
VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS 



TODAY’S SESSION 

Quick intro about me 

Overview of Visual Research Methods  

Video ethnography - some examples  

Documentary - an example  

Documentaries - ensure they have legs 

Documentaries - technical considerations 

(filming&editing)  

Q&A 



A BIT ABOUT ME 

A trained anthropologist and acting video-

ethnographer  

Faithful to the core anthropological values : ethical 

research & cultural sensitivity 

Set up Overtime Films  

Creative and commercial projects 

Ethnographic documentaries and video ethnograpghies  

Conduct interviews+film+content analysis+ edit+ other 

production responsibilities 



 Dedicated to spotting similarities & accepting   differences 



ETHNOGRAPHY’S MERITS 

It gives voice to un-mediated opinions 

It provides genuine insight and  raw, un-interpreted 

information  

Condensed information  

Captures a reality difficult to display -emotions, 

situations that are difficult to discuss and/or 

unconscious attitudes/habits  

Steps away from strict categories of thinking, it is 

non-judgemental 



VISUAL RESEARCH 

METHODS
Photographs  

Photo archives  

Video diaries  

Video go-alongs  

Time-lapse video 

Mobile devices recording 

Multi-angle video recording  

Video ethnography  

Creative video ethnography  

Ethnographic documentaries  



VISUAL RESEARCH 

METHODS
They are used to sustain an argument and in many 

cases involve the participation of the respondents 

In the dissemination of research finding : 
  

Info-graphics 

Photo-essays 

Interactive documentaries           

                                  



VISUAL RESEARCH 

METHODS

In the past decade social sciences have witnessed a 

significant growth of research methods using visual 

materials  

Due to the increasing importance of visual images in 

contemporary social and cultural practice   

Ocularcentrism - “the apparent centrality of the 

visual to contemporary Western life”- Gillian Rose  

Visual  Methodologies - An introduction to researching 

with Visual Methods 



VISUAL RESEARCH 

METHODS

Visual methods can evoke particular kinds of emotional 

and visceral responses and can offer unique ways of 

confronting and challenging stereotypes. 



DEFINITION 

Visual research methods are methods which use visual 

materials of some kind as part of the process of 

generating evidence in order to explore research 

questions. These methods are diverse, and their diversity 

inheres in both the sorts of visual materials they work 

with, and in the procedures to which those materials are 

subjected. 



FIRST ARGUMENT 

VRM are argued to be especially effective in generating 

evidence that other methods – especially interviews, not to 

mention surveys – cannot. Almost all VRM involve talk 

between the researcher and the researched, and it is 

claimed that things are discussed in the talk about visual 

materials that don't get discussed in talk-only interviews.



SECOND ARGUMENT  

Many researchers argue that visual materials can 'reveal what is 

hidden in the inner mechanisms of the ordinary and the taken for 

granted' (Knowles and Sweetman, 2004b: 7). Thus interviews 

with participant-generated visual materials are particularly 

helpful in exploring the taken-for-granted things in their 

research participants' lives. Asking them to take photographs of 

that life, and then to talk about the photos, involves the 

participants reflecting on their activities in a way that is not 

usually done. 



THIRD ARGUMENT

VRM are argued to be inherently collaborative. Banks (2001: 112), for 

example, suggests that researchers taking photographs have to 

collaborate because taking a photo always entails some sort of 

negotiated relationship between the person making the image and 

those being pictured. Several others have argued that making any 

sort of image with research participants as part of a research 

process entails negotiations over the making and meaning of images 

(Croghan et al. 2008; Frith and Harcourt 2007; Jenkings et al. 2008); 

and similar arguments are made about researcher-created images 

(Harper 2003: 244)



THE COUNTER ARGUMENT 

Are mainly accused of dealing with the visibility but not 

what is packed underneath it from a cultural point of view.  

Visual images are embedded in the social world and only 

comprehensible when that embedding is take into account 



GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

VRM can use already-existing images, from the mass 

media, images made by the researcher or by the people 

being researched. 

To be used with integrity and according to visual and 

professional ethics. 

I can provide a standard Video Consent form  



VIDEO ETHNOGRAPHY 



CLASSICAL ANTHROPOLOGICAL  

APPROACH



 Gregory Bateson   (1930) 
Margret Mead (1930) 
John Marshall(1930) 
Jean Rouch (1960) 
Judith and David 

MacDougall (1970) 



A descriptive account of a community or culture 

Concerned with “otherness”  

Involved lengthy time immersion  

Raised ethical questions about the 

anthropologist’s relationships with the 

community being filmed 

Mainly used in the academic environment 



VIDEO ETHNOGRAPHY CURRENTLY



Migrated outside of academia and gained 

multidisciplinary  

Portrays ‘life as lived’: watches what 

happens, listens to what is being said 

Suitable for understanding vulnerable 

populations, became popular in business use for 

its insight into human behaviour and emotions 

 Participant observation without creating un-

natural situations  

 Informal interviewing techniques 



VIDEO ETHNOGRAPHY  

 Video ethnography  

Creative video ethnography  

Commercial video ethnography  

Charlotte Bates - well structured account on VRM, 

providing many examples on video ethnographies 

and how they differ   

http://videomethods.tumblr.com 

http://videomethods.tumblr.com


OUR OWN PRIVATE ISLAND  

HTTPS://VIMEO.COM/64600820

https://vimeo.com/64600820


A ROMANIAN IN LONDON 



CHARACTERISTICS 

Organic  

Spontaneous  

Filmed from hand  

Tries to understand reality as experienced  

Un - structured interview style - prompting  

Tries to contextualise the character and capture 

the environment  

It’s purely observational 



HOW TO MAKE A DOCUMENTARY 



AN EXAMPLE 

https://vimeo.com/123322564

https://vimeo.com/123322564


GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 

Uses text to aid  sustaining the ‘red thread’ = 

the value statement  

Uses intro shots to contextualise  

The images mirror what is being said 

Slow, pensive  

Narrated by the characters  

The camera is impartial, does not construct reality 

Uses a combination of interviews and images of 

cut aways to construct the story  



MAKE YOUR OWN - BEFORE 

STARTING 

What am I passionate about ?  

Do I understand video as a media?  

 It is emotional and visceral ! 

 Use the power of the images!





DOES MY DOC HAVE LEGS

1st Hurdle - is my idea a documentary ? 

Does it motivate the viewers to what to know what 

happens?  

Do I have a solid narrative? 



DOES MY DOC HAVE LEGS

2nd Hurdle - Characterisation  

The audience needs to find connection with film.  

Does it open a window into human experience? 

Does it  make us reflect on our own human needs?  



DOES MY DOC HAVE LEGS

3nd Hurdle - Is my idea really a documentary 

film? 

Can you visualise it? 

Can you see the sequences ?



DOES MY DOC HAVE LEGS

4th Hurdle - Access 

Have the subjects agreed and signed a consent 

form? 

 What are the ethical concerns?   

What are the boundaries? (payment, friendship?) 

Do they know how long it will take - expect it to 

be long and painful.



DOES MY DOC HAVE LEGS

Casting my character  

Eccentric 

Interesting   

Has to go through an emotional journey  

Overcome personal obstacles/undergo personal 

struggle  

Very charismatic or anti- charisma BUT 

shockingly alive  

Intense  



SOFIA LEOPOLD 

https://youtu.be/XiH8Hjb9SHo

https://youtu.be/XiH8Hjb9SHo


NO CHARACTER 

Own or character narration  

Use already-existing images  - your own, mass media, 

social media sites  

Animations  

Drawings  

Ask someone to record their own account  

Use symbols, sounds 

Cast an expert  



BE CREATIVE BUT…

  Simple ideas are the best  

Don’t be too figurative  

Research , research, research 



DEVELOPING YOUR IDEA

 What is the film actually about ? 

Who are the central characters ?  

Why is it interesting?  

Who is the intended audience?  

What style will it be : observational, authored, archive 

based, drama-documentary, animated, investigative, 

presenter-led. 



WHAT IS MY FILM ABOUT

. General : Children’s Rights 

Specific : Sophea’s right to education and gender 

equality. Do not attempt to develop too many themes at 

the same time!  

Write up the summary  

Do I have a character?  

I am filming a variety of interviews to camera or is 

there more to my film than this? 



PRODUCTION 

CONSIDERATIONS

Where is my filming location? 

How many days will I be filming? Keep in mind the 

80/20 ration.  

Put together a productions schedule and inform the 

people involved.  

Print out consent forms.  

Do you have access to archives? Do you need copywriter 

releases for existing photos? 



PRACTICAL SKILLS 

Filming  

Editing 



FILMING 



FILMING 

Light -a complex subject to be dealt with in a separate 

chapter.  

Sound - a complex subject to be dealt with in a 

separate chapter. 



SHOT SIZE AND FRAMING

The distance from your subject defines the emotional 

context  

Usually it is progressive from :extremely wide shot, 

wide shot, medium wide shot, close up and extreme close 

up shot. 

Eg: Extreme close ups are meant for emotional 

disclosures 

Think in visual terms : “What is my film about?” 



THE RULE OF THREE THIRDS 

The object/subject you are filming is at one third 

distance from the edges of the frame. 



CUT AWAYS 

Cut away from the main action  

Cover two clips that have been edited together  

Shoot minimum of 15 seconds  

Bring meaning and depth to the narrative  

Support visually what is being said  

It adds dynamism to the story  

They allow the viewer to ‘breath’



EDITING 

 Know your material before you start  

Log your material  

Set up specific bins  

Check for quality  

Map out the footage - create the structure of the film  

Create your story  

Add the cut aways 



EDITING 



EDITING 



FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 Films usually take longer than you think 

Working with people is difficult  

Do not involve your respondents in the edit process  

Do ask a colleague to watch your final edits with you  

You will get something wrong, make sure it’s not 

something significant 

Watch many, many documentaries 



Q&A 

 Voichi Judele  

www.overtimefilms.co.uk 

http://www.overtimefilms.co.uk

