose, the paper 
presents and discusses empirically collected documentary expressions, selected from an organizational case 
study based on their heuristic capacity to illustrate the argumentation put forth herein. It is concluded that 
the potential of the use of photography in research in social sciences is high, but it is essential that the 
researcher considers, besides more technical aspects and ethical complexities, that photography is, in part, 
also the materialization of a certain socially constructed representation of reality. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The importance of photography, whatever its kind, in portraying the world as realistic images, has 
been, and remains, critical. According to Hertzmann (2018), “Prior to the invention of photography, 
realistic images of the world could only be produced by artists” (p. 3). The members of contemporary 
societies are increasingly immersed in digital culture with the increase of visual communication in a 
multimedia context, through the use of the digital image in the context of their daily lives, in a 
process of increasing centrality of the photographic image in social life (Bastos, 2014; Fusari, 2017; 
Rossi, 2017; O’Hara & Higgins, 2017; Cruz & Salazar 2016; Sbriccoli, 2016; Strathman, 2015). 

There are different types of photography, such as documentary, artistic and/or aesthetic 
photography (Neutra, 2014; Roberts, 2011), as well as photography that can mobilize, for example, new 
techniques and procedures, such as digital, drone and aerial photography (Asăndulesei, 2017; Roberts, 
2011). In any case, two basic operations of photography remain: framing (which should be included in 
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the photograph) and timing (when taking the photograph) (Bogdan & Biklen, 1999). 
The relationship between photography as an art and/or science has a very rich history 

(Hertzmann, 2018; Kemevor & Essuman, 2017; Hamer, 2016; Roberts, 2011; Carbon, 2017; Bastos, 2014; 
Karpov & Kryuchkov, 2015). Specifically on the relationship between photography and scientific 
knowledge (Vanti, 2006; Rios, Costa, & Mendes, 2016; Roberts, 2011), Silva (2014) sustains that 

 
Photography represented a breath in scientific activity, which began to incorporate, in its speculative 
strategies, a new heuristic principle, presenting itself as a new standard of rigor – when, in fact, the 
photographic image, at a single time, diverted attention from the text to itself and gave persuasive power 
to the whole of scientific discourse (p. 347). 
 
It is not yet very common to mobilize photography in research (Silva, 2014), but there is a 

consensus that the interest in the use of visual instruments in social research has increased (Miller, 
2015; Hamer, 2016; Fassetta, 2016; Langmann & Pick, 2013; Roberts, 2011; Wang & Dong, 2013; Lígia, 
2005; Buchanan, 2001). There are several reasons for this increase in the interest of using photography 
in social research (O’Hara & Higgins, 2017). The following factors, among others, can be highlighted: 
the fact that photographs can be taken by people with different cultural backgrounds, the wealth of 
information in a photograph, and the mass production of technological photography equipment that 
has made photography normality of our days (Wang & Dong, 2013). 

However, the mobilization of photography in social research raises specific difficulties, both at 
the level of collection and interpretation and in the communication of research results (Hamer, 2016). 
Issues arise in the processes (in the collection and interpretation of information) and research 
products (in the communication of research results). Among these issues, there is the validity of 
photography as an objective/subjective document, its interpretation, its role in the illustration of a 
text, its place in the crossing of information gathered through various techniques, and ethical aspects. 

Photography as an unwritten document is more frequently used in research studies with a 
strong inductive component, which have a qualitative dimension whatever the variant of the type of 
research. In this kind of research, hypotheses in the strict sense of the term are not tested, but guided 
by objectives of understanding and/or changing a given situation in its complexity, such as research 
of discovery (Gómez, Flores, & Jiménez, 1999; Yin, 2009), or action research with strong direct 
articulation between research and intervention (Serpa, Ferreira, Santos, & Teixeira, 2018; Kia-Keating, 
Santacrose, & Liu, 2017). Tuckman (2000) offers the following characteristics of qualitative research: 
“it develops in the natural situation, the researcher being the data collection tool. His main concern is 
to describe, referring to the process, analyzing the data inductively and worrying about the meaning 
of things” (p. 532). In short, this is to “study objectively the subjective states of their subjects” 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1999, p. 67) in a scientific way, as a set of verified and verifiable knowledge, 
obtained through a systematic process and demonstrated in a rigorous and controlled way, both in 
the process and in the product of the research (Ferreira & Serpa, 2018). 

In short, the status of photography in research is much debated and even controversial, 
whatever its origin – for example, whether or not taken specifically for research, or the intentional 
involvement of the researcher in obtaining the photograph and its interpretation. In most situations, 
photography functions more as a complement or triangulation element with information collected 
through other techniques (Bogdan & Biklen, 1999; O’Hara & Higgins, 2017; Wang & Dong, 2013; 
Hamer, 2016; Faro, 2018). 

This paper aims to add to the analysis of the potentialities, limitations and challenges of the use 
of photography in social science research. To this end, the authors will address the status of 
photography by directly following photography in research and the ethical aspects involved. For this 
purpose, the article presents and discusses two empirically collected documentary manifestations, 
selected from an organizational case study based on their heuristic capacity to illustrate the 
argumentation exposed here and justify the conclusions of this study. 
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2. Methods 
 
Research in social sciences increasingly tends to mobilize the image, for example, in the form of 
photography, in its processes (in the collection and interpretation of information) and products (in 
the communication of research results), which leads to the need to reflect critically on its 
specificities. This paper aims to add to the analysis of the potentialities, limitations and challenges of 
the use of photography in social science research. For this purpose, two empirically collected 
documentary manifestations, selected from an organizational case study (Serpa, 2013, 2015, 2017; 
Lemos, 1958; Lima, 1981; Macedo, 1981), are presented and discussed, based on their heuristic capacity 
to illustrate the argumentation presented here.  

The chosen case is aligned with the research object and, consequently, the qualities that are 
acknowledged are theoretical in nature. These qualities, made explicit from a disciplinary perspective, 
from a specific point of view, give representativeness to the case. This representativeness does not 
come from statistics, which it is often reduced to in sociology, but from representativeness that can 
be qualified as theoretical or sociological (Hamel, 1997a, 1997b). 

The “relational” nature of the notion of “case” is emphasized. For an object of study to be a 
“case”, it must be linked to a double theoretical and historical context (Wieviorka, 1992; Hamel, 1998; 
Latzko-Toth, 2009). The case study leads to an in-depth study, having as relevant features: (i) the 
intensity of the approach linked to the multiplicity of facets to study in the analysis of the research 
unit and depth of the study; (ii) the flexibility in the selection and use of techniques; and (iii) the 
volume and heterogeneity of the information collected (Greenwood, 1965). 
 
3. Results and Discussion 
 
Cruz and Salazar (2016) maintain that “An important objective of the photographic act is the creation 
of future memories”, both individually and in collective memory (Drainville, 2018; Rizzia Rocha, 2018; 
Felipe & Pinho, 2018; Serpa, 2017; Halbwachs, 1990). The role of photography can then be central in 
(re)defining a given reality (true, false or undefined, highlighting only some aspects of a reality that 
is, itself, always complex), for political, social and/or ideological reasons. 

An illustration is offered below, with the following document that was given to the guests at the 
commemoration, in 1958, of the centenary of the Asylum for Disadvantaged Children of Horta (a 
shelter institution for underprivileged girls in the city of Horta, the Azores, Portugal) (Serpa, 2017) 
(Figure 1). 
 

- 



E-ISSN 2240-0524 
ISSN 2239-978X 

     Journal of Educational and Social Research
          www.richtmann.org  

                           Vol 10 No 4 
                     July  2020 

 

 65 

 

 
 
Figure 1: Asylum photographs 
Source: Remembrance of the 1st Centennial Celebrations of the Asylum for Disadvantaged Children of 
Horta 
 
Figure 1 – with the various photographs that explicitly show order, cleanliness, religiosity and 
improvements in the facilities – depicts the importance of conveying a positive external image of the 
organisation in the promotion of a good relationship with the surrounding environment, in the 
promotion of internal cohesion and, finally, in the published institutional image. In this case, it is safe 
to conclude that this celebration worked as a celebration of the success of this organization, 
materialized in its institutional identity, making memory a fundamental resource in this process. 
These results led to the recognition of the importance of the mobilization of memory in the process 
of legitimizing an organization (Serpa, 2017). 

All photography is, by its very nature, manufactured, more or less intentionally, either 
considering the purposes ascribed to it or the level of technical procedures in the photographer’s own 
framing and relationship with those photographed (Vanti, 2006; Langmann & Pick, 2013; Cruz & 
Salazar, 2016; Roberts, 2011). Vanti (2006) argues that photography 

 
[…] may suffer connotation procedures such as trucking (retouching, approaching or distancing from 
elements present in the image, etc.), posture (tested posture of the subjects captured by the lens), 
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inclusion of objects (inclusion of objects that characterize the moment or message that the 
photographer wants to represent), photogeny (the image embellished by techniques of lighting, 
printing and printing), aestheticism (when photography is intended to be art, painting, as in the case of 
early twentieth century pictorialism) and syntax (when we have photographs in sequence, where the 
unit of reading is the very sequence and not the fragments of it)” (p. 129). 
 
Photography is both a cultural product and a cultural producer (Bogdan & Biklen, 1999, p. 191). 

There is the challenge – and, simultaneously, the need – to be aware of the production conditions of 
photography (Silva, 2014) as a representation of the real object (Fusari, 2017), placing photography in 
its own context (Bogdan & Biklen, 1999; Wang & Dong, 2013; Rios et al., 2016; Roberts, 2011; Drainville, 
2018; Carbon, 2017). For example, who took the photograph, the researcher or other people, and the 
researcher’s choice (Roberts, 2011). On this issue, Borges (2005) comments that “When do we ask 
where? when? how? why? with whom? and for what purposes the photographic representations were 
and/or are produced, disseminated and incorporated, we are actually contextualizing their 
production, dissemination and consumption processes” (p. 47). 

The mobilization of photography in research can be more or less invasive (Asăndulesei, 2017), 
which, besides raising technical problems of collection and analysis of photography, also raises 
ethical problems (Gómez et al., 1999; Lima, 2006; Bogdan & Biklen, 1999; Ferreira & Serpa, 2018; 
Langmann & Pick, 2013) and even legal issues (Roberts, 2011), specifically with the use of photography 
(Kia-Keating et al., 2017; O’Hara & Higgins, 2017; Miller, 2015). Wang and Dong (2013), referring to 
Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001), mention the following five ethical issues: 

 
(1) photographing individuals in public spaces may be legal but is not ethically neutral; (2) 
photographing individuals within public space can be interpreted as an invasion of privacy and an 
intrusion into their private space; (3) this method carries the possibility of doing harms to participants 
for they may photograph someone without his or her consent and suffer retaliation; (4) there are issues 
of ownership and they argue that the author of the photographs should remain the true owner of both 
prints and negatives; and finally, (5) there is the possibility of the researcher influencing thematic 
content (p. 90). 

 
4. Conclusion 
 
The commemorative photographs of the centenary of the Asylum for Disadvantaged Children of Horta 
express representation of the symbolic world of the asylum institutions and the multiple interior and 
exterior standpoints on these shelter establishments aimed at disadvantaged children. Consequently, 
photographs may be understood as documents, as “means of communication”, produced for some 
purpose and goal. It is important to understand who produced them, their purpose, whom they were 
created for, and the intentionality of their production. They may be understood as a way of 
contextualizing information and analyzed as communicative devices methodologically developed in 
the production of versions about events (Flick, 2005). Considering that documents are instruments 
and communication supports, which express objectified forms of experiences and knowledge related 
to a given sector of the human practices, it follows that the whole document is contextualizable 
within a given social and cultural framework. In this framework marked by its complexity, the 
document is part of the framework of social relationships and takes on a given role in the game of 
social relationships, ascribing value to acts or shaping relationships (Lalanda-Gonçalves, 2014). 

The spontaneous representations of photography refer to its instrumental nature, whose 
capacity – inherent to its technique – of “accurate” representation of reality gives it a documentary 
nature and make it seem that it is a process of faithful and impartial reproduction of social life. Albeit 
closely linked to the recording of evidence, it has only fictional objectivity. The photographic practice 
is subject to a “collective rule”; thus, the “most insignificant” photograph expresses the system of the 
perception, thought and appreciation schemes that are common to a given group. It can inform not 
only about the situation and position occupied by one or more individuals involved in the image 
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capture process, but it also creates a direct link with socially shared schemes that inform both about 
individual aspects of the agents’ actions and experiences, and their social conditions and trajectories 
(Ferro, 2005; Bourdieu et al., 1990; Bourdieu & Bourdieu, 2004; Pontes, 2014; Martins, 2008). 

In short, the ideological relationship between art, culture and the politics of photography 
should be considered (Pfautsch, 2018; Lee, 2016; Miller, 2015). Buckley (2018) argues that “Images can 
always be turned. And it is precisely their capacity to turn and to be turned that makes photographs 
of war such formidable and at the same time, such unreliable weapons” (p. 24). 

The results of this analysis allow concluding, then, that there is a high potential for the use of 
photography in research, but it is critical that the researcher considers aspects such as the collection 
and interpretation of photography as a socially constructed representation, as well as the ethical 
complexities of mobilizing photography. This stance is not trying to convey a pessimistic image of the 
use of photography in research and does not intend to be contrary to the popular saying: an image is 
not always worth more than a thousand words. Yet, the picture does not speak for itself. 
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