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Note on methodology:

“While we are waiting...” Photography as a communicative tool in social research 
This is a note on one methodological aspect of a study called:” While we are waiting – uncertainty and empowerment among asylum-seekers in Sweden”. The main focus of the larger project is to understand how various forms of activity and coping affect later integration and repatriation. The empirical base consists of qualitative interviews with asylum-seekers waiting for the outcome of their cases. In addition I have included photography. Here some methodological advantages and challenges from the use of photography are described and discussed.

The data-gathering for this study was designed as a two-step process. First, asylum-seekers were asked to document their everyday life with single-use cameras. This was followed by individual qualitative interviews. What could be called auto-photography has not been widespread as a method in the social sciences. There is a specialized field called visual anthropology, but there the people and practices are documented by others and not by the objects themselves.  

In the Nordic countries it has however proved useful in the documentation of asylum-seekers everyday life and the relationship between “us” and “them” (Claussen 2003, Staunes 1998). It has also been used to study the everyday life of children (Rasmusson 1998, Jørgensen m.fl 2001).

During April and May 2003 I used this method in a study of a group of asylum-seekers resident in Gothenburg. They were attending a special activity and educational course organized under the cap of the European Social Fund’s so-called Equal Program. This is a program designed to develop methods for securing equal access to the labor market for various vulnerable groups, including asylum-seekers. 

The introduction of cameras to the informants

Due to the lack of experience of using photography in this type of project, I was not sure what to expect when I handed out the cameras in Gothenburg. Would they bother to use them at all? It they did use them, what would they take pictures of? When developed, would the photos be useful at all in the later stages of the research process? 

In addition to all these questions, I was uncertain how much I should inform the recipients about the project before I gave them the cameras. By telling them about the framework of the study, it would in a way make it easier for them to choose what to portray. At the same time that could make the task appear more like a chore – like something they were told to do. Since the participation was highly voluntary, this could hinder their participation. After having consulted the Danish photographer Anders Claussen, who has used a similar method, I chose to give them just a minimum of guidelines. I even played down the fact that the photos would be used if they allowed me to interview them at a later stage. This would maximize participation and secure that the individual story could be presented with minimum distortion. 

The day I handed out the cameras, ten out of twelve from the group were present. They all wanted to participate. I told them very briefly who I was and what the project was about. I also demonstrated how the cameras work. They all got a camera. One of them had second thoughts and did not want to participate. He said it felt ‘unsafe’. That left nine. I also had to answer several very good questions, for example what the effects of the study would be. How would it benefit them? Would it be like the couple of times journalists from the local newspaper had visited them? Then they had not been able to recognize their own stories. I assured them that this was a broader and more ambitious study and that their views would be taken seriously. 

A week later six of the cameras were handed in and the photographs were developed. All 27 frames had been used on the cameras. I had promised that I was the only one who was going to see the pictures before they got them back. They were also promised a set of copies. I was anxious to see what my respondents had chosen to take pictures of. Had the guidelines I gave them been sufficiently clear? Had they used the camera like a tourist would, or had they used them to document their situation? 

Why photos?

The goal in qualitative interviews is to establish an atmosphere that allows for a maximum flow of information. The respondents should be comfortable with the situation. In earlier studies where I had interviewed refugees, I had struggled to achieve what one could call the balance of status between me as the expert and the informant. Being interviewed in the exile country, they had a disadvantage. They often struggled with the language and needed an interpreter and their knowledge of the host society was limited. The unbalance was increased by the fact that I – the researcher – had experience from earlier interviews and knew what was likely to happen during the next two hours. The interview situation was structured to be unbalanced. This could be dealt with within the situation, as the respondent could be launched as the expert in the field of being a refugee. According to my experience it is possible to exclude the status-relationship outside the situation, but it is a difficult strategy. As responsible for the interview-situation, the researcher typically has to continually work to counter the structural setup of the respondent as the inferior part of the relationship. It was the wish to, at least in part, to counter this unbalance that motivated me to ask the asylum-seekers in Sweden to take pictures. 

So how did it work out? The presence of the pictures did have a series of positive effects both on the relationship and on the interview as a whole. I will give a brief description of a few of them:

· Having to take pictures of their everyday life meant that the asylum-seekers began a reflective process even before they met me for the interview. For the most part there had been a conscious selection preceding the choice of objects, places, people and processes. They had thought about what I wanted and what they themselves wanted to express. Together, this meant that they had in a way prepared for the interview. To keep this effect alive, it may be a point to keep the time-interval between the hand-in and the interview as short as possible. They were also looking forward to seeing how their pictures had turned out. The same was true for me as the researcher. After the photos were developed I looked through them with big interest, and then again when preparing for the interviews. In doing so I had one could say that I had already met the informant through his or her pictures. I was prepared.  

· All interviews started with a session where we went through the stack of photographs together. I made certain that the photos were on the top of the table when they entered the room. After a short introduction we turned to the pictures. As mentioned we both had a set of copies, and I made sure that they were in the same sequence. This gave the informant an opportunity to start the interview with topics and choices that were her or his own. It also gave them something to hold in their hands and to focus their attention on. This meant that they became less uncomfortable with the interview-situation. The presence of the photographs served as an ice-breaker.

· The fact that it was their pictures, taken from their lives and by them, contributed to improving the balance of the researcher-informant relationship. They were the experts on the content of the photographs and I was ignorant. Throughout the interview the persons, places and objects in the pictures served as constant concrete references: ‘No, that was not him, but that guy there’, or ‘Yes, that one there shows the park where I go for walks when I am feeling a bit down’. 

· I had planned that the initial session with the photographs should take fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. It was not unusual, however, that this section lasted for 45 minutes and even longer (out of the 90 – 120 I had at my disposal). The reason was that with a good picture material, most of the topics in my interview-guide were linked with the visualized objects. Living conditions, social network, family, activities, experiences with the organized course, could all be represented in the material. Like a fan they pointed to different aspects of my topic – life while waiting for asylum.  

· When analyzing the notes from the interview some weeks later, the photographs again served as useful references. They helped me remember the individual interview-situation and the informants’ comments to the pictures, some of which I had written down on the back of the paper-copies. 

· Now, only a couple of weeks after the fieldwork, it is still unclear how much value the photos will have in the later presentation of the results of the study. Having seen through them once more, it is however quite clear that they can serve as documentation of the methodological process. In addition to that they can be presented as illustrations of general living conditions and as starting points for discussions about the asylum-seeker’s uncertain situation. These post-fieldwork functions of the photo-method come in addition to the increased access to the respondents and higher quality in the interview situation.

Photography as a communicative tool

This list of positive effects of using photo in social science fieldwork makes it quite easy to conclude. Possible negative effects were hard to detect during this first round of interviews. Such a list could include that informants would shy away from participating because of the cameras, that the researcher can over-analyze the visual material, and of course that the extra loop of communication can be time consuming.  

It was however the positive sides of this little used methodology that spring to mind when a preliminary evaluation is to be made. Although this study is less than half-way, letting the informants themselves take pictures made the respondents look forward to the interviews and increased the flow of information within the situation. 

To sum up, one could say that the data-gathering process as a whole showed that the photographs worked as communicative tools in at least three different ways: Firstly they served as direct transmitters of information. Even without the presence and additional interpretation of the informant, the pictures gave me a basis for further gathering of material and a series of specific questions. Secondly, and more important, they worked as vehicles and anchors in the face-to-face interaction in the interview situation. Thirdly, there are indications that the photos can serve as important illustrations when the findings of the study are presented to the informants, the public, the financers of the study and the academic community.  

It will be interesting to see how both the visual and the textual data from the interviews will interact throughout the final analysis and reporting from this study. 
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