Seeing Is Believing: The Credibility of Image Based Research and Evaluation

Sandra Mathison

As for a picture, if it isn’t worth a thousand words, to hell with it.

Ad Rheinhardt, minimalist American painter


This chapter explores the credibility of image based research and evaluation, one form of evidence used to establish and represent truth and value. While there are unique features of images and image based inquiry, their credibility exists within a larger framework for establishing the believability of facts and values. 

The credibility of evidence, the knowledge it generates, is contingent on experience, perception, and social conventions. As such, it can and does change over time (consider that for as long as you can remember Pluto existed as a planet, and now it doesn't) and can and should be arrived at through many means eschewing the dominance of any one method. The credibility of evidence and the generation of knowledge is enhanced by embracing Feyerabend’s (1975) notion of an anarchist epistemology, the notion that every idea or strategy, however new or old or absurd, may improve our knowledge of the social world. Credible evidence cannot therefore be the province of only certain methods (such as observations or experiments) and cannot be expressed in only one way (such as statistical averages or vignettes). To extend Feyerabend’s notion, credible evidence should be humanitarian, and include embracing political ideology as a source of credibility since such ideologies may be important in overcoming the chauvinism of particular perspectives, especially ones that maintain the status quo.

At any given time our knowledge is the best it can be and so a commonsense realism prevails—we are reasonably certain at a given time that this or that is true and we can act on that knowledge with relatively high degrees of confidence. In some senses certainty is based on cultural norms, what Charles Taylor referred to as intersubjective meanings, those things we collectively know and act on even if that knowledge is tacit. But because knowledge is contingent there are limits to its certainty and what we know will inevitably change. In general, the issue of certainty turns on sustaining a Cartesian dualism of a mind and a separate real world—rejecting this dualism refocuses the issue of certainty, away from mapping mind onto a physical reality and toward usable and sensible knowledge. 

Qualities of good evidence include relevance, coherence, verisimilitude, justifiablility, and contextuality. Contextuality is important in two respects. First is the contextuality of the evidence itself, as the charge that something is taken out of context is always a serious challenge to the credibility of evidence. So, context is paramount in establishing the credibility of evidence. Knowing the point of view (for example, economic, aesthetic, or political), who generates evidence and how are critical aspects of credibility. The more context provided for evidence, the more credible it is. Context is important in a second sense of providing specific criteria for judging the credibility of evidence. The most obvious example of this is culturally different criteria for establishing credibility—one might contrast Western scientific notions of credibility with aboriginal notions of what makes evidence credible. Adopting the anarchist position offered by Feyerabend allows for open-ended possibilities for what can count as credible evidence and therefore knowledge of the social world.

Seeing is Believing, Or Is It?

Images are all around us; we are all image-makers and image readers. Images are a rich source of data for understanding the social world and for representing our knowledge of that social world. Image-based research has a long history in cultural anthropology and sociology as well as the natural sciences, but is nonetheless still relatively uncommon (Collier & Collier, 1986). Images should not be romanticized, but neither should their value as data and knowledge be ridiculed or avoided. Especially in Western industrialized cultures images are often associated with artistic expression, entertainment, and persuasion. Images are seen as intuitive, representing implicit and subjective knowledge, while numeric, text and verbal data are more associated with fact, reason, and objective knowledge. Images, in fact, are no more suspect than any other sort of data, such as numbers or text. Images, like any data, can be used to lie, to question, to imagine, to critique, to theorize, to mislead, to flatter, to hurt, to unite, to narrate, to explain, to teach, to represent. This chapter will discuss what image based research is, what it can contribute to social research, and more particularly discuss its credibility. 


We do not necessarily need to see to believe, and indeed we believe many things we cannot or do not see directly. The Humean skepticism about the knowability of causation is a key example of knowing something without being able to see it. The classic billiard ball example illustrates this skepticism—in the Humean perspective we cannot see causation but we infer it from seeing one billiard ball moving across the table hitting another and causing that second to move. Even when what we know is not something we directly see, it is based on seeing, what is referred to in scientific parlance as observation. Seeing is intricately interconnected with believing, and thus knowing at the individual, cultural or global levels of knowledge. Indeed there is biological evidence that seeing, at least in the context of space, is more reliable than other sources of data and that the central nervous system summarizes visual information in a statistically optimal way (Witten & Knudsen, 2005).

What is image based research and evaluation?

Image-based research includes found, and researcher or participant produced videos, photographs, drawings, cartoons, and other visual forms of expression and representation. In anthropology, sociology and psychology images have been used for some time as data, and as an alternative approach to representing research results because they offer a different form for researchers and participants to express their experience and present themselves and their knowledge (Chaplin, 1994; Prosser, 1998; Rose, 2001). 

“Images are essential to human sense-making. We see and think and communicate using images. Like words, images can be used, construed, and read in different ways and can serve multiple functions… Like words, images are part of who we are, who we think we are, and who we become—they are integral to questions of identity and purpose. Like other aspects of sense making, how images create meaning is a dynamic process involving dialectical negotiation or interaction between the social and the personal aspects in any give culture.” (Weber, n.d.) 

Image based research involves those things that are intrinsically visual (like place, clothing, art) but also includes the visual, real and metaphoric, in all contexts. Examples of images are photographs, video/film, drawings, cartoons, graphs and charts, typography, graphic art, graffiti, computer graphics, television, architecture, signs, as well as what is seen in the mind’s eye. This last sort of image may not be recognized as truly visual but indeed we give meaning to and judge the adequacy of people, events, and products by the images we hold only in our mind. Images of failing schools, successful classrooms, urban blight, and rural communities reside in our mind even if we have never been to those places. 

Images are used in three ways: 1) as data or evidence, 2) as an elicitation device to collect other data, and 3) as a representation of knowledge. In the first case, the images are themselves the data or evidence in an evaluation or research study. The classic example is Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson’s photographic study of Balinese life (Mead & Bateson, 1942). This book includes 759 still photographs with captions including the context of the photos, complemented by theoretical discussion. Mead and Bateson were motivated to move beyond what Mead described as “ordinary English words” because of their inadequacy for capturing and communicating the emotions of the South Sea Islanders; photography and film became their alternate grammar. Children’s drawings are another example of images as data. In my investigations of high stakes testing in schools, children’s experiences of testing have been captured in drawings of themselves, the testing context, and their relationships with their teacher and classmates. Figure 1 shows a cartoon and Figure 2 a self-portrait by a fourth grader taking the state mandated English Language Arts test (Freeman & Mathison, 2005).
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Figure 1. Cartoon drawing as data. 
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Figure 2. Joseph’s self-portrait as data.

Using images to elicit other data, like cultural or personal meaning, is perhaps the most common form of image-based research (Harper, 2002). Auto-driven photography is a good example. (See, for example, Clarke, 1999.) Evaluation or research study participants are given the opportunity to take photographs related to the inquiry questions at hand. The specific subject matter of and techniques used to take photographs are left to participants, and as such the photographs become the physical manifestation of what participants pay attention to, perhaps what they value. The photographs are not the end goal, however. The meaning the photographer-participants make of the photographs, expressed in interviews, is the key data being collected. In an assessment of customer satisfaction with a hotel, Pullman & Robson (2006) asked guests to take photographs of things that influenced their opinions of the hotel. The photographs became the basis for discussions with guests about what they did and did not like. Figure 3 includes two photographs depicting positive and negative physical attributes as photographed by guests.
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Figure 3. Photographs taken by guests in a study of consumer satisfaction.

This same strategy is used with photographs or video not generated by participants. Researchers who bring a theoretical framework to the research may take photographs or videos that focus the elicitation on specific research questions. For example, in a study of a therapeutic camp for children with cancer, the researchers hypothesized that the nature of physical space was a critical dimension of the camp’s therapeutic quality. The photos of places and spaces at the camp were taken by the researchers and used in the interview with camp goers to explore this hypothesis (Epstein, Stevens, McKeever, & Baruchel, 2006). Regardless of who makes the images, photographs or video recordings they are used to elicit participants’ thoughts, decisions, reasoning, and reactions in situ. (See, for example, Meijer, Zanting, & Verloop, 2002.)

Visual images, much like verbatim quotes, figures, graphs and tables, can be used to illustrate the interpretive text, a legitimate, but particular use of images. But the third use of images is as the representation of knowledge generated by a research study or evaluation. In other words, the image is the result of the research and is the communicative device for ‘reporting’ findings. This use of images in research and evaluation challenges a taken for granted assumption that legitimate knowledge of what is or what is not valued is best expressed in words, whether spoken or written. And the dominance of print media in academe reinforces this assumption. However, media other than text has become increasingly accessible and communicable with increased access to the world wide web. Large databases of images are now easily accessible, such as, for example, in the Landscapes of Capital Project [http://it.stlawu.edu/~global/], an analysis of the role of corporate television commercials in shaping and defining global capitalism and Kaplan and Howes’ (2004) web-based compilation of photographs taken by students and staff in a secondary school. 
The Kids With Cameras projects are another example of photographs as representation, made popular by the movie Born into Brothels. While this project promotes photography as an empowering skill that will benefit these children, their photographs stand as representations of their life, a representation that needs no further interpretation or embellishment. The idea is that participant photography is a research strategy that permits participants to speak directly, and thus be empowered to influence their community, as well as decision and policy makers. The generic strategy is called photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997 and Wang, 1999). Photo essays are another example of images as representation, such as the representation of growing up in Los Angeles in Lauren Greenfield’s Fast Forward, a series of photographs with contextualizing text. Peter Menzel’s Material World: A Global Family Portrait (photographs taken by the photographer) and Jim Hubbard’s Shooting Back (photographs taken by homeless children) are other excellent examples of image as knowledge. 

Many graphs and charts are images, often communicating large data sets in simple and/or intuitive ways—Edward Tufte’s work is the most significant in this area. Combining an aesthetic sensibility with a goal to communicate information, Tufte illustrates how descriptive information can be visualized to tell stories of multi-dimensional relationships. Tufte (1990) describes this as envisioning information; work he suggests that is at “the intersection of image, word, number, art” (p.9).

Credibility of image based research and evaluation


All data are susceptible to manipulation, distortion or misuse, but images no more so than any other kind of data. Just as statistics can be used in ways that distort meaning, so too can images distort meaning. ‘Photoshopped’ has become a verb indicating an image has been digitally changed to deliberately distort meaning, for example, and has been extended to other uses such as when the media focuses on celebrity breakups rather than the victims of Katrina or when history textbooks do not include embarrassing moments of racism or sexism. The more technical term for photographic manipulation is scitexing (taken from the name of the company that developed the technology) and can include overlaying multiple negatives, airbrushing, image quilting, and so on. There is a long history of the manipulation of images for whimsical, commercial, and political purposes and credibility in imaged based research must necessarily consider such possibilities (see Loizos, 2000 and the website Is Seeing Believing? at http://medialit.med.sc.edu/isb.htm for more on the manipulation of images). But, researchers and evaluators are no more likely to manipulate image data than they are to manipulate statistical data.

Four considerations for establishing the credibility of imaged based research are discussed below: 1) quality of the research design, 2) attention to context, 3) adequacy of the image from multiple perspectives, and 4) the contribution images make to new knowledge.

Research design provides the framework for credibility. In part, the credibility of any data can be judged by reference to the design of the evaluation or research project (Wagner, 2004). There is a tremendous debate about what constitutes the ‘best’ research design marked by a recent advocacy for randomized clinical trials (and indeed, that is part of the motivation for this book). There is not, however, unanimity about what is ‘best,’ in part because best for what and in what context is an important part of the equation. Without indulging in a discussion of the very different perspectives about what an adequate research design, is the credibility of images can be established within the context of whatever research design is used. 

Image based research can operate within a neo-positivist framework where image data are like any other kind of data. The credibility of the evidence, and the threats to credibility, are established procedurally. Research and evaluation studies intend to answer questions or test hypotheses. Whether the evidence collected provides credible answers or conclusions are dependent on such strategies as establishing the validity of the measures (are the images actually what is of interest), the reliability of images (do individuals or researchers agree on images), are images sampled from a knowable population of images and is this determined in an explicit and defensible way, and does the analysis follow understood conventions.


An interpretivist or critical research or evaluation study that employs images as evidence will also appeal to procedures to establish credibility. For example, it is likely that participant generated images would be favored, over researcher generated images, to be coherent with the intention to understand the meaningfulness of a construct, experience, program, and so on from the participants’ point of view. Another example would be a clear and transparent justification for the selection of images to use in elicitation strategies. Yet another example would be a description of how analytic categories are generated and used in the analysis and conclusions. In addition, other conventions such as prolonged engagement (are images collected over time, in multiple contexts) and responsiveness (does the use of images reflect a respectful interaction between researcher/evaluator and participants) might be the focus. 

An especially unique attribute of an interpretivist research design is the inclusion of a personal account of how and why the study was done. Personal accounts may be included in appendices, forewords or afterwords and outline the positionality of the study author, making explicit that persons and not merely technique shape the inquiry. 


Regardless of the underlying epistemologies, the credibility of image-based research can be judged by the defensibility of the study design. Truth or credibility is, at least in part, established through conventions. While different camps of inquiry accept different conventions for establishing truth/Truth, there is a set of conventions to which a particular image-based evaluation or research study or imaged-based evidence can be compared. Image-based evaluation and research, like any, can therefore be established by reference to procedures that by agreement of a community of inquirers have come to be acceptable.

Credibility of images as evidence requires attention to context. When they photographed social life in Bali, Bateson took pictures while Mead noted when, where, and under what circumstances the photograph was taken. In presenting the images in their book careful attention was paid to sequencing the photographs in the order they were taken. This was done in some cases because the photographs illustrate an event that has a temporal quality (a dance, a ceremony, preparation of a meal), but in a larger sense they were providing a context within which they and the viewer/reader could understand Balinese social life.


Visual sociology and other image-based research often use and make images that resemble other uses of images, such as photojournalism or art. “Visual sociology, documentary photography, and photojournalism, then, are whatever they have come to mean, or been made to mean, in their daily use in worlds of photographic work. They are social constructions, pure and simple. In this they resemble all the other ways of reporting what we know, or think we have found out, about the societies we live in, such ways as ethnographic reports, statistical summaries, maps, and so on” (Becker, 1998). In his analysis, Becker illustrates that knowing who is creating and using images is a critical aspect of establishing the credibility of the images. He asserts that images, like all cultural objects, get meaning from their context. A common means for providing context is the combination of images with text. Using Mead and Bateson’s book on Balinese life as an example, when opened the pages facing each other provide a complement of image and accompanying contextualizing text: photographs appear on one page and two kinds of text on the other—a few paragraphs of interpretation and captions indicating when, where, and by whom the photograph was taken and what was going on at the time as well as interpretive text suggesting the generalizable or theoretical meaning of the photographic evidence. Detail then is one way to provide context: “in visual reasoning, art, typography, cartography, even sculpture, the quantity of detail is an issue completely separate from the difficulty of reading. Indeed, at times, the more intense the detail, the greater the clarity and understanding—because meaning and reasoning are contextual” (Tufte, 2003, p.12). Whilst talking about data displays in general, Tufte’s emphasis on detailed documentation as the key to credibility applies to images of all types (Tufte, 2006, p.132).

Mead and Bateson’s work exemplifies explicit detailed contextualizing of images, but credible image-based research may also imply the context. “Because the images themselves, sequenced, repetitive, variations on a set of themes, provide their own context, teach viewers what they need to know in order to arrive, by their own reasoning, at some conclusions about what they are looking at” (Becker, 1998, p.14).  The credibility of images is enhanced by providing or implying context (whether through text, narration, or other images) and by using complex and detailed images.


Adequacy of the interpretation of the image. The adequacy of the interpretation of images as data is the third aspect of credibility, and can be understood in terms of the focus on the subject matter, focus on the creation and/or focus on the audience or viewers of the images (Werner, 2006). One or the other of these foci may be more relevant in establishing the credibility in any particular study, but regardless of the foci, at the heart of the adequacy of the interpretation is a sense of authenticity. Table 1 summarizes these foci, including key questions one might ask to establish the credibility of an image or an image-based study.

Table 1 Features of the Interpretation of Images

	
	Readings of Images 
	
	Questions to establish credibility of images

	Focus on subject matter 
	Literal reading 

Biographical reading

Empathetic reading

Iconic reading

Psychological reading
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	What are the physical features of the image? Who or what is portrayed? What is the setting?

What is the relationship of the image to current practices? To identities? How is the image socially situated?

What common experiences are invoked? 

How does the image relate to bigger ideas, values, events, cultural constructions?

What are the intended states of mind and being?

	Focus on image creation
	Technical reading

Editorial reading

Indexical reading

Spectatorship reading


	
	What are the design features? Are images scaled or mapped?

What values, knowledge are communicated by the author or creator?

How does the image related to values of the time and place?

Where is the viewer situated in relation to the image?

	Focus on audience/viewers
	Reading of effects

Reflexive reading
	
	What impact does the image have on viewers?

How do viewers see themselves within the interpretation? How does the image interact with biography?


In assessing the adequacy of the interpretations in image-based studies one can look first at the subject matter or content of the image. In other words, what sense is made of the image? The content of the images can be read in ways that range from relatively low inference (like describing what is in the image) to much higher inference (such as imputing particular states of mind to people in images). The key overall concern is the degree to which the interpretation is supported by evidence from the images themselves. Table 1 lists four kinds of readings that may be part of the interpretation and accompanying questions to test the credibility of those interpretations. Take, for example, the common image of a map. The content of the map can be interpreted in a relatively straightforward, literal way—what place is portrayed, what features of the place are included? But the map also lends itself to higher inference interpretations such as what kinds of places or things are valued perhaps by being given prominence (museums, personal events) and what is devalued by its absence? Specifically, if one looks at the common iconic map of the London Underground, the image portrays a sense of places in relation to one another, communicates how far apart places are, and evokes a sense of neatness and symmetry to the city. Compare this map to the less common but geographically correct map of the London Underground that communicates a different sense of place. 
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Figure 4. Comparison of maps of the London Underground demonstrate different images of what London as a city looks like.


In our study of the meaning children make of the high stakes testing experience in schools we solicited drawings of kids in their classrooms. We found what we interpreted to be differences between kids in urban, poor schools and suburban, wealthy schools. When 4th grade students were asked to draw pictures of their test preparation activities, the urban students all drew themselves with a teacher standing near them saying things like ‘good job,’ while the suburban students drew themselves sitting in desks facing a teacher’s desk that was often quite distant from them, as shown in Figure 5.

But images are not just of something, someone or someplace. They are created, and in image-based research they can be created by the researcher/evaluator, the participants or by a collaborative endeavor. Judging the credibility of the image and the study may also require attention to the creator. At one level, the credibility of the image can be judged by its technical qualities—if appropriate, does the image include elements of scale that provide adequate context for its interpretation? How is the image set up with

Figure 5 . Urban and suburban fourth graders drawings of relationships between themselves and their teachers.
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regard to perspective? No image is a transparent window and the creator’s choices in its creation provide a point of view from which to understand the context. This point of view includes not only the technical decisions (black and white or color; line drawing or oil painting; distant or close up; front or back images) but also reflect the creator’s cultural contextual, and values in a particular time and place. In Table 1 these are referred to as editorial and indexical readings. The last sort of reading is one that considers the interpretation of the image in relation to the viewer—where does the image situate the viewer, the reader of the image?

Look again at Figure 2, Joseph’s self portrait whilst taking the English Language Arts test. In this case the creator of the image is known, which is not always the case especially if images are found rather than created in the study context. Joseph can tell us things about what the image means, and he does in the interview excerpt included with his portrait. There are things about the drawing that Joseph may not be able to tell us, but that may be meaningful, such as the significance of the colors he chose, and the fact that Joseph looks directly at us out of his portrait. 

Images imply a viewer, and image-based studies specifically define the viewer as the researcher, evaluator, and/or the study consumer. And so the credibility of the use of and interpretations of images requires attention to audience. What impact do the images have on viewers? Are the researcher’s interpretations coherent with the viewer’s interpretations? How do the images and the interpretations of them interact with the biographies of consumers? Take Joseph’s self portrait again as an example. We might ask, how do we see Joseph in the testing situation? and how do others understand Joseph’s experience? I have a large matted version of this drawing (along with several others) on my office wall and they are pictures that draw people in and inevitably visitors want to talk about them. Seeing these pictures, people ask me questions—about the kids, about the research, about why I used drawing. But they are also compelled to speculate about what they mean, to show empathy by feeling sad for kids like Joseph, to share in the satire inherent in some drawings, to be happy for the drawings that show pride in doing well on the test, and to tell stories of their own experiences with assessment in schools.

Credibility is dependent on the extent to which the image-based study contributes to new knowledge. It is a truism to suggest that research and evaluation should result in new knowledge, new understandings of the focus of the study. In a traditional social science framework, a relatively small, particular and focused audience is implied. Study results are reported in peer reviewed journals and books that speak to others with similar interests to those of the study authors. New knowledge in this context is new to a group of colleagues working hard on inquiry about the same phenomena, and the study is indexed to an existing body of literature. This test of credibility may apply to image-based studies. Attention is paid to whether the claims follow from the evidence, whether the arguments are well founded, defensible and coherent. 

The ubiquity and accessibility of images may suggest new contexts in which the credibility of the study to contribute to new knowledge might be judged. Because images have a populist character, image based studies may be more accessible to study participants (and people like them), the public, and even policy makers, and therefore potentially broader contexts for knowledge generation may be important in considering the credibility of the study. Credibility in this more populist context might also ask questions about the image-based study’s verisimilitude, authenticity, and usefulness as a catalyst for change. Instead of a rhetoric of scientific proceduralism, the rhetoric is one of believability, often a call to join the study author and participants on a journey to understanding and knowing (Wagner, 2004, p. 1500). In this context, the balance of interpretation to evidence will tip toward evidence, in contrast with the social science reports where interpretation is illustrated by evidence. This difference may contribute to the ambiguity of image-based studies, but also emphasizes the profoundly empirical nature of such inquiry.

This populist context of credibility does not seek legitimation within a body of literature created by a relatively small community of scholars, but rather seeks legitimation in its ability to communicate with diverse consumers. Evaluation studies are first and foremost about understanding the value and merit of something within a particular context, often with an eye to making things better. While image-based approaches are not a singular answer to how to do this well, it is the case that image-based approaches may have certain advantages given this intent. Wagner (2004) suggests that inquiry should be multi-faceted. “Being smart about that requires that we learn what we can from not only social scientists but also documentary photographers and filmmakers, at least some of whom celebrate both art and empiricism and aim for both telling images and telling truths” (p.1505)

If seeing isn’t necessarily believing, image-based studies are nonetheless believable


It is too simplistic to assert that seeing is believing, but the fact that our eyes sometimes deceive does not obviate the credible knowing from doing and viewing image-based research and evaluation. 
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