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INTRODUCTION

@ Conducting research ethically is considered
the cornerstone of good practice and increas-
ingly regarded as a professional necessity. A
surge of interest in research ethics through-
out Europe and North America has ensured
that visual researchers need to act reflexively
and critically in their ethical decision making
in order to protect and enhance the reputation
and integrity of visual research and protect
respondents.> This chapter examines the
widespread proposition that the majority of
visual researchers endeavor to act ethically
but are unsure how this is achieved. The
constitution of sound ethical practice is prob-
lematic because visual methods bring into
view an array of issues previously under-
examined. The intention is to provide a criti-
cal overview of the forces that shape ethical
policies generally and then to focus in on
situated exemplars of ethical practices and
decision making by visual researchers. Rather
than treating ethical dilemmas as trouble-
some we welcome them as an opportunity for
reflexivity and, we contend, to contribute to
improved visual methodologies.

Rose Wiles, Andrew Clark and Jon Prosser

The rapid growths over the past two
decades of visual methods and of expecta-
tions of sound ethical practice have left some
visual researchers less well prepared to
absorb contemporary ethical debates and
practices. Word- and number-based research-
ers adapt and refine existing standards or
absorb and apply revised ethical frameworks
with relative ease compared to more visual-
centric researchers. Many visual researchers,
both seasoned fieldworkers and relative new-
comers, are ill at ease with the daunting pos-
sibility of devising, applying and normalizing
visual ethics in their own work. As a conse-
quenc, visual ethics, in the form of statutory
and legal requirements, organizational and
institutional needs, and guidelines for group
and personal ethical decision making, are
less well developed. Visual researchers, while
feeling comfortable in the belief that visual
methods are of fundamental importance to
qualitative research, experience apprehen-
sion when the topic of ‘ethics’ is raised. Our
monitoring of Internet discussion groups,
such as VISCOM (International Visual
Sociology Association) suggests there is a
general concern across the visual research
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community that knowledge of visual ethics
needs improving, that demand for training is
not always met, and that exemplars of good
practice are surprisingly sparse and rarely
shared. Moreover, there is an anxiety that
increasingly pervasive systems of ethical
regulation will place visual research at a sig-
nificant disadvantage, particularly in relation
to issues of confidentiality and anonymity.
This chapter is in two parts: the first part
describes current factors impacting on ethi-
cal decision making in visual research; the
second part poses the supposition that visual
ethics are at a crossroads, requiring visual
researchers to make critical decisions and
take strategic actions to improve visual
ethics practiced within the social sciences.
Mediating between the two parts are discus-
sion and reflection of specific research prac-
tices that have significant bearing on how
visual researchers can act in ethically appro-
priate ways: this includes discussion of the
challenges of gaining informed consent;
decisions of how, if at all, it is possible to
maintain anonymity and confidentiality of
research participants; and the implications of
disseminating visual research data.

SUMMARY

This chapter provides an overview of the
debates and practices that shape visual
research ethics. We outline the requirements
and expectations of institutional ethics review
boards and legal frameworks, for example,
regarding filming and photographing in
public and issues of copyright. We contend
that legal and institutional requirements
should not be the sole determinants when
making decisions about ethics, but rather
must be situated within the research context
and accommodated in a researcher’s indi-
vidual moral framework. We suggest that
visual methods, and the data they produce,
challenge some of the ethical practices
associated with word- and number-based
research, in particular around informed

consent, anonymity and confidentiality, and
dissemination strategies. Overall, we argue
that research ethics are contested, dynamic
and contextual and, as such, are best
approached through detailed understanding
of the concrete, everyday situations in which
they are applied. The title of this chapter
“Visual research ethics at the crossroads’ is
metaphorical, indicating that visual research
has reached an important juncture and signi-
fying it is timely to take stock and consider
future directions in ethical practice.

CURRENT FACTORS IMPACTING
ON ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

In this section we consider four factors that
currently contribute to ethical decision
making in research projects that incorporate
visual methods (see Figure 36.1). The legal
requirement of ethical practice requires com-
pliance, yet is an aspect of visual methodol-
ogy practitioners are mostly unfamiliar with.
However, the law represents a minimalist
requirement for visual researchers’ ethics and
more is expected from them in fieldwork situ-
ations. The regulations governing research
ethics have increased considerably over the
last decade, and include frameworks from
funding bodies, professional body guidelines
and institutional ethical committee practices.
Visual researchers will necessarily conform
to set regulations and mostly accept the moral
principles they advocate. However, inevita-
bly, the multiple methods that comprise visual
methods will lead to critical issues around
practices such as informed consent, confiden-
tiality and anonymity. Making sound ethical
choices at times will depend, to some degree,
on individuals’ moral frameworks.

The law and visual methods®

Capturing visual data
Researchers are required to know the legali-
ties of visual practices they adopt, such as
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Law and copyright

Regulations,
frameworks and
ethics committees

Ethical and moral decision
making during a project

Individual moral
framework

Critical issues:
confidentiality and
anonymity

Figure 36.1

Current forces shaping ethical decision making on a research project

photographing in public places, in order to
accord with notions of good practice. They
find few straight answers and often wrestle
with technical clarifications and subtle inter-
pretations but these are insufficient reasons
to remain ignorant. Cultural pluralism and
complexity added to technical legal language
make this a daunting area for the uninitiated.
Visual researchers will do well to consult
legal specialists but should not set the ethical
and moral ‘bar’ too low. It will be imperative
to remember that laws provide a framework
of the bare minimum standards that need to
be adhered to but that these, by themselves,
do not necessarily equate with what the
research community would consider to be
acceptable ethical or moral practices. Masson
notes:

There is a close relationship between law and
ethics but not everything that is legal is ethical.
Frequently law ... attempts only to set the mini-
mum acceptable standard. The aspirations of ethi-
cal practice are higher .... It can never be
appropriate to defend proposed practice solely on
the basis that it is legal (2004: 43).

The global upsurge in interest in visual
research methods means international col-
laborations are becoming common, with
visual researchers working across and

between cultures. However, cultural differ-
ences, along with political and socio-histori-
cal factors, ensure different nations are
regulated by different laws. Whereas there
are overlaps and commonalities, there will
be different statutes for different situations in
different countries around the world where
different research disciplines are required to
adhere to different laws. Warren and Karner
provide a good example of this scenario in
action in the United States:

If you are a journalism instructor or student inter-
acting with or talking to ‘human subjects’ for the
media, you may ask any questions you wish, use
the names of the subjects in your published
research; your work is protected by the First
Amendment and your notes are protected by law
from subpoena. Your only obligation to your sub-
jects is to identify yourself as a journalist. If you are
a sociology student or instructor, however, you
may not interact or talk to respondents unless you
have received permission from your college or
university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). You
are not protected under the first Amendment, and
your notes are not protected by law from sub-
poena (2005: 29).

Warren and Karner (2005) go on to provide
three US exemplars of researchers or research
students involved in court cases following
attempts to subpoena field notes. While we
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are unaware of similar cases in Europe to
date, researchers should be aware that data
offered in confidence do not enjoy legal
privilege and they may be liable to subpoena
by a court (Wiles et al., 2008a). Participatory
researchers who adopt a ‘photovoice’
approach of giving cameras to respondents
should take note of this. They should be pru-
dent, prepared and forearmed for those
instances when collaborators present them
with images that portray some form of
unlawful or morally questionable activity.

Establishing common ground provides a
way forward in this complex legal—cultural
equation. The general rule, for example, in
the United States (Krages, 2006) and the
United Kingdom (McPherson, 2004), is that
anyone may take photographs in public
places or places where they have permission
to take photographs. In the absence of spe-
cific legal prohibition, such as a statute or
local ordinance, researchers are legally enti-
tled to take photographs in public places such
as streets and public parks. According to
Krages (2006), the following may also be
lawfully photographed from public places:
accident and fire scenes, children, celebrities,
bridges and other infrastructures, residential
and commercial buildings, industrial facili-
ties and public utilities, transportation facili-
ties (e.g. airports), criminal activities and law
enforcement officers.

However, what constitutes a public, semi-
public and private space is not clear. Managers
of shopping malls, railway stations, and
public service organizations such as hospi-
tals, leisure centers or libraries, may not view
their organizations as public places for the
purposes of researchers wishing to take
images. Photographing or filming military
instillations and nuclear facilities is prohib-
ited in most countries, as is in some countries
taking picture of bridges, ports, palaces, rail-
way stations, non-military airports and the
police. While there is currently no privacy
law in the UK, photographing someone where
they might reasonably expect to be private
could be considered to be against Article 8 of
the European Convention on Human Rights

(McPherson, 2004). Persistent or aggressive
photography could also come under the legal
definition of harassment (McPherson, 2004).
While the law in relation to taking images in
public places is explicit, what is legal and
what is sanctioned in practice do not always
coincide. There are numerous examples of
photographers in the UK, the USA and else-
where being stopped from filming in public
places by various state officials.*

Copyright and data protection

Researchers wishing to retain control of
images they have created or to use images
made by others by, for example, publishing
them, should be aware of laws that safeguard
copyright. Intellectual property rights such as
data protection and copyright are convoluted
and are continually modified to meet chang-
ing circumstances. The rights are analogous
throughout Western countries and here we
will focus on the UK for illustration pur-
poses. However, although images are nor-
mally covered by the particular copyright law
of the country in which they are made, they
will automatically be protected in many other
countries since most are signatories to the
Berne Convention for the Protection of
Literary and Artistic Works, which provides
reciprocal protection.

For copyright purposes, images come
under ‘artistic works’, which includes, for
example, paintings, cartoons, sketches,
graphs, diagrams, photographs and moving
images such as films. Copyright in artistic
works in the UK lasts until 70 years after the
death of the artist or image-maker and is:

an automatic right given to creators of original
material that allows them to control copying,
adaptation, issuance of copies to the public, per-
formance and broadcasting. The copyright holder
may be the creator, the creator’s employer, their
family or estate, or an authorized representative
(Jisc Digital Media, 2010).

Usually the person who creates an image is
the copyright holder. However, when the
image-maker created the imagery as part of
her or his work, the copyright may rest with
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the employer. Additionally, a creator can
sell or give the copyright to another person.
Researchers recording still or moving images
in a public place own the copyright and can
use them for a range of purposes, including
archiving. However, a case could be made for
respondents retaining rights over the words
spoken in a video recording as the copyright
for their words rests with them. In the UK,
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988
introduced the concept of ‘moral rights’,
which are separate from property rights.
Here, the owners have the right not to have
their images shown in a belittling or depre-
cating way. Normally, researchers will typi-
cally copyright their own images by a
statement — for example, ‘copyright of
Andrew Clark 2008 or ‘© Clark 2008" —
which may help in any subsequent legal
action. There is no bureaucratic process and
no fee involved.

Visual researchers may collect, analyze,
store and reproduce ‘found’ images. If the
images, both digital and analogue, are some-
one else’s creation they are covered by copy-
right. If a researcher wishes to reproduce the
work either in an article or on a website the
copyright owners will need to be contacted
for permission. If any ‘substantial’ part of an
image is reproduced, copyright is still an
issue, so changing a map or diagram, for
example, to make it look different from the
original may still infringe copyright law. If a
researcher uses an image in an academic
paper, and not for financial gain, permission
is usually given. For images found on the
Internet through Google Images™, or photo-
graphic sites such as Flikr®, it is a matter of
contacting the site owner or the creator and
asking for permission. Should the owner
impose restrictions, such as linking to their
homepage to maximize traffic or reproducing
the web address, it is a sound practice to
accept them.

An example of the relationship between
research images and the law

As we have noted above, while it is important
for researchers to know their legal rights and

obligations, they will often operate at an
ethically and morally higher level. Consider,
for example, the image in Figure 36.2.
Initially, individual shots were take in the
street, with each individual asked for their
permission to create an image based on an
understanding it might be used in a public
photographic exhibition. In the exhibition,
two composite photographs were placed next
to each other with a brief explanation, one
showing multiple single head shots (on the
left), and the other of multiple half-heads (on
the right). The exhibition was part of a strat-
egy to disseminate findings back to the com-
munities in the study. The two photographs
juxtaposed represented a simple notion —
‘people are individuals and individuals form
communities’. Yet a range of legal and ethi-
cal issues arise from this example.

The question of copyright ownership arises
when an image is manipulated. It could be
argued that the original images have been
changed subtly, in meaning or as artifacts, by
placing them in a grid (Figure 36.2 left) but
the copyright remains with the photographer.
What happens legally if a graphic artist
changes the original image, placing half-
faces next to each other, giving a different or
innovative meaning to the original images
(Figure 36.2 right)? Who owns the copyright
to this new image is a matter of judgment.
The image would not exist without the pho-
tographer’s images; the idea is new but ideas
cannot be copyrighted. However, the expres-
sion of the idea, in a physical or digital form,
can be copyrighted and therefore the graphic
designer would have a significant claim. The
copyright in this case could be either jointly
owned or there could be multiple separate
copyright within the work.

Figure 36.2 also raises the question of
judgment and prudence when reproducing,
changing, or distributing visual data. It is
both an important moral and a legal issue.
The image on the right is markedly different
and, possibly, more disturbing to viewers
than the one on the left because some of the
matched faces are purposely strongly con-
trasted for impact. The judgment by the
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Figure 36.2 Legal issues and visual data © 2008 Jon Prosser

photographer and curator of the exhibition
was that those individuals depicted would
not be offended or damaged. This was a dif-
ficult decision, since there was no substan-
tive way of rationalizing or validating that
conclusion. Banks reminds us that, in visual
research, researchers should be vigilant to
two important issues:

The first is legal: are they producing, reproducing
or altering an image that someone else might
claim to own? The second is moral, by what right
(legally enforceable or otherwise) are they produc-
ing, reproducing or altering an image? (2007: 89).

Legal issues of data protection and consent
also arise in relation to these images. The UK
Data Protection Act 1998 affects researchers’
use of photography, even in public spaces. A
digital image of an individual is considered,
by some administrators and bureaucrats, to
be personal data for the purpose of the Act,
and therefore requires consent. Yet the sce-
nario of handing out consent forms to those
individuals researchers have purposely tar-
geted, for example in a busy street, is not
viable and requires what Banks terms an

‘intellectual’ rather than legal resolution.
He suggests that the best way to avoid prob-
lems is awareness of context:

the researcher should know enough about the
society or community through her research, both
in the library and in the field, to anticipate what
the likely response will be (2007: 88).

The community where the photographs for
Figure 36.2 were taken comprised a signifi-
cant socio-cultural mix, but who should and
should not be photographed? Asian men of
the Islamic faith are represented but no
women are shown. There were two reasons
for this: few Islam-Asian women were in the
street and photographing them required sen-
sitivity to their religion and culture. It is
important that visual researchers seeking to
photograph women of Islamic faith negotiate
consent prior to taking a photograph so that
they in turn may seek their husband’s approval
before agreeing. In the case of Figure 36.2,
consideration of the beliefs of a key section
of the local community was important.
Children are shown in Figure 36.2,
although attaining consent for photographing
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children required greater deliberation because
of the particular difficulties that this poses
(Alderson and Morrow, 2004; Masson, 2004;
Heath et al., 2007). Parental consent is
needed if a child is not viewed as having the
capacity to consent (Masson, 2004). For
Figure 36.2 the photographer asked both the
parents and the children for their consent,
regardless of the child’s capacity to consent
(Alderson and Morrow, 2004; Farrell, 2005).
The notion of a person’s ‘capacity’ to give
consent is a judgment that relates to (so-
called) ‘vulnerable’ members of a society:
for example, the young, older people and
those with disabilities. In the UK, researchers
working with children or other vulnerable
groups require a Criminal Records Bureau
(CRB) check conducted by the police.

Ethics regulation: committees,
frameworks and professional
guidance

Regulation of research ethics has increased
significantly around the world during the last
decade but most noticeably in North America
and Europe. There was a groundswell of
opinion, after the horrific biomedical experi-
ments carried out in concentration camps
during the Second World War, that some
form of control was needed. In the USA infa-
mous cases of unethical medical research
practice came to light, notably the Tuskegee
syphilis study which, between 1932 and
1972, studied the long-term effect of untreated
syphilis in 400 mostly poor, illiterate,
African-American men, and decided not to
provide them with effective treatment when
it became available. The Tuskegee study was
the impetus in the development of federal
legislation in the USA and the production
of the Belmont Report in 1979, which identi-
fied key principles for the conduct of ethi-
cal research (Macfarlane, 2009). Although
legislation and regulation was developed
in relation to biomedical research, their
sphere of influence has spread to encom-
pass research within the social sciences.

®

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

This development is one that many social
scientists in the USA and Europe view with
concern (Dingwall, 2006, 2008; Hammersley,
2009). As Warren and Karner note:

From the 1970s onward, the federal government
extended protections for human research sub-
jects....This step was a step that many social scien-
tists found — and find - distressing... we agree
with many of our fellow social science researchers
in the twenty-first century who also feel that the
restrictions on social science research have gone
too far in this country (2005: 36).

In the USA, Institutional Review Boards are
charged with overseeing research on and
with human subjects. The IRBs, governed by
the Research Act of 1974 (Code of Federal
Regulations), require all colleges, universi-
ties and organizations that receive funding,
directly or indirectly, from the Department of
Health and Human Services, to screen
research proposals. Their powers are consid-
erable and their scope varied. Submission to
IRBs is required for studies carried out in
semi-public places such as restaurants and in
private spaces such as family homes, in addi-
tion to the owner’s permission. Whereas
there are a few exemptions to the require-
ment to submit, some Boards perceive their
governance as covering research in public
spaces, and in particular contexts, such as
hospitals and health service provision, addi-
tional or separate IRB submission is required
(as in the UK?). Sensitive contexts and topics
and research involving particularly vulnera-
ble participants such as hospital patients,
prisoners, children, and those with learning
difficulties, will receive closer scrutiny from
Boards.

Highly regulated systems of ethical review
which originated in the USA have permeated
European policy on the conduct of research
(Wiles et al., 2008b). Important funding
bodies in Europe — for example, the ESRCS
in the UK and the European Commission’ —
now make a direct link between their ethical
frameworks and funding since no compli-
ance means no money. In the UK these devel-
opments, alongside the formation of ethics
committees in universities and social research
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organizations, mean that almost all social
research must be subject to some form of
ethical review by a recognized research ethics
committee.

The most common principles that under-
pin ethical codes of practice have been
referred to as:

Respect for person and the moral requirement to
respect autonomy and the requirement to protect
those with diminished autonomy; Beneficence and
complementary requirement to do no harm and to
maximize possible benefits and minimize possible
harms; Justice and the fair distribution of the
benefits and burdens of research (Papademas,
2004: 122).

Elsewhere, Wiles et al. (2008b: 8) summarize
the key issues thus:

¢ researchers should strive to protect the rights,
privacy, dignity and well-being of those that
they study

¢ research should (as far as possible) be based on
voluntary informed consent

¢ personal information should be treated confiden-
tially and participants anonymized unless they
choose to be identified

e research participants should be informed of the
extent to which anonymity and confidentiality
can be assured in publication and dissemination
and of the potential reuse of data.

Guidelines and codes of practice from pro-
fessional bodies — for example, the American
Sociological Association (ASA, 1999), and
the British Sociological Association (BSA,
2002, 2006) — are important starting points
for consideration of these issues because they
provide parameters and foci, enabling
researchers to think through the ethical
dilemmas that occur.

As we have noted, several authors observe
that the regulation of social science leads to a
lessening of researcher professionalism and
integrity, and places inappropriate limitations
(Hammersley, 2009). This is particularly
apposite for visual researchers who have
raised concerns that ethical regulation may
render some visual research impossible and/
or that limitations to their practice will be
imposed that will render data meaningless

(Prosser and Loxley, 2008). Visual research-
ers are in a disadvantaged position because
ethical frameworks and codes of practice
have been drawn up by number-based and
word-based researchers, and consequently
anomalies, difficulties of interpretation and
application, are more likely to arise in image-
based researchers’ applications. Visual meth-
odsfrequently lend themselves to participatory
and emancipatory approaches. In such con-
texts, participants may explicitly and volun-
tarily waive their rights to confidentially and
anonymity, contravening one of the corner-
stones of normative ethical practice in social
science research. We can envisage cases aris-
ing where visual researchers will be invited
to change important components of research
design, in order to avoid breaking with
number- and word-based conventions. Viewed
positively, ethics committees will be aware
of problems resulting from applying a set of
broad principles to specific situations, will be
astute enough to seek specialist help from
experienced visual methodologists, and flex-
ible enough to transfer their knowledge to
contexts arising through the use of visual
methods. The future development of ethical
visual research is best served by proactive
practitioners able to inform, educate, debate,
and generally contribute to the effective
functioning of ethical committees. Visual
researchers cannot afford to sit on the
sidelines when ethics are debated, but
should think through and argue their ethical
position.

Critical issues

In this section we consider two issues rele-
vant in conducting ethical research that pose
particular challenges in visual research:
informed consent, and anonymity and confi-
dentiality.

Informed consent

Obtaining informed consent entails not only
gaining agreement or permission to take or
produce visual images but also to reproduce
or display those images to different audi-
ences and in different contexts. In providing
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informed consent, participants are expected
not to be deceived or coerced into taking part
in research, are informed of the purpose of
the research and the research process, and
understand the uses to which the research
will be put (Wiles et al., 2007).

The process requires careful consideration
and there are a number of epistemological as
well as ethical benefits of obtaining informed
consent to collect and use visual images
(Banks, 2007; Pink, 2007). Chief among
these is the view that obtaining consent is a
requisite of obtaining good-quality data. Pink
(2007), among others, argues that it is through
negotiation with study participants that visual
data is produced that can appropriately reflect
the realities and experiences of participants.
The public display, publishing, or wider dis-
semination of visual data without the consent
of individuals pictured has been described as
ethically questionable (Prosser and Schwartz,
1998; Pink, 2007). Gaining consent is also
important for maintaining rapport and rela-
tionships of trust between researchers and
individuals in the field and as essential to
ensuring the success of ongoing or subse-
quent research (Prosser, 2000). Like other
visual researchers, Chaplin is clear in her
advice to ‘always ask permission before pho-
tographing someone, and always get written
permission before publishing the photograph’
(2004: 45).

Perhaps the most common way of obtain-
ing consent to produce and disseminate visual
material is through the use of consent forms.?
However, it should not be taken to mean par-
ticipants have understood what it is they are
consenting to or assumed that all individuals
in an image have consented to their image
being shown in public disseminations in the
future (Pink, 2007). A consent form needs to
contain information on the goals and pur-
poses of the research, its duration, the poten-
tial use of images produced, the voluntary
nature of involvement, any financial implica-
tions for the participant, disclaimers, any
agreements made to provide participants
with cameras, other equipment, or payment,
researcher contact information, and any
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possible risks to the safety or well-being of
participants. It is vital that researchers pro-
duce an appropriate consent form since it
may be awkward to return to participants
with subsequent forms requesting further
permissions. However, as discussed below,
the signing of a consent form does not con-
stitute a solution to ethical dilemmas in
research, nor does it mean researchers can do
whatever they like with any subsequently
obtained or produced data (Pink, 2007). In
some cases researchers have argued for
recorded verbal consent, suggesting that con-
sent forms would be inappropriate with some
groups such as those who are suspicious of
legalistic procedures or authorities, where
levels of literacy are low, or in research
focusing on illegal activities (Coomber, 2002;
Miller and Bell, 2002).

However, while it is good ethical practice
to obtain informed consent, this is not always
straightforward. Below we identify six chal-
lenges to gaining informed consent in visual
research.

Six challenges to gaining informed consent in
visual research First, it might not always
be appropriate to obtain informed consent
from individuals involved in research.
Arguments have been made for more
clandestine research endeavors and the
collection of data covertly, usually in the
study of hidden or marginalized activities and
groups (Humphreys, 1975; Fielding, 1982;
Lauder, 2003). The use of technology such
as telephoto lenses and other surreptitious
techniques make covert visual research
possible (Prosser, 2000). As Pink (2007)
argues, the distinction between overt and
covert visual research is also far from clear.
For example, there are occasions when covert
visual research may be considered acceptable,
such as when a researcher collaborates with
informants to photograph others who are not
aware they are being photographed.

A second issue concerns the meaning of
informed. It has been argued that in order
to be ethical, visual research needs to be
collaborative, reflexive and represent the
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voices of informants (Ruby, 2000; Pink, 2007).
Collaborative research requires participants
to be aware of the research, and to consent to
their involvement. However, whether partici-
pants can fully understand to what they are
consenting is debatable (Becker, 1988; Miller
and Bell, 2002; Wiles et al., 2007). Consent
may mean different things in different cul-
tures or in different relationships (Pink,
2007). Informants may be keen to collabo-
rate in a particular piece of research without
fully engaging with why a researcher is
doing the research. And even if informants
collaborate fully in the production of visual
data, it is unlikely they will be fully aware of
the researchers’ intentions (Gross et al.,
1988, 2003; Prosser, 2000).

A third issue concerns who is in a position
to provide consent. Researchers working in
institutional settings such as hospitals or
schools require consent from managers or
teachers before gaining consent from indi-
viduals who may be the subject of images.
Research with children also requires further
consideration, not least because it may
require consent from parents or guardians
(Mizen, 2005; Kaplan, 2008; Thomson,
2008). For example, in his study of masculin-
ity in schools, O’Donoghue (2007) sought
consent from the individual students and
their parents, as well as agreeing the project
plan with students, staff and school manage-
ment and securing consent for the repro-
duction of images during dissemination.
However, asking others for proxy consent
raises issues about the ability of participants
to make their own decisions about taking part
in research. The need to gain consent from
others can also raise questions if research is
focusing on sensitive issues such as drug or
alcohol use or sexual behavior with young
people (Valentine et al., 2001).

A fourth issue is that it may not be possible
to gain consent from everyone who will be
the subject of visual data. This is most nota-
bly the case when filming or photographing
in public spaces or public events (Henderson,
1988). Here, Harper (2005) reports that some
visual sociologists point to the precedent of

photojournalism and photo-documentary and
argue that harm to subjects is unlikely to
occur from ‘showing normal people doing
normal things* (2005: 759). However, while
photographing and filming in public places
may be legal in many countries, including the
UK and USA, it would still be considered
good practice to gain permission of those
featured in the images where possible. It may
well be impossible to gain consent from
everyone in a crowded street or market, or at
a concert or demonstration, before producing
images. Nonetheless, the ethics of recording
visual images of individuals in public places
still warrants careful consideration. Schwartz
(2002), for example, was careful to ask
permission to photograph activity at anti-
biotechnology and genetic engineering meet-
ings held in public places, and documents a
complicated process of gaining consent to
photograph the activists. Consent is a process
that also needs to be situated within local
customs, as Pink (2007) suggests in her dis-
cussion of photographing a carnival in the
capital city of Guinea Bissau. She was told
she required permission from the head of the
local office of the Minister for Culture to take
the photographs. The officer consented for
Pink to photograph carnival participants
without their own individual consent. In
practice, Pink only photographed those who
gave their own permission.

A fifth challenge is that of obtaining
informed consent when research participants
are to produce visual data themselves (e.g.
Holliday, 2004; Mizen, 2005; Marquez-
Zenkov, 2007), especially if images are pro-
duced that include other people and which
require obtaining consent through the partici-
pant acting as a kind of ethical mediator as
well as data producer. While it could be
assumed that the subjects photographed con-
sented to being photographed by the partici-
pant, it is unlikely that they will know the
purposes to which the photographs could be
put. It may be possible to subsequently
request permission through the participant
who took the image, but this is nonetheless a
complex issue to manage. Similar issues are
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raised in relation to ‘found images’, such as
the use of photographs in family albums
which are used for research purposes; these
purposes were unlikely to have been intended
when producing the image originally (e.g.
Schwartzenberg, 2005; Pauwels, 2008a).
Albums may contain photographs taken by
different individuals who are not available to
give consent for the use of an image in
research.

A sixth challenge concerns what partici-
pants are consenting to. There are differences
between consenting to take part in research
and consenting for an image to go in a book.
For example, consent may be required not
only to produce a photograph or film footage
but also for the specific formats and contexts
in which the image is displayed, such as
books, conference papers, exhibitions, or for
general illustrative purposes (Pink, 2007;
Prosser and Loxley, 2008). While partici-
pants might give consent to having their
photograph taken, they may not be consent-
ing to subsequent display of those images.
The question of what participants are con-
senting to becomes more complex if visual
data is to be archived, resulting in unknown
further reuses of data.

Consent: an illustration The Living
Resemblances research project’ required
nuanced ethical decisions about the use
of found images. The project investigated
family resemblances and one of the methods
used was a photo-elicitation method using
personal and family photograph albums.
The researchers negotiated who could give
consent for the use of different photographs
from participants’ albums, and what they
could be used for. The team decided on a
strategy of obtaining verbal consent from the
keeper of the photograph album to include the
photographs in the elicitation method and to
obtain signed forms for the consent to display
photographs at conferences or in publications.
Seeking consent from all living individuals in
the photographs was determined too complex
a task to complete successfully. Throughout
the consent process, the researchers negotiated
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the use and dissemination of the images with
each participant, finding that some were keen
to discuss the research with other family
members before consenting to the release of
photographs into the public arena. Moreover,
participants preferred to provide consent
on an image-by-image basis, consenting to
different uses of photographs depending on
their content, prompting the team to argue
that participants:

employ their own highly complex ethical systems
of ‘consent hierarchies’ to their family photo to
help them make decisions about their use in
[research] projects... and therefore as researchers,
so should we (see Wiles et al., 2008b: 19-21).

Anonymity and confidentiality

Maintaining anonymity and confidentiality is
often considered central to conducting ethi-
cal research. However, visual data presents
particular challenges to this, as it is often
impossible or impractical to maintain the
anonymity and confidentiality of individuals
in images and film. Faced with this chal-
lenge, the benefits of collaborative research,
where participants are encouraged to take
part in the production, analysis and dissemi-
nation of research, become clearer (Banks,
2001; Pink, 2007). The relationships estab-
lished between researchers and participants
in such instances can enable discussion of the
implications of showing images and films, as
well as enabling participants to use visual
media to express their voices (Banks, 2001).
There are also reports of participants ques-
tioning the need to be anonymized, and
requesting to have their experiences and
opinions attributed to them (Wiles et al.,
2008b). If an aim of (particularly participa-
tory) visual research is to empower and give
voice to marginalized groups and individu-
als, but those individuals and groups are
anonymized against their wishes, this raises
important questions about power relation-
ships in research and control of the research
(Walker et al., 2008). Moreover, if visual data
are to be shown in exhibitions or in publica-
tions, displaying anonymized images may be
somewhat futile; for what is the purpose of
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displaying film or photographs from research
in which faces have been blurred?

It has long been argued that visual
methods can reveal important information
that text- or word-based methods cannot.
Consequently, attempting to disguise such
data can remove the very point of the data.
For example, there are a number of studies
where visual methods are used because they
enable participants to present particular
aspects of their identities, anonymization of
which would defeat the purpose of the method
(Back, 2004; Da Silva and Pink, 2004;
Harper, 2004; Holliday, 2004). In such cases,
researchers tend to gain consent from partici-
pants to display their images unchanged.

Decisions also need to be made about what
to anonymize in an image. Hairstyle, cloth-
ing, jewelry, tattoos, and the places where
individuals are photographed can all breech
confidentiality and reveal, to those who know

them, the identities of the individuals con-
cerned. Conversely, over-anonymizing data
can also be a danger. In Figure 36.3 for
example, the building, the car number
(license) plate, and both the adult and child
would need to be anonymized, with the result
that any subsequent use of the image may
appear somewhat meaningless.

Anonymity problems are not restricted to
photographs and video. For example, Figure
36.4 is illustrative of the complexity of main-
taining ‘internal confidentiality’ in art-based
data. The figure was produced by a child as
part of a visual research project about the
family. The family depicted in this drawing
will be easily recognized by members of a
school or neighborhood community. For
example, the author’s name, although hidden
by a black pen, can be guessed by the size of
the first and second name, and be seen when
the paper on which the original is made, is

Figure 36.3 Anonymizing visual images © 2006 Andrew Clark
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Figure 36.4 Anonymization in respondent-created drawings

held up to the light and the drawing shows all
the information required to identify a family
of four, comprising two adults and two chil-
dren of different genders and a female adult
with one leg (Prosser and Loxley, 2008;
Clark et al., 2010).

Ways of anonymizing visual data

If participants are to be anonymized, research-
ers have adopted a range of strategies and
techniques. Perhaps the most obvious, though
perhaps less routinely used in academic out-
puts, are computer software packages that
offer techniques such as pixilation or the
blurring of faces'® (Wiles et al., 2008b).
However, it has been argued that pixelating
images can dehumanize the individuals in
them, and because of its widespread use on
television, can invoke associations with crim-
inality (Banks, 2001). Achieving anonymity
with moving images is considerably more
difficult (Wiles et al., 2008b).

Alternative approaches to anonymization
can be found in the ways different types of
visual data are presented. Marquez-Zenkov
(2007) and Mizen (2005) adopt a more vari-
able approach to anonymity, using pseud-
onyms to disguise participants’ names
alongside the seemingly unaltered images of
those same individuals, though why names
are deemed more important to hide than faces
is not discussed by either author. Others do
not publish images containing recognizable
individuals in them. For example, Barrett’s
(2004) photographic essay of a needle
exchange in a US city only shows photo-
graphs of hands or people with backs turned,
and Moore et al’s (2008) methodological
discussion of a method in which 84 partici-
pants produced 1894 photographs of their
local areas includes no images of individuals.
Studies of community or ‘place’ also fre-
quently show images that are absent of iden-
tifiable individuals (Crow and Wiles, 2008).
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Cook and Hubbard’s work with older
people with dementia in care settings adopts
an alternative solution to anonymity and con-
fidentiality. One of their methods involved
video recording interactions between older
people in the home and with staff. One of the
ways of disseminating the results of the
research was through an interactive CD-Rom
(Hubbard et al., 2003), in part because using
still photographs or presenting transcript text
was insufficient to display the often crucial
non-verbal interactions they observed. The
sensitivity of the recordings, and the difficul-
ties of gaining consent from many of the
participants recorded, meant that the video
recordings could not be disseminated because
they ‘compromised the anonymity of the
participants’ (Cook and Hubbard, 2007: 27).
Instead, the researchers worked with a film
director, film crew and actors to recreate the
research findings for dissemination.

Finally, there are occasions when research-
ers may be required to go against participants’
wishes if they have consented to having their
identities revealed in the dissemination of
visual images. Banks (2001: 131-132) dis-
cusses the case of a documentary filmmaker
working in a young offenders’ institution who
collected release forms from the individuals
recorded to include them in the film. Some
years later there was a possibility that the film
would be broadcast on television. After trac-
ing all the films’ principal subjects to discuss
this, one individual was unhappy with the
prospect of appearing on television in this
context, in part because he had gone on to live
a crime-free life, concealing his past from his
wife and colleagues. Consequently, despite
still holding legally binding release forms,
plans to screen the film were dropped. A
second case is provided by Barrett’s decision
to publish photographs of individuals in a
needle exchange. Just one female participant
was willing to be photographed front-on shar-
ing needles. However, Barrett does not show
the photograph, not simply because in her
‘over excitement’ to be granted verbal con-
sent to take the image she failed to get a
signed consent form from the woman, but

also because, even with written consent, at a
point later in time ‘the young woman might
feel differently about letting the world know
she had a drug addiction and frequented a
needle exchange’ (Barrett, 2004: 149).

As the cases discussed by Banks and
Barrett reveal, dissemination creates further
dilemmas for the anonymity and confidenti-
ality of visual data, particularly because
researchers and participants are relinquishing
control over how the data are interpreted, and
possibly reused, by different audiences. The
expansion of the Internet — in particular as a
site to display, store and retrieve visual
images — has created further challenges (Lee,
2000; Pauwels, 2006; van Dijck, 2008),
although visual researchers have always had
to be careful when putting data in a public
arena (Banks, 2001, 2007). Images placed on
the Internet may be used in ways unintended
by the original researcher or participants and,
subsequently, cause distress or even damage
the reputation of the participants. Placing
photographs, films and other visual data on
the Internet ‘intrinsically turns pictures into
public property and therefore diminishes
one’s power over their presentational con-
text” (van Dijck, 2008: 72). This means par-
ticular care should be taken to ensure
participants understand the implications of
consenting to images used in research being
placed online.

Furthermore, while the Internet offers a
potentially huge array of visual data for
researchers to examine (Pauwels, 2008a),
images found on the Internet are not simply
‘there for the taking’. Rather, their appropria-
tion for research should still ‘fall within the
scope of existing guidelines on ethical
research practice in respect of informed con-
sent, privacy and confidentiality and the need
to protect research participants from harm’
(Lee, 2000: 135; Pauwels, 2006).

Individual moral framework

Researchers make their own ethical deci-
sions within the context of their research.
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However, the decisions they make are likely
to vary. This is because researchers are
aligned with different disciplines and para-
digms, ask different questions, and apply
different research methods. In other words,
critical visual ethics are ‘almost always a
matter of context’ (Becker, 1998: 85).

Societies are bonded by a broad agreement
on ethical principles and moral behavior and
it is individuals — within research communi-
ties, research groups or acting alone — who
(re)interpret those generic ethical principles
to create their own interpretation of what
constitutes ‘right and wrong’, ‘justice and
injustice’ and, consequently, ‘good and bad’
ethical practices. There is a danger that, in
striving to classify phenomena and build a
systematic understanding of visual ethics
that takes account of how contextual features
mediate the influence of visual culture and
societal norms, we lose sight of the fact that
it is individuals who make ethical and moral
decisions. Individuals hold a moral outlook
and display a distinctive ethical orientation
shaped by socialization, instilled values and
personal experiences. While there may be
significant accord in terms of a collective
moral compass, there is substantial disagree-
ment about the application of ethical princi-
ples to particular research contexts. Bridging
the gap between shared principles and indi-
vidual’s practice is imperative if visual
research is to flourish.

Visual researchers need to identify their
own moral positions and reflect on how this
impacts on their research. We would antici-
pate that most readers and social scientists
see themselves as being at the high end, or at
the least, the ‘virtuous’ end, of the moral
disposition spectrum, with a few acknowl-
edging that ethics are not high on their list of
methodological priorities. Most researchers
will, from the outset of a study, recognize
and address ethical dilemmas either before or
as they arise and make decisions in accor-
dance with their principles and beliefs. Few
visual researchers knowingly place respon-
dents in danger or unwittingly act unethi-
cally. Most researchers, we would argue,
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adopt a stance close to one of three broad
approaches to research ethics (Israel and
Hay, 2006): namely, consequentialist, non-
consequentialist or ethics of care.

Individuals taking a consequentialist
stance would claim that ethical decisions
should be based on the consequences of spe-
cific actions, so that an action is morally right
if it will produce the greatest balance of good
over evil. They would weigh up a situation
and choose the course of action that would
result in the most beneficial outcome to soci-
ety as a whole. A consequentialist might
claim that it is acceptable to undertake covert
visual research, for example on youth crime,
if the findings of the research could be seen
as benefiting wider society.

Individuals adopting non-consequention-
alist approaches argue that priority should
not be given to research ends, but, rather, that
ethical decisions should be based on notions
of what it is morally right to do regardless of
the consequences. A non-consequentionalist
approach argues that it is morally right
to maintain confidence even if the conse-
quences of that might not be beneficial or in
the interests of the wider society. Non-
consequentionalist approaches are akin to
what Beauchamp and Childress (2001) term
‘principalist’, which emphasizes principles
of respect for people’s autonomy, benefi-
cence, non-malificence and justice in making
and guiding ethical decisions in research.
Such value terms are commonly found in the
opening paragraph of ethical guidelines and
ethical advice from professional bodies and
form the basis for evaluating applications to
ethics committees (Israel and Hay, 2006: 37).
The principles relate to issues of voluntari-
ness, informed consent, confidentiality, ano-
nymity and avoidance of harm. Strict
adherence to these principles may raise some
difficulties for visual researchers.

In an ethics of care approach ethical deci-
sions are made on the basis of care, compas-
sion and a desire to act in ways that benefit
the individual or group who are the focus of
research (Mauthner et al., 2002). This
approach is used in much feminist and
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participatory research where researchers
develop close relationships with their partici-
pants. Many established visual researchers
call for the development of collaborative
relationships in research which bears some
relationship with an ethics of care approach
(Gold, 1989; Banks 2001, 2007; Pink, 2007,
Rose, 2007; Clark et al., 2010).

Key virtues such as integrity, truthfulness
and professionalism are progressively being
linked to contemporary academic excellence,
and reflected in the ethical standards expected
by fund holders and university ethics commit-
tees (Macfarlane, 2009). Increasingly, research
councils are stipulating that ethical awareness
is a component of good research practice,
and are requiring researchers to demonstrate
that they have obtained appropriate ethical
approval for their proposal. Individuals acting
alone or in small groups will use their own
moral compass to respond to the call for
enhanced ethical practice. There are inevitable
ethical gaps and anomalies resulting, for
example, from ethics committee members
applying principalist values and consequen-
tially struggling to understand the ethical pri-
orities of visual researchers working from
collaborative, participatory or ethics of care
perspectives. It is our contention that individ-
uals experienced in prioritizing within an
ethics of care approach (broadly understood)
accentuate good practice and contribute to an
informed, nuanced debate about situated
visual ethics (Clark et al., 2010).

VISUAL ETHICS AT THE CROSSROADS

It is our contention that visual research meth-
ods sit uneasily within conventional social
research ethical practices and regulatory
mechanisms. Visual social scientists have
come to a crossroads and need to be cre-
ative and constructive in their choice of
direction to overcome ethical predicaments.
Laws, regulations and ethical dilemmas are
omnipresent and therefore must necessarily
be taken into account, but image-based
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researchers will need to do more. In this
section, we highlight three factors: visual
culture; further research; and training, (see
Figure 36.5) which we believe need consid-
eration in order to move visual ethics forward
and maintain the integrity of visual research.

Visual culture

Researchers and the researched are neither
isolated from society nor immune from its
influences. The pervasive but hidden force of
‘visual culture’ is important to understand
and take account of because it reflects pow-
erful but implicit forces that shape everyday
values, beliefs and morals. More importantly,
it influences behavior and ethical decision
making by societal members, including
researchers and the researched. Some ele-
ments of visual culture are global and have a
significant international impact, whereas
other elements are nationally, regionally, or
locally felt. How does this show itself?

Being taken for granted and essentially
stable, visual culture is most noticeable when
changes take place. This can be seen in two
examples. The first example concerns appar-
ent innocuous indicators of change that,
nonetheless, are underpinned by major shifts
in government policy or public thinking
which subsequently impact on empirical
visual research. Take, for example, a poster
produced by the Metropolitan Police in 2008
(London, UK) inviting the public to report
suspicious-looking photographers, which
begins with the statement ‘Thousands of
People Take Photos Every Day. What If One
of Them Seems Different?’ and goes on to
point out that ‘Terrorists use surveillance to
plan attacks’. Professional and amateur
photographers and researchers are increas-
ingly being stopped from taking photographs
in public spaces. In a magazine article,
Delaney reports on this increasingly preva-
lent phenomenon:

The Internet is home to a fast-growing, worldwide
community of photographers who feel their hobby
is being gradually outlawed by an increasingly
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Figure 36.5 Finding a way forward ~ improving visual ethics practice

paranoid society. But photographers from America,
Canada, Australia and beyond all seem to agree
on one thing: nowhere is the situation worse than
in Britain. ‘London Cops Declare War on Photo-
graphers,” reads one headline on boingboing.net,
a website at the hub of the issue (2008: 18-19).

In the UK, photographers taking images in
public spaces are experiencing reactions to
the intensifying climate of fear of terrorism
and pedophiles and also an intensifying
climate of authoritarianism and surveillance
(the UK has more CCTV cameras per
head of population than any other country in
the world). Heightened public sensitivity
to photography in public spaces makes
researcher reflexivity in such contexts
especially important.

The concept of harm to others, including
subjects of research, is culturally variable.
The harm felt by some who believe that to
take a photograph is to ‘steal the soul’, tran-
scends cultures and time. Pauwels, quoting

Grimshaw (1982), identifies loss of control
as a reason why subjects in contemporary
developed countries may prefer not to be
photographed or filmed:

a feeling ... that some part of the self is being
stolen; a sense of loss of anonymity; the non-deni-
ability of presence on a scene when records are
made a sense of concern that the features of per-
manence and reproducibility may make one vul-
nerable to ridicule or some other, unknown risk
(2008b: 245).

This point is further illustrated in the second
example concerning the Internet. With no
restrictions on what information can be
shared, the Internet has become home to an
assortment of websites containing visual data
that governments have struggled to regulate
(Gross et al., 2003). The ease by which a
photograph or video, recorded on, for exam-
ple, a mobile phone in one second can be
transmitted globally in the next, has given
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rise to public uneasiness of visual records
created of apparently inoffensive events.

Researchers are increasingly uneasy and
restricted in their use of photography and
video to record events and complex interac-
tions, and unsure of legal or regulatory
requirements (Sweetman, 2009). Research
respondents are progressively more reticent
about having their photographs taken. As
described earlier, internal confidentiality is
quickly undermined when respondents post
images of themselves or their associates
involved in a study on Facebook® or
MySpace®. Administrators, legal officers
and researchers who constitute University
Ethics Committees (UK) and Institutional
Review Boards (USA) are increasingly
uneasy with the collection and storage of
visual data, often for legal reasons and out
of fear of litigation. Unsurprisingly, ethics
committees err on the side of caution and
promote conservative visual research designs.
The context in which visual research is
conducted appears to be one which is increas-
ingly restrictive and researchers need to
be reflexive in identifying ways in which
ethically sound research can be conducted
that maintains its integrity and develops its
potential. The need for further research and
training for the research community is
central to this.

Research

There is limited research on visual research-
ers’ experience of ethical committees and
ethics committees’ experience of visual
researchers, but anecdotal evidence suggests
the need for further research. Pauwels notes:

A recent conference session on ethics in visual
research and in particular on the role of ethics
review committees (IVSA Annual Conference, New
York, August 2007) revealed the urgent need to
address these (ethical) issues and also the willing-
ness of most parties involved to improve the situa-
tion. Many participants testified about IRBs, which
worked strictly by the book and were ignorant of
the specific demands of visual research, and thus
in good faith provided obstacles to innovative and

well thought-through research. But there were
also examples of review boards that did include
people experienced in visual research, and which
succeeded in making headway (2008b: 256).

This suggests that there are important issues
to be explored by consulting members of
ethics review boards and applicants to those
boards. Greater insight into the needs of
researchers and board members, especially in
terms of the ethical dilemmas they find most
troublesome, would be useful. To this list of
research questions we could add two
more: How is ethical knowledge to be com-
municated to the research community?
Should visual research ethics be considered
differently to ethical practices and regula-
tions covered by word- and number-centric
regulations?

It is clear that many visual research dilem-
mas emerge only in relation to specific con-
texts and cannot be resolved by appeal to
higher principles and codes (Birch et al.,
2002; Renold et al., 2008). Visual ethics are
situated in practice and the social world
poses multiple ethical dilemmas. Further
research in situated ethics will provide evi-
dence that will be useful in a constructive
dialogue with policymakers and allow visual
researchers to think through and argue their
ethical position with institutional ethics com-
mittees.

Training

Many visual researchers working within
social science find devising, applying and
normalizing visual ethics in their own work
challenging. For them visual ethics is a mine-
field of statutory and legal confusion that
needs to be navigated on the road to good
practice. We have argued that visual research
is at an ethical crossroad. Now would be an
opportune moment to provide training based
on prior identification of needs of those
involved, including policy regulators, those
charged with the task of creating and main-
taining guidelines, IRB and ethics committee
members, and visual researchers.
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The gap between substantive knowledge
and researchers’ understanding of visual
ethics needs bridging. Ideally, training that
filled this gap would be internationally coor-
dinated for increased efficiency and effec-
tiveness. At the very least, countries should
look to establishing a national infrastructure
of training through accessible, rigorous and
focused programs aimed at establishing visu-
al-centric guidelines on best practice. There
is a need for both face-to-face and e-learning
provision, based on research evidence and
focused on meeting the generic and unique
needs of a broad spectrum of visual research-
ers, members of ethics committees and poli-
cymakers. Sitting on the ethical ‘fence’ is not
an option for visual researchers. Being pro-
active is an option. Arguing for a visual per-
spective on research ethics requires field
experience, knowledge and a sound grasp of
how to interpret and manage in-situ ethical
regulations and guidelines.

CONCLUSION

Researchers from a range of disciplines,
paradigms and methodological backgrounds
are increasingly mandated to act ethically.
Ethical reflexivity is a matter of awareness
and sensitivity and is reflected in the degree
of honesty and truthfulness in our dealings
with others. These values are a measure of
researchers’ integrity and professionalism
and are increasingly a requirement of all
research institutions and funding bodies who
aspire to excellence. To act ethically is to
value integrity, inclusiveness, personal secu-
rity, privacy and dignity. For visual research-
ers, ethics guidelines and codes of practice
cover important principles, but being ‘visual’
in orientation brings its own set of method-
ological practices and its own distinct set of
ethical conundrums that require resolving.
Visual methods are often collaborative and
participatory, which leaves respondents at
risk of being identified and misrepresented,
especially on those occasions where research
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has dual outcomes. Critical issues such as
informed consent, confidentiality and ano-
nymity are problematic but resolvable.

The title of this chapter ‘Visual research
ethics at the crossroads’ is metaphorical,
indicating that visual research has reached an
important juncture and signifying it is timely
to take stock and move in a new direction. At
present, applications to conduct empirical
visual research are given a label ‘handle with
care’ by IRBs and ethics committees, who
often evaluate and filter proposals through
word-orientated measures based on past
sound ethical practice. Visual researchers can
and should meet the ethical criteria set by
regulatory bodies and applied by institutional
committees, but the onus is on them to make
a case for consideration being given to visual
methods within their specific contexts.

NOTES

1 This title is ‘borrowed’ from Douglas Harper
(1993).

2 In this chapter we refer to individuals and
groups who take part in research as participants and
respondents interchangeably.

3 This is a general guide by non-specialists and is
necessarily limited in scope. This guide is not intended
to be legal advice. Readers should seek legal advice
from a competent lawyer if legal advice is required
with regards to a specific situation.

4 An example of this in the UK context can
be seen at: http://www.bakelblog.com/nobodys_
business/2008/06/cops-bully-vide.html [Accessed:
25 September 2010].

5 In the UK, research involving National Health
Service staff or patients is subject to approval by
NReS — The National Research Ethics Service: http://
www.nres.npsa.nhs.uk/ [Accessed: 25 September
2010].

6 Economic and Social Research Council:
Framework for Research Ethics (FRE) (2010): http://
www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/oppor-
tunities/research_ethics_framework/ [Accessed: 25
September 2010].

7 European Commission (2007) Ethics for
Researchers — Facilitating Research Excellence in FP7
Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the
European Communities, ISBN 978-92-79-05474-7.

8 For examples of consent forms for the produc-
tion and use of images for schools and Local
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Education Authorities (UK), see http:/Awww3.hants.
gov.uk/logos/cx-logos-corporatestandards/cx-logos-
imagesofpeople/cx-logos-images-sampleconsent.
htm [Accessed: 25 September 2010]. For an example
used in social science research, see the appendices in
Wiles et al. (2008b).

9 The Living Resemblances project was con-
ducted as part of a program of work conducted by
the Realities Node of the National Centre for Research
Methods (UK): http://www.socialsciences.manches-
ter.ac.uk/realities/research/resemblances/ [Accessed:
25 September 2010].

10 For software to assist in anonymizing visual
images, see: http//:www.yowussup.com/pixelating-
images.php; and http://compression.ru/video/car-
toonizer_en.html [Accessed: 29 September 2010].
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