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By Neil Fraser Gibson
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Abstract

Therapeutic photography is the term given to the use of photography to elicit positive outcomes for
the user, yet these benefits appear to be underutilised within professional practice, particularly
where a therapeutic relationship already exists which could be enhanced, none more so than the

profession of social work.

This research begins by exploring the current uses of therapeutic photography to identify common
outcomes and highlights the similarities between the theoretical approaches of therapeutic
photography and those of social work. Utilising a socio-ecological model, a programme was then
designed and delivered to a group of social work service users from a mental health setting. The
qualitative approach of interpretive phenomenological analysis was utilised to explore the ways
participants used the images they produced, and how social work theories might be applied in

practice.

Six super-ordinate themes were identified within the results. These were 1) exposing the self, 2)
searching, 3) developing the self, 4) family relations, 5) medicalised label, and 6) isolation. Each of
the super-ordinate themes had three sub-themes. Results suggest that the photographs produced
initiated discussions around identity, and social work theories were applicable throughout the
programmes. Knowledge of group work theories was useful and, when conducted amongst peers,
the use of therapeutic photography facilitated a threefold stage of exploration beginning with social
identity, then personal identity, and finally self-concept. The practice of therapeutic photography
also appeared to change power dynamics within the therapeutic relationship and gave a sense of

control to the participant.

The outcomes indicate that, when structured, the use of therapeutic photography within social work
with groups may have benefits to both the participants and the professionals as it enhances
communication, empowers the service user, and enables the objectification and externalisation of

issues for discussion.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1 Introduction - A personal rationale

In the spring of 2004 | was a PG Social Work student and undertook a placement through
Erasmus. | went to Antwerp in Belgium to work at a government run centre for asylum
seekers called Fedasil. The placement ran for 12 weeks, but during my time there | wanted to
work with a group of asylum seekers and run a project with them. | had with me an old Nikon
F100n film camera and several spools of 35mm black and white film, so | decided to run a

photography club in the centre and asked volunteers to meet me one afternoon.

A variety of participants with different cultural backgrounds attended and | explained the
purpose of the group — to have fun with the camera, to take pictures of life in the centre, and
to select images for display within the centre. Each day the participants would book out the

camera and document their lives.

When | developed the images | expected to see a multitude of bleak, stark photographs of
the cramped conditions, the unsanitary dormitories, and the oppressive atmosphere, but
instead there were lots of smiling people. The participants spoke about the images and
identified positives in their environment, which included a sense of community (albeit
temporary), and the support they gleaned from one another. The images were displayed
during a community open day and the participants wrote captions for each one explaining

why they had captured that particular image.

Years later, the intervention still sticks in my mind. This was my first foray into using
photography with social work service users, and my last for over 10 years. From my practice
experience | noted that within statutory UK services the work tends to be procedural and
system driven. There seemed to be little opportunity to allow service users to creatively
express and explore their situations, and the dominant method when working in adult

services was the one to one interview which relied solely on verbal information.

However, | did encounter pockets of practice where photography was being used; a day care
service for adults with a learning disability had set up a photography group; a young female
in residential care was able to express emotions through photographs of seascapes in various
weather conditions she had pinned to her bedroom wall; and care managers were engaging

with photograph albums when conducting assessments. When | asked practitioners why they



used photography there appeared to be no definitive reason only that it appeared to be

effective in engaging the service user.

And so this was the starting point for this research. | wanted to find out if photography could
assist the profession of social work, and initial research led me to the practice of therapeutic

photography which appeared to underpin the pockets of practice | had encountered.

Guidance note

From herein, | shall write in the third person, referring to myself as “the researcher”, only
offering a further personal perspective in two short sections — the positionality within the

methodology chapter, and a final reflection at the end of the project.

1.2 Introduction/Background

There is a popular saying stemming from the 20th century which states “a picture is worth a
thousand words”, but if this were true, then photography could potentially make the spoken word
redundant and communication could be simplified. Although this scenario has not transpired, the
use of images in society exposes the average person to a multitude of messages every day through
television, print media, on line marketing, and personal engagement with photography, to name but
a few. Added to this, technology has advanced to the point where a large majority of the Western
population carry cameras in their pockets every day as they are embedded within mobile phones
and tablets, and the resulting outpouring of visual images has led to what has been referred to as

the democratisation of photography (Jeffries, 2013).

Sontag (1977), writing in an era before technological advances married cameras with mobile devices,
recognised the mass appeal of photography and expressed concern that this moved the practice
away from an artistic pursuit, towards one where people took photographs to “possess” pieces of
the past (p.9). Sontag believed that the action of seeking possession places the photographerin a
position where they are invariably seeking knowledge, and this consequently puts them in a position

of power;

“photography has become almost as widely practiced an amusement as sex and dancing...it
is mainly a social rite, a defense against anxiety, and a tool of power” (Sontag, 1977, p.8).



Roland Barthes (in Barthes & Howard, 1987) recognised the power of the image and attempted to
provide an explanation as to why this medium has such appeal and describes photographs as
possessing studium and punctum (p.146). Studium is the element of the photograph which provides
interest for the viewer, draws them in, and helps them engage with the image. Barthes believed this
was assisted by the inclusion of cultural cues which allows a viewer to glance at an image and
understand what is happening in it and what the photographer was attempting to convey. To
illustrate his point, he discussed how press photographers can convey a message quickly to the
reader through the codes and conventions of their images — an image can be glanced at and the
meaning is immediately apparent. However, when an image holds the attention of the viewer,
makes them ponder on the content, and perhaps evokes memories and emotions within, then the
attribute of the image responsible for this deeper response is the punctum, a connection between
the photograph and the viewer because of something within the image which has provided a
catalyst for an emotional response. This element of the photograph is often accidental as the
emotional responses of others are difficult to predict, but Barthes recognised the power of

photographs to not only inform, but to also evoke.

As a result, the mass appeal and ease of access of photography has been utilised to help people
explore their situations. Recent news stories in the UK have identified the power of photography in
working with service users with a mental health problem to explore their conditions (Obert, 2015),
and in working with Syrian refugees to express feelings of safety and security (Coomes, 2015).
Barthes’s (& Howard, 1987) studium and punctum may help to explain the appeal of visual images
and the ease at which a message can be communicated, but this appears to benefit the viewer of the
image rather than the photographer. Sontag (1977) recognises that taking photographs may foster
feelings of power within the photographer, yet this appears to suggest only one beneficial aspect of

taking photographs and talking about them.

The two projects mentioned above are examples of a growing practice, that of therapeutic
photography, and this research project will explore the concept of this branch of photography. The
outcomes of this approach will be considered and the results of research will be offered to analyse
whether these align with the practice of social work. Ultimately, the aim is to consider whether

social work could benefit from incorporating therapeutic photography into practice.



1.3 Overview of thesis

e Chapter 2 — Subject area/Background information

In this opening section, the concept of therapeutic photography is outlined and the distinctive
features of this approach are highlighted. This involves acknowledging the practice of
“phototherapy” which shares similarities with the practice of therapeutic photography, and will go

on to consider the ways in which photographs can potentially be utilised within a social work setting.

Consideration is also given to the “therapeutic” nature of social work alongside the relational nature
of the profession to suggest ways in which the practice of therapeutic photography might be
compatible with social work. This section concludes by offering the aims and the research questions

of this thesis.
e Chapter 3 - Literature review

Following a description of the methodology used to source relevant literature, this section analyses
the practice and use of therapeutic photography to elucidate key themes. To do this, the literature
has been divided into four areas where the use of therapeutic photography has been particularly
prevalent. Following each of these areas, consideration is given to the practice of social work to

discuss any correlation of theoretical approaches.

The first area to be considered is the use of photographs to facilitate self-exploration and
understanding. This largely draws upon the practice of self-portraiture and the works of Ziller (1990),
Weiser (2004, 2001), Nunez (2009) and Spence (1986) who pioneered photographic techniques with
links to Freudian psychoanalysis, alongside psychodynamic theory, which may inform and enhance
therapeutic relationships between professionals and service users. These theoretical underpinnings
are then considered in terms of social work practice to ascertain how the profession incorporates

and utilises them to facilitate understanding of, and engagement with, service users.

The second area of discussion is the use of photographs to explore significant relationships which
includes the use of family photographs, and how social identity can be expressed through images.
The changing nature of photography is acknowledged and the impact of this on role definition is
recognised, but the potential for using images to enable identity formation is highlighted. This is
then considered within social work practice and the relational nature of the profession is explored.
This focuses on theoretical approaches which enable practitioners to consider the impact
relationships have on an individual, and how theorists such as Bowlby (2008), Fairbairn (1952) and

Minuchin (1974) have informed social work practice.



The third area considers the use of photographs to assist narrative elicitation. This technique has
been used in the field of research and the literature review explores the perceived benefits of this
approach in terms of communication, control and power differentials (Pink, 2013; Collier & Collier,
1986). Ways in which this method has been employed are discussed and suggestions that this can
enable positive impacts on self-esteem and self-efficacy are acknowledged. In turn, narrative
exploration within social work is explored and the importance of considering this technique in the
context of the environment and society is elucidated. The consequential impact on identity is also

highlighted, and the importance of self-esteem and self-efficacy to social work practice is discussed.

The final area of exploration is the use of photographs to explore and challenge societal issues.
Largely influenced by the work of Wang (1999) who developed a technique known as “photovoice”,
the intentions and outcomes of employing this strategy with minority communities is discussed and
the alignment with the philosophy of Freire (1970) is explained. Themes of empowerment emerge
from the literature and are considered in terms of social work practice and how the profession

works with communities to achieve similar outcomes.

To conclude the literature review, the researcher suggests a structured approach to utilising
therapeutic photography based on Bronfenbrenner’s (2009, 1992, 1986) socio-ecological model
which considers relationships across various domains of society including family, peers,

organisations, and the wider culture.

e Chapter 4 - Study design and method

To operationalise the research, consideration is given to the method employed to gather and
analyse data. This section begins by looking at using qualitative research and will highlight methods
considered before moving on to provide an overview of the chosen approach of interpretive

phenomenological analysis (IPA) and a justification for doing so.

Within this chapter, the data collection techniques are also discussed. The qualitative tools
consisting of participant observation, photographs, and focus groups are explained in the context of

the research project.

A programme of activities was devised using Bronfenbrenner’s (2009, 1992, 1986) socio-ecological
model to structure the exercises and the full programme is outlined. An overview of the pilot study

is also offered and information on any adjustments made to the programme is acknowledged.

The chapter then moves on to look at how the participants were selected, before the focus moves to

a reflection on issues of ethics, bias, data collection and analysis.
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e Chapter 5 — Therapeutic photography with a mental health support group — Internal

influencers on identity

Using interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), this chapter takes a closer look at the dynamics
occurring within a therapeutic photography group with service users experiencing mental health
issues. Following an introduction which presents the super-ordinate and sub-ordinate themes

explored within the chapter, the results are explored.

Within the mental health group, issues pertaining to identity became evident from the outset and
the first super-ordinate theme looks at the feelings of exposure which was experienced by all of the
participants as they began to take photographs and engage with their images. As the group engaged
in the exercises, the second super-ordinate theme focused on identity exploration as the
participants searched for definitive characteristics of their selves. The third super-ordinate theme
looked at how the participants emerged from the process and developed a clear perspective of their

current roles, characteristics, and qualities.

e Chapter 6 — Therapeutic photography with a mental health support group — External

influencers on identity

Continuing the analysis of the mental health support group, the focus moves to look at how the
participants used the exercises and photographs to explore other influencers on their lives. As with
chapter 5, the super-ordinate and sub-ordinate themes are introduced before a fuller exploration of

each one is offered within the rest of the chapter.

The first area of focus was the family, and participants used the experience to acknowledge how
they were raised, and how this impacted on their own experience of parenting. The next super-
ordinate theme moved on to explore the role of professionals who have had an impact on their lives,
both positively and negatively, and how professional contact can compound issues of labelling and
societal attitudes. The final super-ordinate theme which was explored by all of the participants

related to issues of isolation and how that shaped actions and behaviours amongst the group.
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e Chapter 7 — Analysis

The penultimate chapter draws upon the IPA results from chapter 5 and 6 to provide further analysis
in order to suggest the impact of therapeutic photography within social work settings with groups.
The chapter begins by looking at the influence of the group environment on individual learning
amongst the participants and suggests links to the theoretical approaches of social identity theory

and identity theory, as well as the writings of Cooley (1902).

Once the group impact has been analysed, the chapter explores individual learning. This analysis
suggests links to self-concept and the writings of Mead (1934), Rogers (1959, 1951) and Winnicott
(1971, 1965). As a result, the researcher offers a three stage model of exploration which participants
of therapeutic photography may go through as they progress through social identity, identity, and

then self-concept.

The chapter moves on to consider the outcomes of self-efficacy and self-esteem and suggests ways
in which the narrative exploration of images may assist this. Then, the concepts of self-disclosure
and control are analysed, before considering the aspect of empowerment and how this may be

linked to therapeutic photography.

Finally, the chapter concludes by offering an analysis of the applicability of social work theory to the
information and outcomes of the therapeutic photography group. Again, these are largely linked to
the exploration of identity, but the relevance of group work dynamics are also discussed alongside

the psychodynamic theories and the building of a therapeutic milieu.

e Chapter 8 — Concluding remarks and reflections

The closing chapter revisits the four main research questions set out within chapter 2 and offers a
summary conclusion for each one. Limitations of the study are suggested, but the strengths are also
highlighted, before looking at recommendations for education, practice, and further research. To

end with, a final personal reflection on the research project is offered.
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Chapter 2 - Background to Therapeutic Photography and Social Work
Practice

2.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces some basic concepts which are important to the exploration of therapeutic
photography and social work practice. It will begin by defining therapeutic photography, but to do
this the concept of phototherapy will also be introduced and defined so that the differences can be

appreciated and the relevance of each to social work made clear.

Following this, social work practice will also be introduced and exploration offered as to why a
“therapeutic” intervention would be considered in this professional context. Issues around the

nature of social work, its theoretical base, and eliciting information will be acknowledged.

Consolidating this information, the chapter will conclude by outlining the aims and research

questions which were used to analyse the applicability of therapeutic photography to social work.

2.2 Therapeutic Photography versus Phototherapy

Since the 1850’s, photographs have been used in therapy. Their initial use was within psychiatric
hospitals when working with mental health issues where female inmates of a lunatic asylum were
photographed and confronted by their self-image as a means of attempting to shock patients out of
their condition (Drinkwater, 2008). By the time of the Second World War photography was being
used in a more therapeutic manner with servicemen and since this time photography has been used
in ways which include assisting recovery, understanding identity, and challenging structural
oppression (Gibson, 2017; Stevens & Spears, 2009; Glover-Graf & Miller, 2006; Perchick, 1992). Since
the early part of the 215 Century, the therapeutic use of photographs has fallen under two different

labels — Phototherapy and Therapeutic Photography.

Phototherapy is the name given to the structured use of photographs in a formal counselling (or
therapy) session, usually led by a trained counsellor or a mental health professional. By contrast,
Therapeutic Photography refers to photo-based activities that can be initiated by the self, or
conducted in groups, the main difference being the lack of input from a professional counsellor or

therapist (Weiser, 2016).
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2.2.1 Phototherapy

Weiser (1984) has attempted to give structure and clarity to the practice of Phototherapy so that
others can introduce the concept into their formal counselling and therapy sessions. She views it as a
set of techniques to assist in sessions where non-verbal and visual communications are considered
to be as important as verbal communication. She explains that service users enter therapy because
they wish to grow, change, develop in confidence and relate to others better, all elements which are
underpinned by communication. She views photography as an expressive activity, and as such,
believes it can be used as an expressive therapy. Creative expressions are seen by Weiser as
projections of our selves and can be used to explore psychosocial development through the way in
which an individual perceives, stores, retrieves and puts forth information. How we then go on to
express this information can assist a therapist in understanding how we internalise the world around
us. Phototherapy allows the service user to creatively express their internal make-up (i.e. thoughts,
feelings and beliefs), where the therapist guides conversations to elaborate meaning from personal
photographs and make links to the psyche. Because of the emphasis on identity exploration,
phototherapy appears to be rooted in the psychoanalytic theories of writers such as Freud (2001),
Fairbairn (1952) and Winnicott (1965) (Hills de Zarate, 2012; Marxen, 2009; Yerushalmi & Yedidya,
1997), whilst incorporating the Jungian approach of assisting the artistic expression of emotional
disturbances and unconscious thought processes (Stevens & Spears, 2009; Graf, 2002). Ziller (1990)
also notes that self-concept is developed in the process and this can be explained through the work

of writers such as Mead (1934) and Cooley (1902).

Weiser (2004) believes that a photograph in itself can never be read like a book or deconstructed to
reveal hidden inner codes or secrets. A photograph is unique to its creator, and equally unique to
the viewer of the image. Weiser states that nobody can be trained to therapeutically decode a
photograph because photographs only suggest meaning. Therefore, participants who use
photographs therapeutically will construct their personal version of reality, bringing with them their
own unique and subjective interpretation (Barbee, 2002; Weiser, 1999). This means that specialised
training in using photographs within these settings is not required, simply the ability to recognise the
photograph as a communication tool to elicit information (Stevens & Spears, 2009; Hammond &

Gantt, 1998).

Phototherapy sessions tend to be structured around one of five different strategies; using
photographs taken by the client; using photographs taken of the client; using self-portraits or

photographs taken by the client to represent “the self”, with the client having been in control of
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taking the image; using family photograph albums; and using “photo-projectives” (Weiser, 1999,
p.3). This last strategy involves taking a phenomenological stance to explore perceptions and
emotional responses as a result of looking at, and talking about, photographs to uncover meaning

(Loewenthal, 2013).

Because there can be deep memories and emotions attached to personal photographs, the
recommended approach is to engage phototherapy with the involvement of a trained counsellor or
therapist to provide a protective counselling framework so that containment and resolution of issues
which surface can be dealt with timeously (Glover-Graf & Miller, 2006). By contrast, therapeutic
photography does not have to be facilitated by a trained therapist or counsellor and therefore lacks
this protective counselling framework. Weiser (2004) argues that if clients become involved in a less
structured form of intervention such as therapeutic photography and engage with the material on
their own, or as part of a group, this might precipitate the need for formal therapy sessions with
trained staff. Equally, therapeutic photography offers outcomes that might also negate the need for
formal therapy or counselling. She states that although therapeutic photography is not “therapy”,
there are mutual similarities between the two practices of phototherapy and therapeutic

photography.

2.2.2 Therapeutic Photography

Therapeutic Photography is the term used for photographic practices in situations where skills of
therapists or counsellors are not needed, yet for a practice to be truly “therapeutic” there should be
benefit to the end user in terms of deepening understanding of the self with an aim to reduce inner
conflict and enhance coping strategies (Borden, 2000). An extensive description of therapeutic
photography includes the application of photography to increase self-knowledge, awareness, well-
being, relationships, and to challenge societal issues such as exclusion, isolation, intercultural

relations, conflict, social injustice, as well as informing research (Weiser, 2015).

The primary difference between phototherapy and therapeutic photography appears to be in the
formal involvement (or not) of a counsellor or therapist, but Weiser (2004) suggests it is easier to
view the two practices as being two opposite ends of a continuum; one is “photography — during —
therapy” whilst the other is “photography — as — therapy” (p. 35); one requires a trained counsellor
or therapist to guide (and contain) the process and has the sole aim of therapy, whereas the other is

about the enjoyment of photography with the added bonus of finding out information about
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yourself and others on the journey. However, she concurs that there will be a natural overlap where
the two practices intersect. Although Weiser (2004) believes that the practice of therapeutic
photography does not need a professionally trained counsellor, Halkola (in Loewenthal, 2013) states
that the practice of phototherapy and therapeutic photography are very similar, and both benefit
from having professionals guiding sessions. She goes on to explain that there may be specific
outcomes within therapeutic photography which include self-expression, rehabilitation, healing, and
empowerment, and, because of the nature of issues that may arise from the exploration of these
concepts, each session should be facilitated by a professional who has experience in health,

education, or social work.

For some, viewing photography as a tool for therapeutic interventions requires a shift of thinking.
Photography is typically seen as a pastime or hobby, an activity for simply recording holiday snaps
and memorable moments in life, or as a means of capturing celebrity lifestyles through paparazzi

intrusion to be enjoyed as images in the media (www.photovoice.org). So much is involved in the

taking of a photograph which extends from the initial thoughts about the decision to take a
photograph, composing the image, pressing the shutter, through to the production of a tangible
image. Photographs we produce are informed by looking at other pictures, editing photographs,
discussing photographs, presenting photographs, using photographs in online blogs and social
networking; all of which collectively contribute to how photographs can enable dialogue and
communication about who we are, what we are, and where we come from. For a number of service
users, photography can help explore self-identity and it can act as a distraction to help forget about
problems, for others it can help create order within their lives as those engaging with photography
are forced to move away from spontaneity and consider a more structured approach

(www.photovoice.org). Because photography objectifies the photographed subject, holding an

image can provide distance between the subject and the service user. The photographer naturally
has to put distance between themselves and the subject to capture it in an image which can
encourage them to become a “contemplative “quasi-outsider,” which...invites deeper reflection and
more meaningful interpretation of events and circumstances” (Dennis et. al., 2009, p. 468). This
suggests that sensitive subjects can literally be discussed at arm’s length, where the use of images
could actually assist in the process of socialisation by becoming a protective factor in the process of
exploring self-concept. Sharing photographs also encourages storytelling and dialogue which can
help build bonds and friendships; in minority communities common issues can be identified through

photography and bring isolated members of the community together (Wang & Burris, 1997; 1994).
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Using artistic techniques as a therapeutic tool is not a new concept. The practice of art therapy
would appear to be a profession which could readily incorporate the use of photography, yet its use
is relatively rare in this domain. This is perhaps due to the fact that photography requires specialised
equipment and, because of the planning that goes in to capturing an image, spontaneity is curtailed
and this in turn impacts on emotional expression (Kopytin, 2004). However, the rise of camera
phones, budget digital cameras, and online photo sharing sites (or social networking sites) makes
photography one of the most accessible art forms available to the general public (Loewenthal, 2013;
Van Dijck, 2008). As a result, this has impacted on the democratisation of photography which makes
it a less intimidating form of creative expression (Glover-Graf & Miller, 2006) and opens up the

possibility of its use in social work practice.

The process of taking photographs has been described as therapeutic in itself as it can encourage the
photographer to be reflective, mindful, and task orientated (Huss, 2012; Kopytin, 2004). Because the
skillset to participate in therapeutic photography is minimal it offers up an opportunity to engage in
a medium which is widely recognised within society and creates a potentially powerful form of
communication between the photographer and the viewer of the image (Griebling et. al., 2013;
Loopmans et. al., 2012), not least a social worker intent on building a meaningful dialogue with a
client. Through this dialogue, a new awareness can emerge as issues are explored and people learn
from each other, and the theoretic base for the practice appears to be holistic in terms of
acknowledging the impact of psychodynamic theories, but also theories which define how culture
and society impact on self-esteem and self-efficacy; indeed many writers feel that the technique is
underpinned by the writings of Paulo Freire (1970; 1998) and his philosophy which aims to educate
and empower marginalised individuals and communities by exploring the environment and working
in groups to identify issues which can be collectively challenged (Griebling et. al., 2013; Ozanne et.

al., 2013; Duffy, 2011; Catalani & Minkler, 2010; Carlson et. al., 2006; Carr, 2003; Dietz, 2000).

There appears to be a fine line between the intended outcomes of phototherapy and therapeutic
photography. Loewenthal (2013) explains that photo based interventions can assist in the expression
of emotions, exploring behaviours which are both acceptable and unacceptable in society,
elucidating experiences that may be problematic to verbalise, enhancing self-esteem and self-
efficacy through exploring self-image, assisting the exploration of memories, and strengthening
relationships through sharing and communication. The therapeutic aspect also includes the client
taking the photographs themselves and then using Weiser’s (2004) photo-projection technique to
provide a narrative for the image; the photographs are not the treatment, but they are a useful

supplement to therapeutically enhance communication (Cosden & Reynolds, 1982).
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Because of the distinguishing factor of the involvement of a trained counsellor or therapist, the
domain of phototherapy appears to be out with the reach of the average social worker who is not
ordinarily qualified to be a therapist or counsellor within the education they receive (in the UK).
Therefore, to utilise photography within social work interventions, it is the practice of therapeutic
photography that the profession must look to, but with an appreciation of the similarities between

the two practices.

2.3 The “Therapeutic” Role of Social Work

In July 2014, the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) offered a global definition of the

profession as such:

“Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social
change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people.
Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities
are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences,
humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to address
life challenges and enhance wellbeing.”

(http://ifsw.org/policies/definition-of-social-work/)

In this definition of social work concepts such as empowerment, development, and theoretical
approaches all have to be considered in terms of how social work engages service users and it is
within this engagement where we have to consider the therapeutic aspect of the profession. It has
been argued that social work used to be a profession where the relationship between the worker
and service user was of utmost importance as this was where the therapeutic aspect of the work
was conducted, but in recent years the profession has become more procedural, confined by
legislation, policy and directed by a need for an evidence base to validate outcomes (Trevithick,
2003; Walker & Hext, 2002). However, although possibly diluted, the need to consider therapeutic
working within social work still exists and the impact of this usually stems from the relationship
wherein discussions and analysis of problems can take place (Howe, 1998). Goldstein et. al. (2009)
believe there has been a significant shift in utilising theoretical approaches in social work,
particularly psychodynamic approaches, that recognise the importance of using the relationship
between worker and service user which acknowledges that the self and others are interconnected
and exert influence on one another; a “relational matrix that shapes the therapeutic process” (p.

Xiv).

18


http://ifsw.org/policies/definition-of-social-work/

2.3.1 Relational Social Work

The quality of the relationship between social worker and service user can assist in a number of
areas including recognising and processing issues with regards to the self and relationships with
significant others; linking into services to help address discrimination, oppression, or to assist in
advocacy; and to help reduce or contain anxiety with a focus on building coping strategies
(Trevithick, 2003). If this is done effectively then the outcomes for the service user include
motivation, empowerment, a stronger sense of self in terms of relationships with society, and a
willingness to engage with others rather than isolate oneself (Jordan et. al., 1991). Indeed, if
therapeutic relationships are not considered then social workers are missing out on valuable
information about behaviour and emotional regulation within significant relationships experienced
by the service users which would suggest that social work practice is “at best foolish and at worst

seriously negligent” (Howe, 1998, p. 50).

Critics suggest that relational social work relies too much on psychodynamic theories in an attempt
to understand problems, and that this omits recognition of wider societal issues that could be
addressed (Altman, 1995; Frosh, 1987), but this critique has been embraced by others who believe
that widening the focus to encompass recognition of the impact of culture, society, politics and
economics can actually enhance relational social work in considering psychodynamic theories
alongside others (Goldstein et. al., 2009; Ruch, 2005; Borden, 2000). Indeed, some warn of the risks
of social workers being overly focused on the micro levels of practice at the expense of
acknowledging wider issues that might disempower the service user, and therefore encourage social
workers to have an appreciation of the wider environmental factors (Furman et. al., 2014;
Donaldson, 2004; Dietz, 2002). This is echoed by Sudbery (2002) who states that relationships do not
simply occur between two people; they occur across all spectrums of society, and they also occur
within individuals who might struggle to marry up their internal view of themselves with their
external skills and abilities, all of which can manifest in the relationship between social worker and
service user. Therefore, social workers need to develop skills and knowledge to inform them of these
different levels of relationships and employ the theories that can be used to understand and
explicate dynamics. It also requires a shift away from the social worker having an authoritarian role,
to a role where there is more of a partnership in which the service user can feel they are being
listened to, and that the information they are offering is valued (Askheim, 2003; Howe, 1993). If the
dynamic between social worker and service user becomes one where information is shared and
learning occurs between subjects, then this is where the relationship becomes therapeutic (Borden,

2000).
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2.3.2 Theory in Social Work

The relationship is not the only aspect of social work which instils a therapeutic value within
interventions. A social worker has to use practice experience and, more importantly, knowledge of
theories to help understand human behaviour (Trevithick, 2003; Parsloe, 1988). Howe (2008)
explains that underpinning social work practice with theory can assist the worker in five different
ways: it assists observation which helps the worker know what to look for; it aids description so the
worker can document and arrange observations; it provides explanation so that the worker can
make connections between observations and look for causal links; it impacts on prediction which
helps to consider what might happen in the future; and it informs intervention so that a course of
action can be defined. Coulshed (1991) highlights the importance of using a theoretical approach
when chaotic situations arise so that the worker can find structure and regular patterns in the
presented behaviours and situations and navigate through them. Trevithick (2012) explains that
using a theoretical framework effectively means that the worker must also draw on the experiences,
expectations, and views of everyone involved in the situation, particularly the service user. This
ultimately means that social workers must use their theory base to help them understand the
service user, but also work with the service user to identify ways forward. This underpins the
importance of good communication between social worker and service user so that information can

be obtained in order to apply theory.

Social work, as a profession, has a wide theoretic base which has been described as eclectic and
which has led to accusations of inconsistency within the practice (Parton, 2000; Sheldon, 1978).
Sheldon (1978) believed there was a divide between social work practice and social work education
and suggested that the theoretic base was difficult to define given that it was impossible to come to
a profession-wide agreement as to the types of theories to be used when working with service users.
He suggested that other professions had a defined number of theories to be utilised when working
with patients, clients, and service users, but social work used too many theories which diluted the
effect. Over 20 years later, Parton (2000) argued that there is still a drive to tighten up the theoretic
focus of social work through moves to proceduralise the practice and underpin all actions with
legislation. He suggests that the role of social work has always been an ambiguous and complex one
but that this should be seen as a major strength of the practice and an eclectic theoretic base should
inform actions. He explains that problems social workers are presented with do not come in well-
formed packages but are often messy, complex, and are unable to be solved in any measurable
manner. This eclectic theoretic base will then help social workers engage with service users to

negotiate solutions, rather than impose solutions, thus empowering the social worker to become
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more sensitive to meanings attributed to the narrative of their service users. Having a good
knowledge of theory will inform practice which, Parton (2000) explains, gives voice to minority
groups and individuals, whilst improving understanding, interpretation and dialogue within the

therapeutic relationship rather than social workers becoming legislators and authoritarians.

2.3.3 Communication

For theories to be applied within a therapeutic relationship there needs to be good communication
between the social worker and service user. Generally, social work intervention involves some
element of change, whether in behaviour, structure or environment. Howe (in Parton, 2003)
highlights that the change process within individuals arises when people are given the opportunity
to talk and explore their interpretations of lived experiences; having “an active conversation about
oneself...brings about understanding and change” (p. 3). Stern (2004) describes communication
within psychotherapy as creating opportunities for humans to interact, explore, recognise, then
share experiences and, in doing so, bring experiences into the conscious, opportunities which he
refers to as “now moments” and “moments of meeting” (p. 166). These change inducing
conversations need not solely exist between social worker and service user, indeed, the value in
discussing issues with peers may help individuals learn that they are not alone in their experiences,
and the familiarity of shared narratives might bring about a sense of empowerment amongst groups
of people. To this end, attempts have been made to enhance the communication process within
social work, often in group settings, to facilitate the flow of information and the sharing of

knowledge.

To facilitate communication, the profession of social work has borrowed techniques from other
disciplines in an informal manner, sometimes of an artistic nature, and indications are that they
provide a useful foray into narrative exploration and assist in the enhancement of wellbeing,
meeting needs, and addressing issues of oppression and empowerment (Damianakis, 2007). If
utilised within group settings, creative strategies also impact on the education of peers which allows
each participant to explain their own understanding of a situation, potentially leading to others
altering their perspectives, based on individual interpretation of the object of artistic expression
(Moxley & Calligan, 2015). Huss (2012) attempted to map the use of image making by service users
and believes there are three primary uses within social work which are; expressing a subjective
experience and using symbolic representation to make sense of an experience; explaining an image

to a group in order to construct a meaning (or viewpoint) based on information from peers; and
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using the image to interact with others to assist clarification of meaning as well as using the image to
focus on in order to project communication onto it. However, it has been highlighted that guidance
on incorporating art based techniques to enhance communication within social work is limited

(Moxley & Feen, 2015; Huss, 2012).

In an attempt to map specific use of photography based interventions within social work, American
based researchers DeCoster and Dickerson (2014) identified 23 research papers documenting the
technique, but on further analysis only seven related specifically to the profession of social work,
and every one of these seven used photography in very different ways to elicit outcomes including
training in editing packages, incorporating videography alongside photography, and using
photographs to solely gather feedback about a service, all of which appears to validate the opinion
highlighting the lack of guidance proposed by Moxley and Feen (2015). From DeCoster and
Dickerson’s (2014) research they were able to suggest similarities in the theory base between
therapeutic photography and social work but did not offer specific detail. However, they suggest
that the knowledge and skills required to incorporate a photographic element into social work
intervention was within the scope of the profession. They went as far as to suggest that “therapeutic
photography’s predominate client-directed, client-centred approaches, embracing experiential and
interpretive diversity, cultural sensitivity, with clients as the experts, shows to be an excellent fit

within the social work paradigm” (DeCoster & Dickerson, 2014, p. 15).

2.4 The context of social work within this study

As identified within the IFSW definition of social work in section 2.3, social work is an international
profession, yet despite a seeming globalisation of the profession, practices in social work vary from
country to country as agencies and organisations function at local levels to meet the needs of their
communities (Harrison & Melville, 2009; Lyons et. al, 2006). This study, and the consequent analysis
of the applicability of therapeutic photography to social work, takes place in Scotland, where a
devolved Government shape specific policy and legislation for the populace, and the profession
practices under the legal framework of the Social Work (Scotland) Act 1968. As a result, the question
is asked from a Scottish perspective, and it is therefore important to give an explanation of Scottish

social work.

To practice social work in Scotland, a practitioner must successfully complete a BA (Hons) course, or
a PG Social Work course, to obtain the professional qualification in order to be employed (both in a

statutory and voluntary/third sector organisation). Therefore, a qualified social worker will have
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both an academic and a professional qualification because they are integrated within the BA (Hons),
PG Dip, and the MSc routes. Both the academic side of social work, and the professional practice of

the profession, are regulated by the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) to ensure that the people
of Scotland receive social services which are provided by a “trusted, skilled, and confident

workforce” (www.sssc.uk.com). Not only do the SSSC regulate the workforce, they also set the Codes

of Practice for employers and employees to enforce standards in the delivery of services. This, in
turn, protects the service users who receive input from social service employees and clearly guides
members of the public if they wish to raise a concern about the practice of any worker if they feel

the standards are not being met.

2.4.1 Education

Scottish social work education is underpinned by the Standards in Social Work Education (SiSWE),
documented in the Government publication “The Framework for Social Work Education in Scotland”
(2003). As well as outlining competencies in practice, standard 4 highlights that social workers must
evaluate and use up to date knowledge and research within practice. This emphasises the
importance of using theory within practice to inform assessment, intervention, and report writing to
give input into decision making forums and to ensure social work is an evidence based profession
(Morago (in Lishman, 2012)). Without a knowledge of theory, social workers would be unable to
work in a manner wherein their practice is informed, and where it can be used to enhance critical
thinking and analysis (Stepney (in Stepney & Ford, 2000)). As a result, theories are taught to social
work students which range from psychoanalysis, psychodynamic, psychological, sociological and
environmental — wide ranging in scope, but taught in order to provide workers with ideas and
models to be used to make sense of situations and to shape actions (Beckett & Horner, 2015). This
means that a social worker may have a knowledge of Freud and his writings on psychoanalysis, but
this does not mean that a worker can deliver psychoanalytic therapy, only understand how it might
impact on the behaviour of the person they are working with in terms of protecting the id and
engaging defence mechanisms (John & Trevithick (in Stepney & Ford, 2000)). This, in turn, can shape
an intervention such as a referral to an appropriate agency to receive counselling. Having a sound
theoretical knowledge means that social work, as a profession, can be an evidence based practice
wherein decisions are evidence informed and defensible, and therefore replicable (Morago (in
Lishman, 2012); Smith, 2004). This should continue when a student leaves university and begins a

career, and it is the role of the supervisor to ensure that this takes place within a culture which
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encourages analytic, critical, and reflective thinking as part of continual professional development

(McLaughlin & Teater, 2017; Ruch (in Lishman, 2012)).

2.4.2 Supervision in practice

The SSSC place responsibility of post registration training and learning with individual social workers

once they leave education and enter the workforce, but within their Codes of Practice for Employers

of Social Service Workers (www.sssc.uk.com), there is an expectation that employers will help and

support employees to address training and development needs. Within this, they highlight the
importance of supervision to address staff development. Supervision of social workers is described
as an essential component to prevent burnout, support reflective practice, and to facilitate
professional development (Howe & Gray, 2012). Although the SSSC are not prescriptive about how
supervision should be delivered, or how often it should take place, there is an expectation that it

should be educational, supportive, and administrative (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; Tsui, 2004).

Payne (in Connor & Black, 1994) explains that the educational aspect should be evident in the
relationship between the supervisor and the frontline social worker where knowledge and
interventions are explored in order for the service user to receive maximum benefit from the agency
or organisation. The supportive aspect of supervision should come from exploring the personal
impact on the worker themselves from the cases they are managing, and a chance to explore
personal development and career progression. The third aspect of administration is an opportunity

to assert service standards, monitor workloads, and to provide critical analysis.

In summary, the regulation and education of the workforce is underpinned by Government and is in

place to protect the workforce, and importantly, to protect the users of social work services.

2.5 Conclusion

Therapeutic photography is a generic term for interventions which incorporate a photo based
element in order to facilitate positive change within the participant through dialogue and the use of
symbolic communication. This change usually relates to self-esteem and aims to empower the
individual by assisting them to experience viewpoints of other participants and foster identification,

and possibly even collective action. When setting therapeutic intervention into a social work context
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the problem that requires consideration is how this will enhance communication, how it will impact
on the formation of the relationship wherein therapeutic work can be conducted, and how social

work theories align with those of therapeutic photography.

Sandberg and Alvesson (2011) suggest that problematisation should be used to facilitate the critical
rethinking of a particular theory or approach. By problematizing, the research goal becomes one which
attempts to “disrupt the reproduction and continuation of an institutionalised line of reasoning”
(Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011, p.32). From the initial exploration of therapeutic photography and the

potential applicability of the practice to social work with groups, the following problems arise:

e The definition of therapeutic photography is ambiguous and the practice is very closely
aligned to phototherapy. There appears to be some debate around the level of expertise a
professional requires when delivering a therapeutic photography programme/intervention.

e The “therapeutic” benefit of using photography requires clarification to distinguish the
approach from one which simply uses photographs to enhance communication, inadvertently
obtaining a therapeutic outcome. To do this, there must be some analysis of how the use of
photography benefits the service user.

e Could therapeutic photography be used in social work, and what are the ethical implications?

This is the starting point for this research project. The aim of the research project is to ascertain
whether therapeutic photography has a role within social work practice. Given the relational nature
of both therapeutic photography and social work the research will look specifically at utilising this
intervention within groups. To do this four research questions have been set to explore the

intervention of therapeutic photography and its applicability to social work.

2.5.1 Research Questions

e RESEARCH QUESTION 1: What is therapeutic photography and how is it currently being used?

0 The literature review will offer an exploration of how photography is used in a
therapeutic manner. This will include an analysis of the techniques used in both
Phototherapy and Therapeutic Photography to determine crossovers in practice, and
will look at issues such as the relative importance of having a trained
professional/counsellor, the use of photography to understand the self, using
photography to define roles within society, the use of images to access the

unconscious and the use of photography to empower minorities within society.
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e RESEARCH QUESTION 2: How can social work utilise therapeutic photography?

(0]

The literature review will then move on to look at the purpose of social work
intervention. This will include an examination of the type of theories and
interventions used, and whether certain interventions are better placed to
incorporate the use of visuals with specific service users. Consideration will be given
to interventions which already incorporate the use of photographs to examine the

purpose of using visuals, as well as the outcomes.

e RESEARCH QUESTION 3: How do social work service users engage with a therapeutic

photography intervention?

(0}

Moving on to practice issues, this question will be answered by using the qualitative
research technique of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to examine
therapeutic photography in practice. An analysis will be offered using a programme
created and informed by evidence from the literature and delivered to a group of
participants who are representative of social work service users. Issues of
engagement and efficacy will be explored in terms of the use of photographs

alongside user views and assessments.

e RESEARCH QUESTION 4: What are the outcomes of a therapeutic photography programme,

and what are the implications for future practice?

0 Using further analysis of the qualitative data, the outcomes of the group will be

examined to ascertain whether there has been any potential impact on the
participants. This will include analysis of the photographs, participant observation
data, and a focus group interview. In light of these findings, the implications for social

work practice will be considered.
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Chapter 3 - Literature review

3.1 Introduction

This literature review offers an exploration of how photography is used in therapeutic settings and
the implications this may have for social work practice (as per research question 1 & 2). Following a
description of the search strategy used to source materials, the review is presented in four distinct
sections based on themes which emerged from the analysis of the literature; photographs to
understand “the self”, photographs to understand relationships, photography to elicit narratives,
and photography to explore society. Each of these sections will identify the application, implication
and theoretical underpinnings of each approach. After each section, the theories identified will then
be explored within the context of social work to identify similarities and implications for practice.

Short explanations of the theoretical concepts to facilitate understanding will also be provided.

Following a review of these four areas, the literature review will conclude by suggesting a systems
approach to the use of photography within social work and a further investigation into the

arguments underpinning this method will be explored.

3.1.1 Conducting the literature review

The topic of therapeutic photography and social work practice is an emerging area and there were
limited sources available. Accordingly, this required the researcher to look at the applicability of
therapeutic photography across a number of different professions which included health, sociology,
and psychology. As a result, any peer reviewed article which suggested a therapeutic outcome from
the use of photography was considered. This resulted in the inclusion of articles from all over the
world, but given that many of the key authors driving the therapeutic use of photography are from
Canada and Europe this was to be expected (Nunez (in Loewenthal, 2013); Weiser, 2001; Ziller,
1990). Publication dates were considered for each article to ensure the material was relevant to the
modern day practice of photography, which is largely digital, so any article which focused purely on
print photography, specifically developing images in darkrooms, was discounted. That said, if the
article discussed the practice of capturing an image then it was deemed appropriate, regardless of

whether it was digital or print. When discussing theoretical underpinnings there were approaches
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which dated back to the turn of the 20™ century and these have also been included as they

demonstrate the foundations which current approaches are built upon.

Due to the niche subject area, a general search for relevant articles was conducted using Google
Scholar, but databases such as Web of Science, SocINDEX, ScienceDirect and SAGE Journals Online
were also explored. Search terms included therapeutic photography, photovoice, photo elicitation,

hermeneutic photography, participatory photography, and portrait photography.

Each sourced article was evaluated for its relevance to the subject area which included consideration
of the clarity of the problem or issue being discussed, how photography was utilised within the
research, whether its use was underpinned by appropriate theory, how the literature review
supported the action of the researcher, how the outcomes were supported by the methodology, and
whether there was a logical conclusion to the research. The four key areas of self-portraits,
relationships, narratives, and exploration of society arose from the literature review in terms of how
photographs were being used in social work, social care, health, and research and this impacted on

how the material is presented within the literature review.
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3.2a Photographs to understand “the self”

Taking photographs of the self, or self-portraits, can be used therapeutically to explore issues
pertaining to the self, mainly with regards to esteem, knowledge, and confidence (Weiser, 2001). It
is a technique which encourages introspection with an aim to highlight positive aspects of identity to

facilitate self-acceptance (Glover-Graf & Miller, 2006; Weiser, 2004).

There is no set format for doing self-portraiture. Clearly the primary remit is that the photograph
must be of the service user, preferably taken by the service user. The photograph is then used in
some way to analyse how the service user is perceived which will involve analysis on how they see
themselves, before looking at how others see them. The reasons service users seek intervention are
wide and varied, but the way people feel about themselves underlies the majority of contacts
including self-esteem issues, self-worth issues, feeling disempowered, and feeling undervalued. Any
therapeutic intervention should begin by looking at how the service users feel about themselves and
work towards trusting self-acceptance before the service user can trust others to accept them.
Working with self-portraits helps this process by encouraging the service user to work with the

guestion “who am I?” (Weiser, 1999; Berman, 1993).

To address this question, there is an element of communication with the self through the image, and
this may involve an exploration of self-concept, along with self-disclosure, to be able to address
issues (Barbee, 2002; Ziller, 1990). Burns (1984) explains that self-concept is a key factor in “the
integration of personality, in motivating behaviour and in achieving mental health” (p. 2), and Ziller
(1990) believed this was a factor that was worth exploring through self-portraiture. He explained
that perceptions of self-concept link into confidence and will impact on situations an individual is
willing to place themselves into, which in turn impacts on the behaviour of the individual. Through
exploring self-portraits Ziller assisted the process of finding meaning, which he believed had a direct
impact on enhancing self-concept. He also recognised that internal thoughts and feelings about the
self also had to be set in a societal context and consideration given to how individuals are expected
to behave in the given culture in which they exist. He recognised the value of theorists such as Mead
(1934), Stryker (1980) and Cooley (1902) who all highlight the social concept of the self, and was
drawn to Cooley’s “looking-glass self” (1902, p. 152) which described how the view of the self, and
the beliefs an individual holds about how others perceive them, can be different and are tempered
by the emotions of pride and shame. Mead (1934) explored societal roles in identity formation and
described the process as the impulsive, unique driving force behind behaviour (which he termed the

MIM

) being tamed and shaped by interactions with society until a social being emerges (which he
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termed the “me”). In their study of photographic self-representations produced by university
students, Combs and Ziller (1977) state that “the photographs become the “me” that can be

“« I nn

experienced by the (p. 454), and although never mentioning Mead (1934) in the research, they

appear to recognise his influence.

From a very early age children are fascinated by their own image; a photograph can confirm a child’s
identity and place within the family; “from very early in life, the need to have oneself reflected is
crucial to the development of the self” (Berman, 1993, p.3). Even from birth a baby needs
confirmation of its own identity and for this will look to its primary carer; cries initiate a reaction
from the carer, and a response brings conformation that the child exists and can command attention
in order to have needs met. Later it will look into the face of the carer, test out a facial expression
such as a smile, and look for a reaction from the carer, a process Winnicott (1971) called mirroring.
When the mother mirrors the baby’s action, the baby recognises that it has been seen and therefore
exists. As we grow our identity formation is informed by how our interactions with our community
and society are mirrored to us. Self-portraiture through photography allows us to see how others
see us, and allow us time to reflect on how we project ourselves. In a formal therapeutic setting the
therapist will provide the therapeutic gaze which echoes that of Winnicott’s “good enough mother”
allowing service users to explore their full range of emotions (Martin, 2009). However, because
therapeutic photography does not necessarily involve a trained professional, this protective milieu

may be absent.

Berman (1993) explains that, for some, being photographed is not always a positive experience. As
children they may have been forced to pose; low self-esteem might make being photographed feel
unpleasant, which ultimately might create a fear of seeing and being seen in ways which are deeply
uncomfortable. This might result in a participant disengaging from the process, but it is also
something that could be managed by a professional facilitator if they are aware these emotions
might occur. Berman argues that the photographs that appeal to us most are the ones that we have
taken, or the ones that include us in the image, and this is because, if taken by ourselves, there is an
element of control over what is included and what is said about the image, or, if they include us,

they conjure up memories, emotions, and feelings we attach to the image.

Nunez (2009) believes that a fear of the camera lens stems from problematic relationships with our
own self-image. She explains that we are dominated by two ways of seeing — how we think about

ourselves internally, and what we think about ourselves when we view ourselves in a mirror,
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externally. She uses self-portraits as a form of therapy for three reasons; firstly, as self-portraiture
forces the individual to become the subject of the photograph this can expose vulnerabilities;
secondly, once confronted by the self-portrait a process begins that is akin to a formal therapy
session wherein an inner dialogue looks at self-perception, begins to question, forms judgements,
and moves into acceptance; and finally the multiple meanings taken from the analysis of the self-

portrait can help to unify differing aspects of the personality.

Nunez (in Loewenthal, 2013) underpins her work with self-portraits with Freudian psychoanalysis,
helping the subject gain self-acceptance. She has since gone on to develop a programme for service
users who are interested in using self-portrait as a means of self-exploration. The programme
involves service users photographing three different areas of their lives — photographs of the self
where participants are encouraged to consider emotions, identities, and the physical body;

photographs of the self with others exploring one-to-one relationships; and photographs of the self

interacting with the wider world (crisitinanunez.com). She believes the process should culminate in
the intimate sharing of the produced images so that service users can free themselves from the
confines of the ego. Nunez has a background in psychotherapy, but has no formal training in
photography, but in her own words “through self-portraiture | had found a way to re-create the

loving gaze of my mother” (Loewenthal, 2013, p.95).

Nunez is not alone in taking a psychodynamic approach when looking at self-portraiture. Phillips
(1986) recognises the value in using photography to address the loss of ego boundaries and states
that a photographic image can help the service user take one step back from reality and view the
self-image from a safe distance. Phillips also talks about the importance of the therapeutic alliance
which has similarities with Nunez’s approach in that the programmes developed are intended to be
delivered by a “professional” and not a programme to work through on one’s own. The programme
devised by Nunez also appears to have underpinnings in art therapy and the belief that creative
interventions can help service users realign their self-images when the gap between how they define

their identity, and how society interprets their identity, is large enough to cause self-esteem issues.

Milford et.al. (1984) recognised the value of using self-portraiture in group settings, a process they
refer to as visual self-confrontation, and explain that the process can provide the service user with
previously unknown information — a simple example they use is when someone’s opinion of
themselves is challenged by group feedback, albeit they assume this feedback to be positive.
However, using this approach to address self-esteem issues comes with a warning. Being confronted
by one’s own self-image will result in a state of objective self-awareness which can lead to a

comparison with one’s internalised standard, and if this comparison results in a negative discrepancy
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between the two states then aversive arousal takes place and a fight or flight response is often
initiated. If a therapist is involved in this process their job is to keep the service user in a state of
objective self-awareness, however this underpins the argument that therapeutic photography
requires a professional to guide it (Duval & Wicklund, 1972). Again, this is linked to a psychodynamic
approach wherein the anxiety produced when viewing oneself may result in adaptive ego functions,
but it could also be argued that an aroused state makes the service user more accepting of further

therapeutic intervention (Milford et.al., 1984).

In the UK, Jo Spence (1986) has been one of the dominant voices behind the use of self-portraits for
therapeutic gains. Spence died in 1992 but prior to this she had worked to highlight the therapeutic
benefits of using self-portraits to deal with her health issues. Unlike Nunez, Spence had no formal
training as a therapist but was a photographer by trade. When she was diagnosed with breast cancer
she found the experience of dealing with medical professionals disempowering, alienating, and
ultimately she felt infantilised by the experience. She decided to use her photography to try to gain
some control and to help her understand what was happening to her body and created a series of
visual illness diaries. These diaries helped Spence come to terms with her struggle between her real
appearance, and society’s impression of what an ideal woman should be, and consequently, after a
successful lumpectomy, her work went on to inform women’s rights groups as well as disability

movements in their campaigns for rights (Dennett, 2009).

Spence went on to formalise some of her techniques with other interested parties such as Terry
Dennett (2009) and Rosy Martin (2009) who were also interested in identifying the therapeutic
benefits of using photography for self study. Therapeutic staging was one technique developed
wherein participants are encouraged to express internal feelings by thinking about how they want to
be photographed and staging the scene. This was heavily influenced by Spence’s love of cinema and
her appreciation of Sergei Eisenstein as a director who believed in guiding the viewer through a
series of “shocks” (Dennett, 2009). With Martin, Spence developed collaborative photo therapy
which was a form of co-counselling done in partnership with another person, but again, unlike
traditional counselling, no involvement of a trained professional is necessary. The technique involves
revisiting images stored in memory which may be problematic to the service user and reconstructing
them, then capturing them in a photograph, thus challenging the mythologies of others who have
attached stories to old images, and therefore defined identity (Spence, 1986). This technique
assumes that the images to be recreated in photographs are readily available to the participant, thus
suggesting that conscious memories, as opposed to unconscious memories, were the focus of

collaborative photo therapy. The work of Spence and Martin allowed them to challenge social and
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psychic construction, but they believed it was the process of engaging rather than the production of
a finished image that provides therapeutic value. In their own experience, their traumas were not
the same but each could identify with the other and once the work was shared others too found

recognition (Spence, 1986).

The idea of challenging social construction is continued in other forms of therapeutic photography.
In terms of using self-portraiture to do this Newbury (1996) found that incorporating self-portraiture
into a programme which looked at how disability was constructed within society aided students to
integrate different levels of understanding of how images were used to define disability, but also in
ways that they could reclaim their own identity through self-portraiture. This technique has also
found its way into research practices where it is termed auto photography and asks research
participants to capture data through self-portraits and environmental photography. It is believed
that this practice empowers participants and gives them the ability to select what is important to
them (including people and environmental factors) and then asking them to capture this in a
photograph, thus avoiding the constraints of verbal communication with which some people might
struggle. However, the practice is not without criticism as some believe that a photograph will
potentially distort the objective image it aims to capture because the photographer is subjective in
the means they use to portray the image (Noland, 2006; Sontag, 1977). The viewer of the image can
also distort the information, but Noland (2006) argues that by visualising the distortion, it still brings
it to the attention of the researcher and it can then be discussed, and what is said about the image

may be more important than the image itself.

3.2a.1 Summary

The majority of literature focussing on photographs to understand the self has been produced by
practitioners who have had substantial experience of using photography with service users and
clients, and present their own experiences and observations as informed opinion (Weiser, 2004,
2001, 1999; Martin, 2009; Nunez, 2009; Dennett, 2009; Newbury, 1996; Berman, 1993; Phillips,
1986). It could be argued that this exposes the literature to bias as these practitioners promote their
own practice, yet an alternative view could be that their experience provides valuable insight into

the potential implications of the techniques.

A key theme to emerge from the therapeutic use of photography to look at the self is the ability to

explore self-concept in terms of how the participant views themselves, and how they believe others
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view them. In using a visual approach issues can be objectified in an image, held at a distance, and a
dialogue begins where the individual looks at their relationship with the self. Accepting the fact that
people have a relationship with themselves is important, and this means appreciating that people
can be accepting of their own image, but equally can be critical, punitive and obstructive if a
negative self-image is present (Sudbery, 2002). With visual images such as photographs, the
therapeutic relationship can be enhanced by listening to what an individual says about their
photograph, rather than the professional attaching their own meaning to the image (Weiser, 1999).
There are risks that the participant will find this uncomfortable or upsetting, and this suggests that a
facilitator with professional skills to identify discomfort and work with it would be advantageous.
Despite this, the use of therapeutic photography does not appear to be underpinned by formal
training or guidance. The underlying theories which have been identified are familiar to social work

practice which suggests similarities in approaches, and this chapter will now go on to discuss these.

3.2b Social work theoryv and “the self”

The exploration of photographic self-portraiture reveals the dominant theoretical approach is
psychodynamic theory (Nunez (in Loewenthal 2013); Berman, 1993; Ziller, 1990; Phillips, 1986).
Psychodynamic theories stem from the work of Freud and have been built upon by other theorists to
facilitate social workers in their practice to help understand behaviour based on relationships,
motivation, and emotions (Brearley (in Lishman, 2015); Payne, 2014). Payne (2014) explains that
social work must consider internal psychological pressures experienced by the service user,
alongside how the service user is affected by external social factors. The difference in these two
factors may cause disequilibrium between the service user and their environment, and it is the job of
the social worker to help the service user address attitudes and reactions caused by internal
psychological pressures, as opposed to directly trying to change the external social factors which

may require resources out with the means of the profession.

The work of Freud is usually a starting point for social workers to understand psychodynamic theory.
Freud believed that every human has an instinctive biological drive but that they long to maintain
homoeostasis which is affected by a three-way struggle between the id, ego, and the superego. The
id relates to the unconscious component of an individual’s mental life where primitive instincts drive
actions, but where unpleasant memories and repressed emotions are also stored, which continue to

influence behaviour. The superego relates to how an individual has been nurtured which contributes
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to how the wants of the id are met and will impact on how moral values are developed. The ego
manages the relation between the id and the superego and will work to protect the id if the
superego is unable to provide for the ids wants. Central to Freud’s driving forces is the concept of
anxiety which is an emotion created when homoeostasis is not achieved, and the ego then has to
create defence mechanisms to cope with this (Brearley (in Lishman, 2015); Payne, 2014; Borden,

2000).

Repression is one of the more common defence mechanisms employed by the ego and leads to
memories that are painful, threatening, or highly emotionally charged being forgotten by the
conscious part of the mind, but where they take root in the unconscious to resurface at a later date
in coded forms such as behaviours and emotions, often towards people who had nothing to do with
the original memory (Brearley (in Lishman, 2015)). Splitting often arises when an individual has had
to deal with contradictory emotions in their relationship with others which leads to the individual
viewing others as all good, or all bad, and stems from an inability to view other people in their lives
as holistic beings capable of both good and bad actions. This leads to the mental compartmentalising
of other people in their lives — if needs are being met then the person is good, but when needs are
not being met the person is bad. This can often be accompanied by the defence mechanism known
as projection which sees characteristics of the self being externalised and attached to another
person. The purpose of this defence mechanism is to remove unwanted qualities of the self from the
unconscious, and place it on others (Brearley (in Lishman, 2015); Payne, 2014). Brearley (in Lishman,
2015) notes that it is not only negative qualities that are ascribed to other people, positive aspects
can also be attributed resulting in the idolisation of others. Other ego defence mechanisms include
sublimation (where impulses from the id are satisfied by a substitute object in socially acceptable
way (for example, redirecting aggressive impulses into sporting activity)), displacement (when
emotions are redirected at a substitute object), rationalisation (when the real reasons behind
activities are repressed and explained by other, more acceptable reasons), denial (where the truth is
too painful to handle and the mind refuses to acknowledge reality), and regression (when the mind
reverts to an earlier phase of development where it felt more comfortable and behaviours at this

stage can manifest) (Brearley (in Lishman, 2015); Payne, 2014).

Midway through the 20™ century psychodynamic theorists began to challenge Freud’s view and
moved towards a relational perspective which recognised the importance of conscious decision-
making and motives, but also viewed the quality of relationships and interaction with the social
environment as important for personality development (Borden, 2000). These theorists included

Adler, Jung, Klein, Winnicott, Bowlby and Erikson, all of whom contributed to the social work
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knowledge base by recognising that human beings are social creatures and are influenced in their
development through their interactions with others. Borden (2000) explains that it was the work of
Suttie (1999) which drove the relational perspective; he believed that problems stemmed from the

dynamics of the family, social and cultural circumstances, as opposed to purely biological influences.

Nunez (in Loewenthal, 2013) and Martin (2009) refer to the work of Winnicott in their approach to
self-portraiture with photography. Winnicott (1971) wrote about mirroring and recognised that
developing children have to rely on others to meet their needs. In a caring relationship, when a child
exhibits a need, that need is met which demonstrates to the child that they exist and that their
actions will result in corresponding reactions, much like looking in a mirror and learning from the
reflection. This mirroring relationship contributes to the development of the identity of the
developing child, a process Winnicott referred to as the development of a true self (Beckett & Taylor,
2010). However, a false self can also develop when a developing child is inadequately mirrored and
the needs of the child are ignored or unmet. This false self is a defence mechanism which sees the
feelings and needs pushed into the unconscious while the child becomes preoccupied with trying to
second guess how significant caregivers are going to act. Winnicott recognised that caregivers can
never meet all of a child’s needs constantly, but parenting had to be good enough. He also
recognised the importance of the transitional object in helping a person mature from a protective
relationship into a new relationship with the wider world, or a stage of relative safety into a more
unpredictable stage. For children this can often be an old toy or blanket which they will eventually
emotionally outgrow, but the importance of photographs as transitional objects has also been
suggested by others (Prins, 2013; Hills de Zarate 2012; Weiser, 2004). Borden (2000) believes that
Winnicott’s work in psychoanalysis has made him one of the seminal figures within therapeutic
practice, and along with the other relational theorists drove forward the object relations movement

which will be discussed further in sections 3.3a and 3.3b.

Another significant theorist for practitioners in social work is Erik Erikson (1963) and his eight stages
of psychosocial development which took Freud’s theory of psychosexual development and
considered the cultural and social impacts upon these. Freud believed that children begin life by
seeking gratification for needs. The first is oral where needs are met by taking food in through the
mouth. The second is anal where a child learns that they have parts of their bodies that they cannot
always see and that excretion needs to be managed. The third is a phallic where the same sex parent
is identified with and the child learns about appropriate family relationships, and the fourth is the
Oedipal stage when the child is attracted to the opposite sex parent, ending in latency when social

learning redirects attraction towards people out with the family (Payne, 2014). Erikson (1963)
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believed that these factors influenced development, but his approach to ego development differed
from that of Freud in that Erikson did not believe that individuals were solely driven by internal
factors and that development takes place across the life stages. He proposed there were eight stages
of development across the lifespan and that at each stage an individual must deal with a
psychosocial crisis; for favourable outcomes to be achieved, an individual must resolve each one
with a larger share of experiences which fosters learning towards the positive polarity of each crisis.
If favourable outcomes are achieved at each stage, the developing adult ends up with positive basic
virtues (see fig. 3.1). Much like Winnicott’s recognition that parenting needed to be good enough,
Erikson did not advocate an entirely positive outcome at each stage (indeed, he argued that this was
not possible), the ratio only needed to be favourable for healthy development (Gibson & Gibson,

2016).

STAGE Psychosocial crisis Positive outcome Age
Basic trust vs basic mistrust Hope Infancy
2 Autonomy vs shame and doubt Will Early childhood
3 Initiative vs guilt Purpose Pre school
4 Industry vs inferiority Competence School age
5 Ego identity vs role confusion Fidelity Adolescence
6 Intimacy vs isolation Love Young adulthood
7 Generativity vs stagnation Care Mid life
8 Ego integrity vs despair Wisdom Maturity

Fig 3.1 — The 8 stages of development by Erikson (1963)

Using self-portraiture is a means to explore identity, and Erikson recognised the importance of
identity. His fifth stage concerns itself specifically with ego identity which was the starting point for
his definition of the eight stages as he worked backwards and forwards from this one stage,
recognising the crucial importance of identity formation and how it impacted on everything else. He
believed that the combination of the ego’s ability to adapt to all previous stages which incorporated
Freud’s psychosexual development, the skills learned as a person moves from childhood through
puberty and into adulthood, and the opportunities offered by society, should all culminate in a
positive identity for the individual (Gibson & Gibson, 2016; Erikson, 1963). However, if outcomes

from previous stages have been negative, and opportunities within the environment and society are
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not positive enough, Erikson believed that the individual can experience a loss of identity because
they can over identify with others and try to project their diffused ego image onto others to see if

they can gain clarification through reflection.

Borden (2000) believes the importance of psychodynamic theories in social work lie in the fact that
they help to enhance understanding of intrapsychic processes so that the service user can look for
other ways to manage experiences that cause conflict. Key to this is the therapeutic alliance wherein
the social worker will show empathy and can explore experiences, narratives, and learning, to help
modify the service users’ self-perception and representation, as well as address emotional issues
(Ogden, 2009; Borden, 2000). Borden (2000) also highlights the fact that a therapeutic alliance does
involve mutuality in that the service user and social worker should both be involved in the process.
The power should be shared and the social worker should be a co-participant, willing to learn from

the service user, and empower the service user to explore solutions.

“In the broadest sense, relational perspectives seek to encompass biological, psychological,
and social domains of experience and to link concepts of person and environment in process-
orientated models of human functioning” (Borden, 2000, p.366).

3.2b.1 Summary

Social work is a relational profession, both in forming therapeutic relationships to enable change,
and in understanding relationships and the complexities within these (Borden, 2000; Suttee, 1999).
These complex relationships begin with the individual and how they feel about themselves. As
Weiser (1999) identified, any therapeutic intervention needs to begin with an exploration of self-

perception as it is important to accept who you are before looking for acceptance from others.

Psychodynamic theory has developed from a belief that all behaviour was driven by the motivation
of inner drives to an encompassing view that external influences play an equal role in defining
identity. The by-product of any problems this may cause is anxiety (Ruch, 2005; Howe, 1998), and
the ego may work to protect the inner self by engaging defence mechanisms. A knowledge of these
can help practitioners address them when they arise and, as Erikson (1963) explained, assist service

users to reflect on issues in order to seek clarification of the self.

Using the technique of therapeutic photography may help to bypass defence mechanisms through
the objectification of an issue; the photographer makes an issue tangible by giving it form, and it can

then be discussed in its externalised form. However, the relationship with the self is only one of
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many relationships which the application of photography can creatively explore. This chapter will
now move on to look at the use of therapeutic photography to understand and explore

relationships.

3.3a Photographs to understand relationships

Family photographs are a link to the past; images can display unity, cohesion, rituals, and chronicles
of the development of family life. The concept of “family” is not an easy one to define as every
family will be impacted and shaped by history, sociology, psychology, culture, institution, and
relationships. Using family photographs can be a useful starting point for exploring relationships in
general by looking at the boundaries of the family and how they have impacted on an individual
(Hirsch, 1997). Family albums can be a rich source of autobiographical storytelling and images also
contain non-verbal communication such as facial expressions, body language, as well as historical
and cultural references. Traditionally within western culture, family photograph albums document
success; birthdays and weddings, celebrations and holidays. The ways in which photographs are
presented can also be telling, for example gaps in chronology might suggest the family were facing
particularly challenging times which were obviously not photographed. There are also cultural
variations to the family album as it is not uncommon for some societies also to photograph the dead
so that they have a complete record of a person’s life from cradle to grave. Ultimately, the
traditional family photograph album acts as a public relations document for the family (Martin,

2009; Weiser, 2004; Berman, 1993).

Ulkuniemi (2007) believes there are four different ways in which family photographs are commonly
used. Firstly, in relation to the traditional family album and the preservation of historic events,
family photographs document. Secondly, photographs are used as iconic symbols —on walls, in
wallets or purses, and on mobile phones — they bring unity to the family and are even used to
provide a visual reminder of a relative who has passed away. Thirdly, photographs provide
opportunity for interaction, an area which is showing growing popularity on social networking sites
such as Facebook, Flickr and other photo sharing sites. Showing photographs can be inclusive and
adds another dimension to a person’s life when they can enhance their stories using visual
examples. Finally, photographs aid in building the identity. Looking back at a photo collection can

reaffirm your life journey so far and gives opportunity to relive experiences at a later date. These
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four areas do not require the need of a formal therapist or counsellor to facilitate the use of
photographs, and Ulkuniemi (2009) highlights the benefit of exploring family photographs in peer
groups as social patterns which impacted on identity formation can emerge through the

conversations.

Family photographs are closely tied to memories, and research into the construction of memory
suggests that one of the main contributors to how they are formed is the way in which
autobiographical narratives are retained by an individual (Brookfield et. al., 2008). These
autobiographical narratives are formed through storytelling and this includes stories told within
families to bind and strengthen identity. Many of these stories are formed around visual prompts
and materials that we have within the family unit, therefore these visual records can provide useful
tools to help remember and access these family narratives (Spence & Holland, 1991). Photographs
will factor into these visual prompts, but they can also include a multitude of other items, and
narratives may differ greatly as each person will have their own interpretation of the memory.
Weiser (2004) explains that within a story a narrative is constructed using linguistics to verbalise
memories, and family photograph albums are constructed using a sequence of images, but like any
story, the family album is not an objective historical document but rather a subjective construction
by the albums maker which is open to interpretation by every family member who can incorporate

their own differing viewpoints into their own personal narratives.

Within formal family therapy photographs are often used to look at times of change within the
family unit. This might include using the images to look at power alignments within the family and to
look at complexities of the different relationships between various members (Phillips, 1986). The
theoretical underpinning builds on and from the Freudian approach, but incorporates theories which
aim to define and understand the quality of the relationship being discussed such as Fairbairn’s
(1952) theory of object relations, as well as Bowlby’s (1979, 1969) attachment theory which
recognises that the quality of the relationships experienced in childhood will impact on relationships
formed in later life. Fairbairn (1952) looked at how an infant will internalise aspects of positive
(pleasurable) and negative (painful) experiences and then carry these through to adult life in a
process known as “transference” which unconsciously informs relationship formation. Freud (in
Yerushalmi & Yedidya, 1997) hypothesised that the unconscious brings memories to the fore via
visual means such as dreams and fantasies, yet he favoured verbal techniques to elicit information
from his clients. Others argue that because many childhood memories are in the unconscious,

photographs can help to access these and bypass the censorship of the conscious; as most
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therapeutic relationships rely on verbal information, using a visual component as an added sense
can aid the communication of meaning and message (Yerushalmi & Yedidya, 1997; Feder & Feder,

1981).

The main argument for using family photographs to understand the dynamics within the unit is that
they provide a window which gives insight into how internal relations interact with the external
world. Again, this is tied up in non-verbal cues, what Stern et. al. (1998) term “implicit relational
knowing” (p. 302), acknowledging that it is a largely unconscious process, but not in the Freudian
way of being repressed or removed. This implicit relational knowing is gathered through our
interactions as we go through life, we naturally gather conscious material but at the same time will
be adapting ourselves so that we can connect with people we like, and avoid people we do not like.
This unconscious material is stored as implicit memory, which Stern believes can be accessed
through our non-verbal behaviour and body language (Rodolfo de Bernart, (in Loewenthal, 2013)).
Hence, using photographs to look at non-verbal behaviour and body language is a useful starting

point for accessing the implicit relational knowing.

Working with family photographs also assists in identity formation and clarification but the taking of
family photographs is not a static phenomenon and over the past 100 years has seen some
considerable changes. At the beginning of the 20™ century photographs recorded the dignity of life,
rites of passage, and the formal recording of the developing generations; at the beginning of the 21
century photographs record fun aspects of life, the family playing together, and the emphasis on
leisure time. It used to be the case that exploration of body image and open displays of feelings and
emotions were taboo, but nowadays these may be common images in our family albums or on social
networking sites and modern-day taboo’s might consist of illness, the monotony of everyday life and
work, failures and hard times (Ulkuniemi, 2009). Identity is also not a static phenomenon, but Slater
(in Ulkuniemi, 2009) warns that identity is becoming tied into the consumerist way of thinking and
that presenting our image is becoming more important than being represented by our image, an
aspect of self-presentation which Goffman (1959) referred to as impression management. Images
are becoming more and more public and social networking sites are being used to tell others about
the experiences we are having, the events we have been to, and the active lives we engage in; the
danger here lies in how we decide which photographs make up our true identities, and which make

up our digital identities (Martin, 2009; Van Dijck, 2008).

Van Dijck (2008) believes that photography now plays a major role in identity formation, and with
the ever increasing use of social networking sites, photo blogging and camera phones, the role of the

photograph as a means to capture memory is now secondary to photography’s function as a tool for
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communicating one’s identity. He recognises the importance of the camera within family life and
notes the writing of Sontag (1977) wherein the taking, organising, and presentation of images
helped the family understand their connections whilst documenting ritualised moments of
development, but points to the work of Harrison (2002) whose research has suggested that self-
presentation has become the main function of photography. This shift is attributed to a change in
culture, alongside developing technology, which has allowed a younger generation to use

photography to facilitate peer bonding and conversation.

“Individuals articulate their identity as social beings not only by taking and storing
photographs to document their lives, but by participating in communal photographic
exchanges that mark their identity as interactive producers and consumers of culture” (Van
Dijck, 2008, p.63).

The consequence of this is that generational perceptions of identity through photography may differ
depending on the participants’ experience with photography. Where people once took photographs
on film and had them printed onto photographic paper so that the image became a tangible object,
the digital photograph has become a means to share experiences which can become transient in
nature (Kindberg et. al. 2005). Kegan (1994, 1982) (in Modlin, 2015) states that we perpetually
interpret meaning from our surroundings across the lifespan, and in adulthood the two main
systems are socialized and self-authoring; the socialized adult has the capacity to identify with
others, share beliefs and values, and empathise, whereas the self-authoring adult becomes more
autonomous and does not rely on the validation of others as much. This might suggest that the
photographic experiences described by Harrison (2002) and Van Dijck (2008) are activities for
enhancing the socialized meaning system, but deeper analysis of the image is an activity for the self-

authoring meaning system.

Using photography within family work can also have practical applications. Genograms are often
used in a wide number of settings including social work, counselling, psychology and medicine, and
aim to provide a pictorial overview of family generations and relationships within. Often symbols are
used to represent family members but by including photographs this can provide a visual layer of
communication which can be read to elicit non-verbal communication and body language. When
using photographs in genograms there are three parameters which are used to read the pictures;
firstly there is an interactive parameter which aims to understand how people within the image
relate to one another through their interactions; secondly a relational parameter looks at the
generations and the narrative of the family to try to identify specific patterns that may repeat
overtime; and thirdly a symbolic metaphoric parameter is used to establish whether there are

underlying meanings or messages attached to the images selected for the genogram, for example,
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the image might provoke a memory which may not be immediately apparent from the image, but for
the person who selected the photograph the memory can be very vivid (Rodolfo de Bernart (in
Loewenthal, 2013)). Brookfield et. al. (2008) point to the importance of using photographs when
engaging in life story work with adopted children. Again this work involves looking at the narrative
and should construct an accurate history so that the adopted child can have some coherence into
their journey through care, aiming to strengthen the child’s resilience and build on attachment by
recognising positive experiences with people in their past. However, the tendency is that challenging
experiences will be omitted and can result in an incomplete narrative which may hinder the child in

the future when they try to locate difficult events from their past.

As well as assisting the exploration of relationships, attachment theory also underpins the use of
photography in bereavement. Within family therapy photographs of the deceased are used to evoke
associations and also to investigate unresolved grief. Research suggests that the older we get the
more important photographs become as they can provide repositories for memories, so much so
that it has been suggested that photographs of people who have passed away can provide a

“tenuous immortality” (Csikzentmihalyi & Halton, 1981 (in Johnson, 1999, p.232)).

3.3a.1 Summary

The literature presents differing approaches to using family photographs and informed opinion from
practitioners on the impact and effectiveness. Ulkuniemi (2009, 2007) used her own images and
researched the reaction of viewers, whereas Brookfield et. al. (2008) and Rodolfo de Bernart (in
Loewenthal, 2013) explore the value of working with children and families who were engaging in
meaning making with their own, pre-existing images. Brookfield et. al.’s (2008) research also made
attempts to understand the phenomenon of engagement with photographs by using focus groups to
draw out the collective voice of parents with fostering experience, and then used discourse analysis

to interpret the focus group transcripts.

Photographs which include significant others create opportunities to explore the relationships and
bonds between the object and the photographer. These opportunities arise from using pre-existing
family images and new photographs to open up a dialogue which allows for the exploration of family
issues which can reveal a multitude of memories, but also values, culture, and beliefs. Sudbery
(2002) also highlights that any work which attempts to explore relationships invites issues that may

surface in the professional relationship between worker and service user. It may be that some of the
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difficulties experienced by the service user are transferred into the working relationship, projected
onto the worker, or cause emotional disturbance. Although therapeutic photography has no formal
training process, it may be advantageous if a professional working to explore relationships has a

good theoretical understanding of how these are formed and how they impact on behaviour.

3.3b Social work theory and relationships

Within their definition of social work, the International Federation of Social Workers describes the
profession as one which “promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the

empowerment and liberation of people” (http://ifsw.org/policies/definition-of-social-work/). This

overarching statement pinpoints the vital component of social cohesion as being one that the
profession needs to recognise and work with, and this places emphasis on looking at how society
prospers and survives through the relationships and cooperation of its members. Gerhardt (2006)
explains that the human being is a social animal and because of this our physical and emotional
development is shaped by social interactions. Howe and Campling (1995) also believe that humans
are defined by the quality of social relationships, and experiences of previous relationships will
shape how individuals handle new relationships. Howe goes on to explain that because social
workers deal with service users who are in distress, or cause distress, they are dealing with people’s
emotions which are likely to be in a heightened state and it is therefore important that effective
working has to be underpinned with a good knowledge of the human condition, including why

certain reactions might be provoked by stress and anxiety.

Knowledge of attachment theory is one way for social workers to assess the quality of relationships
the service user has with others. In the 1950s John Bowlby (2008) introduced the concept of
attachment theory for understanding the quality of the care giving relationship between mother and
child. Since then, his theories have been developed by a number of other authors including Mary
Ainsworth (et. al., 2014), who worked to classify the insecure attachment styles through an
experiment known as the “strange situation”, and David Howe (1995), who recognised that the
importance of attachment goes beyond childhood as it continues to impact on relationships
throughout all stages of the life-cycle. Within social work practice the four attachment styles are

now recognised as i) a secure attachment which is defined by a constant, positive, and available
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relationship between carer and child; ii) ambivalent attachment where the quality of the relationship
is inconsistent and the child has to demand attention in various ways and therefore feels
undervalued; iii) avoidant attachment where the care is constantly unavailable, rejecting, and the
child develops self-reliance very quickly; and iv) disorganised attachment which is defined by
unpredictable and frightening responses which are often accompanied by violence and abuse
(Gibson & Gibson, 2016; Aldgate & Gibson, (in Lishman, 2015)). These attachment styles are
mirrored in adulthood wherein those service users who formed secure attachments in childhood will
be autonomous, secure individuals; those who experienced ambivalent attachments will be
preoccupied, entangled individuals; avoidant styles will be demonstrated in dismissing, detached
individuals; and disorganised attachment styles will be repeated in fearful, avoidant personalities
(Gibson & Gibson, 2016; Howe & Campling, 1995; Bretherton, 1991). These styles are discernible
from responses given to an interview known as the adult attachment interview (George et. al., 1985)
where the ways in which questions are answered can direct social workers to certain attachment
styles. The 20 question format elicits direct responses to the answers, but by listening to the way in
which the narrative is communicated (such as the amount of detail offered, focus on the subject
matter, levels of anxiety displayed) insight can also be gleaned into certain adult attachment styles.
Attachment is adaptable and it does not automatically follow that an attachment style from
childhood will define adult attachment styles; human beings will learn from different circumstances
and relationships and will adjust internal working models to adapt and social workers should be
aware of this ability to change (lwaniec & Sneddon, 2001). Aldgate & Gibson (in Lishman, 2015)
believe that attachment theory underpins the three key areas of social work — assessment, planning,
and intervention — and can inform specific techniques such as genograms, eco-maps and life story
work, interventions which some believe can be enhanced through the use of photography (Rodolfo
de Bernart (in Loewenthal, 2013); Brookfield et. al., 2008). The value of considering attachment
theory in social work also relates to the therapeutic relationship between worker and service user. If
the worker can provide a milieu which lets the service user explore issues in a non-judgemental
manner, where emotions and feelings can be explored, and where empathy informs communication,
then the service user can experience what a secure attachment should feel like and the relationship

between the worker and service user can be described as earned secure (Gibson & Gibson, 2016).

The work of Klein and Fairbairn developed object relations theory which proposes that human
beings are driven by the need to form and maintain relationships with significant others. Klein

surmised that young babies see the world from a paranoid schizoid position where the main carer is
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viewed as either all good or all bad depending on how needs are met, but this viewpoint soon moves
into a depressive position and the baby realises that the main carer is not split into good carer or
bad carer, but is actually a whole person who is capable of being both good and bad. This is the
beginning of the integration of the ego and the start of synthesis between internal and external
situations. At times of difficulty and stress, an individual may revert back to a paranoid schizoid
position and be unable to see another person for both their good and bad aspects, simply viewing
them as all good or all bad, but healthy relationships should be able to move back into the
depressive positions (Beckett & Taylor, 2010; Klein (in Mitchell, 1986)). Fairbairn (1952) further
developed Klein’s theory and took the standpoint that healthy relationships involved the capacity to
invest the self into a relationship, whilst accepting something back from the other person in the
relationship, thus making the relationship reciprocal. However, when needs were unmet or punished
in childhood, splitting occurred and unpleasant experiences were buried in the unconscious, but
within two clear domains — the libidinal, and the anti-libidinal. The libidinal part of the unconscious
contained the feelings associated with having needs that were not met by the primary carer such as
the carer being unavailable, or love being withheld. In contrast, the anti-libidinal part houses
emotions associated with being shamed or punished. Fairbairn (1952) proposed that every human
being will have elements of libidinal and anti-libidinal ego, but where childhood experiences have
resulted in strong, dominant libidinal or anti-libidinal egos, they can adversely affect relationships in
adulthood. This might mean that a dominant libidinal ego might seek out partners that will meet
unmet need from their childhood and exhibit behaviour often described as clingy and needy,
whereas a dominant anti-libidinal ego might isolate themselves for fear of being hurt in adult
relationships, as well as their own emotions. As a result, an individual is not seeing their partner as a
whole person if the partner is only satisfying a certain part of the whole ego. Again, this is an
unconscious defence mechanism and is not a conscious decision that a person makes (Gibson &

Gibson, 2016; Gibson (in Lishman, 2015); Yumatov, 2014; Borden, 2000).

Arguably, the first experience individuals have of relationship formation occurs within the family
unit. Traditionally the word “family” conjured up images of a heterosexual couple with children who
lived in the same household, but Walker (in Lishman, 2015) warns that this assumption is outdated
and that social workers need to recognise the wide diversity of family units within today’s
multicultural society. Consideration needs to be given to issues such as ethnic diversity, sociological
issues, extended families, lone parent families, same sex partnerships, unmarried parents, divorces,
stepfamilies, as well as adoption and fostering. Working with families, from a social work
perspective, may take a systemic approach which views an individual as functioning within a number

of systems and subsystems, and defining their identity from these interactions (Minuchin, 1974;

46



Burnham, 1968). Genograms are often used with service users to build a picture of the family unit
and can be useful at both the assessment and intervention stage. They can be drawn with symbols
or pictures to represent family members, but Rodolfo de Bernart (in Loewenthal, 2013) argues that
using photographs is a more effective method of building up a genogram and allows exploration of
systems out with the immediate family that images from the photographs offer up. Berman (1993)
also argues that the potential for using photographs to explore family systems, and dynamics within,

is a rich source of information.

Much of the theory used in family therapy stems from the work of Minuchin (1974) who believed
that the structure of a family needed to be analysed to find the source of any issues or problematic
behaviour (Walker (in Lishman, 2015)). Minuchin (1974) states that repeated transactions within the
family unit will establish family norms and structure. This structure is then maintained by two
systems; a generic system which governs how families are organised and delineate lines of power,
and an idiosyncratic system which sets forth mutual expectations of family members. This system
should be adaptable and there should be clear boundaries for every member of the unit. In turn,
analysis of these boundaries can determine whether the family has become disengaged (where
certain members become peripheral and separate), or enmeshed (where family members have a
heightened sense of belonging and a loss of autonomy) (Burnham, 1968). An analysis of boundaries
can also help understand the subsystems which naturally occur within the family unit. There will be a
number of naturally occurring subsystems within each family unit, for example parental subsystems,
sibling subsystems, and parent — child subsystems (Janzen & Harris, 1986), but if the boundaries of a
subsystem become confused and affects a person’s role within a family they can become
problematic (Minuchin, 1974). To give an example, a mother might begin to use her daughter as a
form of support if she is having problems with her husband, a situation which may result in the
daughter becoming a confidante and “friend” for her mother, leading to isolation of the father, and
ultimately leading to role confusion for the daughter. Triangulation is also an issue to consider when
working with families which occurs when a two-person system experiences anxiety and brings a
third element into the relationship in the hope of providing stability (Janzen & Harris, 1986). This
third element can be another family member, a child, or even an issue, such as alcohol use.
Sometimes the triangulation of the relationship can provide homoeostasis, but it also has the
potential to become perverse and pathological (Haley, 1967). It is also important to note that
homoeostasis could also be problematic if the effort to maintain this is not always serving the
interests of all the family (Janzen & Harris, 1986). Through discussing family issues and structures, a
social worker also has the opportunity to explore whether there are explicit and established family

rules that govern the behaviour of family members, and also whether family myths exist which
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define expectations of the family members and their relationships with others (Janzen & Harris,

1986; Minuchin, 1974; Burnham, 1968).

Early and GlenMaye (2000) warn against solely looking for problems and issues within the family and
suggest that social workers need to take a strengths approach when practising with families in order
to allow service users to define and attribute meaning to their situations. They believe that the
homoeostasis that keeps families together, including traditions and myths, and the systems in which
they are embedded, means that they are already drawing strengths from these resources and, if
working to empower service users, social work needs to highlight existing coping strategies and build
on these. To do this, Early and GlenMaye (2000) explain that a social worker needs to form a
collaborative relationship with the service user and be guided by them in all areas from initial
assessment, right through to evaluating the intervention, and they also highlight the importance of
considering resilience. Gilligan (2004) believes that resilience should be something that all practising
social workers consider in work with their service users as the more resilient a person is, the better
they are at avoiding the impact of adversity when faced with challenges. He explains that resilience
is built up when an individual experiences repeated interactions with favourable elements of their
environment. Daniel and Wassell (2002) highlight six areas where these favourable elements can be
built up; experiencing a secure base where a person feels safe to explore from, and safe to return to;
engaging in education; establishing friendships based on patterns of secure attachment; developing
talents and interests; having positive values and feeling able to contribute to society; and having
good social competencies to facilitate communication and engagement with society as a whole.
Gilligan (2004) points out that resilience may well occur in only one or two of these domains, rather
than all six, but where domains of resilience occur, these can be viewed as protective factors. In
considering resilience, a social worker is considering relationships with the wider world which
mirrors Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model (which is discussed in section 3.6), and Gilligan
(2004) states that social workers must try to understand service users in their own social contexts
and try to identify their whole needs. In doing so there is more opportunity for a therapeutic alliance
to develop, and it is this trusting relationship that is often the most productive element of social
work contact (Gilligan, 2004). Folke (2006) also believes that considering resilience factors alongside
socio-ecological systems is not only useful for identifying where strengths lie, but also for identifying

where there is capacity for development.
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3.3b.1 Summary

People form relationships based on their own experience of being in a relationship, and for the large
majority of people, the first relationship experienced is the parental one. Here, the foundations are
laid and an individual builds up beliefs in the world around them based on feelings of safety and
trust in their carer, and in the environment. Good experiences result in a strong sense of self and a
positive internal working model, but negative experiences during formative years may result in a
poor internal working model and suspicion of the world around us (Gibson & Gibson, 2016; Bowlby,

1969).

A knowledge of attachment styles and family relationships can provide the social worker with an
insight into the internal working model through the expression of beliefs, values and attitudes, and
this insight can be used to create interventions which give the service user control or structure which
can be useful in addressing anxiety within problematic adult attachment styles, particularly
dismissive and preoccupied ones. Social work education places value on theories which analyse and
attempt to understand relationships, and when combined with therapeutic interventions this should
enhance the working relationship, and the outcome for the service user. These approaches could
potentially compliment therapeutic photography when using images to explore relationships and
provide the professional understanding of relationships that may be absent in unstructured,

informal groups.

Psychodynamic and relational approaches encourage introspection and an examination of past
experiences to see how they have shaped lives, but these experiences also need to be viewed in situ
with the environment, culture, and society to consider external factors that may be problematic
(Folke, 2006; Gilligan, 2004). This chapter will now move on to look at how therapeutic photography

is used to explore these wider cultural and societal issues.
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3.4a Photography to elicit narratives

Photo elicitation stems from research practice wherein photographs are used with research
participants to elicit a response which is thought to be deeper than using linguistic means alone.
Harper (2002) relates the value of using photo elicitation to the evolution of the brain; because the
part of the brain that processes visual information is responsible for learning long before the part
that processes linguistic information, Harper argues that using images can access a deeper level of
consciousness than using words alone. Certainly, research into brain development may support the
fact that the right side of the brain is responsible for documenting visual reality and this is the
portion of the brain which develops initially from birth to around two years of age, until the left side
begins to develop in equal measure with the arrival of linguistic ability (Gerhardt, 2006; Weiser,
1988). However, McGilchrist (2009) warns that viewing the right and left side of the brain as being
responsible for visual and verbal development respectively is too simplistic, and that neuroscience
suggests the left side is actually responsible for structuring, ordering, and defining detail in the world
around us, whereas the right side is used to make sense of visual cues, consider alternative options,
and remain vigilant when structure is absent. He continues to state that modern society is becoming
too reliant on the left hand side of the brain, seeking rationale and order in everything, and that
approaches to exercise the right hand side of the brain should be favoured. The influence of the
image continues to permeate human life and the value of working with images extends beyond the
early years of childhood; images become “part of how we experience, learn and know as well as how

we communicate and represent knowledge” (Pink, 2013, p. 1).

Using photo elicitation in a therapeutic sense can be viewed as a means of accessing the
unconscious (Loewenthal, 2013; Trainin Blank, 2009). This is built on the Freudian belief that
unpleasant memories, thoughts and desires are removed from the conscious, and buried in the
unconscious, a process which Freud (2001) termed repression. Using photographs to access the
unconscious assumes that service users will attach meanings to the image through projection as a
result of previous repression. There are three main approaches to using photo elicitation; firstly, in
an approach called auto driving, interviewees will discuss photographs they have been presented
with. The interviewees have no personal connection to the photographs used and may be asked to
select a particular image that they are drawn to. This technique is often used in the practice of
phototherapy where trained counsellors or therapists will use photos printed onto postcards (also
known as spectrocards) to elicit a response in connection to the image (Saita et. al., 2014;
Loewenthal, 2013; Halkola (in Loewenthal, 2013)). Secondly, reflexive photography is an approach

wherein interviewees will create their own photographs and then bring them to an interviewer
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where they will explore the deeper meanings of the photographs produced. Thirdly photo novella is
a practice which requires the participants to document their daily routines and perhaps explore
challenges within these. Noland (2006) highlights that photographs can capture the mundane
aspects of life, but by exploring the image and drawing attention to certain elements issues and
experiences can be brought into the conscious realm. Photo novella is similar to the practice of
photovoice (which will be discussed in section 3.5a) which aims to challenge injustice or inequality
and to highlight areas where change could benefit the participant (Loewenthal, 2013; Parker, 2009).
John Collier (Collier & Collier, 1986) is credited as being the founding father of photo elicitation
when, in 1957, he developed the technique to research environmental factors affecting service users
with mental health problems. His team later used photographs to help define environmental factors
when they were having problems trying to categorise themes using words alone. They found that by
using photographs to assist in the interviews the respondents demonstrated better recall from
memory as well as reduced misunderstandings between the researchers and participants (Harper,

2002).

In an approach informed by auto-driving, Schwartz (1989) used a variety of images that were taken
by photographers and asked participants to determine meanings and messages behind each picture.
He found that all participants used their own personal narratives and social experiences to draw
meaning from each image, and that the message that the photographers had intended were not
apparent. He concluded that photographs were a useful medium for eliciting perception, social
constructions, and memories. The photograph itself has been described as a “neutral third party”
(Parker, 2009, p. 1119) within the relational dynamic between the interviewer and the interviewee
in that the discussion can be focused on the image rather than the interviewer focusing attention on
the interviewee which, in turn, reduces the power imbalance within that relationship. It also
empowers the interviewee as ultimately they are the experts of their own situation and will hold the
knowledge behind the images they have produced (Parker, 2009). Photo elicitation can also be
conducted in a group scenario and is particularly good for identifying common themes or common
issues amongst minority communities, as well as the polysemic nature of a photograph, that is, the
multiple meanings people can attribute to one image (Clark-lbanez, 2004). However, as with all
group situations, there may be participants who feel inhibited in the presence of other people,
therefore caution should be used when selecting appropriate group members, especially at the

expense of one-to-one work (Collier & Collier, 1986).

Within society images form a major role in communication; the average person is exposed to an

enormous amount of visual information every day through sources including films, TV, advertising,
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internet use, and print media. Children learn to recognise visual images long before they develop
linguistic skills and as a result photo elicitation has proved to be a successful tool to use when trying
to get views from young children and adolescents. Photo elicitation has been used in pedagogical
environments to seek information from young children on what they find is important within a
classroom setting (Stan & Popa, 2013; Cappello, 2005). In their study on the importance of play for
children, Alexander et. al. (2014) opted to gather data through photographs produced by the
children as the visual element appeared to give the children confidence and gave power to voice and
express feelings. Their data was backed up by interviewing the children, using the images to guide
and explore what the children were aiming to express, and concluded that this approach was more

inclusive than using interviews alone.

The success of this method has been attributed to the focus on visual information rather than lexical
information, and also the manner in which information is sought deviates from the average
adult/child relationships where the balance of power typically lies with the adult. Power dynamics
were also a major consideration in research conducted into bullying by Walton and Niblett (2013)
who recognised that children who had been bullied may be wary of power, control and authority,
and the visual aspect of their questioning allowed the discussion to develop in a different manner
which elicited new information when compared to previous studies which had relied on
questionnaires and interviews alone. Goffman (2009) highlights denigration and social
marginalisation as factors contributing towards stigmatisation which should be considered when
thinking about power dynamics within an interview situation. As photo elicitation addresses some
power dynamics this suggests it could be a particularly suitable intervention to use when working
with stigmatised service users. Griebling et. al. (2013) explain that photo elicitation places the power
of research into the hands of the photographer as they are looking to illustrate strengths and
challenges within their lives, then share interpretations with interested parties. In turn, the
interested parties, be it researcher, facilitator, or peers, then engage with the photographer in an

effort to learn and understand what the issues are; the photographer becomes an educator.

As well as stigma, photo elicitation can aid in the development of identity, exploration of the self,
and clarification of roles by acting as an externalised medium for the expression of issues (Goessling
& Doyle, 2009). Rice et. al. (2013) found that photo elicitation was useful for helping younger
adolescents who had experienced trauma prioritise wants and needs when care planning. The
benefit of being able to externalise issues through images meant that participants could take

photographs to represent what was personally important to them, and when the researchers looked
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across all images there were clear themes with regards to the importance of friends and family to
reinforce identity. The results also highlighted the importance of considering environmental factors,
how they reinforce identity and how the participants found the process engaging and empowering.
Teixeira (2015) observed that the action orientated way in which data is collected through
photographs also encouraged participants creatively to discuss solutions to the issues identified,

thus suggesting that empowerment was also an outcome of this approach.

Because of the emancipatory potential of photo elicitation, it appears to be a useful technique to
elicit information from hard to reach communities. Oliffe and Bottorff (2007) used the technique in a
medical setting when working with men who were going through prostate cancer treatment. They
found that the experience was a therapeutic one in that it allowed the participants to photograph
aspects of their treatment, then to reflect, process, and talk about what was occurring. It also
allowed the men who participated to choose what would be discussed at each session by deciding
what to photograph, thus the power was in their hands, and the interviewers felt that they were

learning from the participants and became spectators of the participant’s perspective.

If the societal perception is that minority groups are closed off and stoic, then attempts to reach
these groups may be tainted by this attitude; if traditional methods of data collection have proved
fruitless, then introducing a visual aspect may have benefits and could elicit more information. The
therapeutic value of photo elicitation was also highlighted by Newbury and Hoskins (2011) when
feedback from their study revealed that the process had been “healing” (p. 1070) for participants.
Their study looked at problems associated with substance use and they found that photo elicitation
helped to move away from the perspective that risk taking behaviour is an individual’s choice,
towards a more holistic view that the environment and society we are raised in will also contribute;
photo elicitation allowed participants to bring other aspects of their lives into the interviews. They
also noted that the dynamics of communication was affected by the introduction of a photograph in
that the researcher would sit side by side with the participant, as opposed to face to face, and the
conversation and eye contact was directed at the image, rather than with each other. This appeared
to make the conversation feel more “comfortable” (p. 1068) and gave a sense of safety so that the

participant could control the f