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• PhotoVoice  Facilita tor Guide   

• PhotoVoice  Full Report  

 

 

 
1 We use the  term beneficiary here to m ean people who receive hum anitarian  a id and assistance  as part of 
specia lized USAID BHA program s. We note  tha t there  is a  body of lite ra ture  tha t rejects the  te rm  “beneficiary” for 
its implied  passivity, but we recognize  it is an evolving discussion and still used in certa in  contexts. Having sa id 
tha t, in  the  spirit of PhotoVoice  em phasizing a  participant-led  process, we use  the  te rm “participant” in  th is report.  
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  Syria n  wo m a n  sp ra yin g p e st icid es  o n  t o m a t o  a n d  p e pp e r  p la n t s , 
p h ot o  t a k e n  b y Ph ot o Voice  p a rt icip a n t  in  Syr ia  
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  

Purpose of the PhotoVoice Pilot  
 

“A project like this changes everybody.” 
– PhotoVoice  Team  Facilita tor in  Venezuela 2 

 

This p ilo t pro ject sought to  u tilize  PhotoVoice ,3 a  visua l e thnography and pa rticipa tory action 
m e thodology, a s part of routine  m onitoring and  evalua tion processes in non-perm issive 
se ttings as it is re la tive ly undeve loped and  unexplored  in such  contexts. PhotoVoice  is a  
pa rticipant-centered , (and  in  th is instance  wom an-focused) qua lita tive  inquiry tha t a llows 
trad itiona lly m argina lized  com m unitie s to  h ighlight wha t they find  to  be the  m ost im portan t 
them es and  priorities for additiona l a tten tion which  a re then  com m unica ted  to relevant 
stakeholde rs. In  th is way, PhotoVoice  is a  type  of pa rticipa tory action  re search  (PAR) insofa r 
a s it d raws on  re flection , co llective action , and  collabora tion  to unde rstand  and  im prove  
practice s. Photographs e ssentia lly serve  a s a  prom pt to  stim ula te  d iscussion , deve lop  critica l 
th inking, and  encourage  listen ing to  pee rs while  a t the  sam e  tim e  bridging the  gap  be tween 
com m unity and  decision-m akers.  

The  goa l of th is p ilo t pro ject was to  apply the PhotoVoice  m e thodology in  USAID-funded 
hum anitarian pro jects and  de te rm ine  the  appropria teness of PhotoVoice  a s a  m onitoring 
tool and  a  form  of qualita tive pa rticipa tory inquiry in non-pe rm issive se ttings. The m a jority 

 

 

 
2 Quota tion provided during project da ta collection. Identity is withheld  in  accordance  with  safe ty and e th ical 
procedures. 

3 PhotoVoice  was established as a  visua l and participa tory action m ethodology in  the  1990s to  prom ote  crea tive 
expression and social change . Described by its crea tors as “a  process by which people can identify, represent, 
and enhance  their com m unity through a  specific photographic technique ,” it is a qualita tive com m unity-based 
participa tory approach tha t aim s to docum ent the  reality of m arginalized popula tions.3 PhotoVoice  can be  
classified as a  type  of participa tory action research, which, according to  Bradbury and Reason, is sum marized as 
a  qualita tive  research m ethod tha t is: Grounded in  lived experience , developed in  partnership , addresses 
significant problem s, works with  (ra ther than sim ply studies) people , develops new ways of seeing/in terpre ting 
the  world (i.e . theory), and leaves infrastructure  in its wake.3  
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o f da ta  in  these  se ttings tend  to  be  co llected  through trad itiona l re sea rch  m e thods such  a s 
surveys, in te rviews, or focus group discussions which can  be  lim iting and  not fu lly 
repre senta tive . Food security projects, in  particu la r, a re  a reas in  need  of im proved 
a sse ssm ent via  qua lita tive  m e thods. PhotoVoice was the refore  chosen  to  offe r another form  
of qua lita tive  re search  tha t is  re la tive ly ea sy to  im plem ent and  provides participant-cente red  
da ta  tha t can  have  a  m eaningful im pact on  food security program m ing. Through PhotoVoice , 
critica l en try poin ts are  identified  for stakeholde r engagem ent and  se rvice  im provem ent of 
a id  provision . Furthe rm ore , the  em powerm ent of wom en is a  bene fit of PhotoVoice worth  
exploring in  the  hum anitarian  context, som e thing tha t th is p ilo t in tended to  achieve  and  
dem onstra te . Existing re sea rch  has shown PhotoVoice  to  increase  power and  agency. 
The re fore , in  the  trad itiona lly extractive  context of hum anitarian  evalua tion  and  m onitoring 
program m ing, the PhotoVoice  m e thod could  a lso  have  a  positive  im pact on  the lives of the 
pa rticipants. 

Syria  and  Venezue la  were  se lected  a s loca tions for the  p ilo t project due to  the  acute  
hum anitarian situa tions in each  country, including m ass disp lacem ent and  chronic food 
insecurity. The  findings from  th is project a re  designed  to  inform  im plem enting pa rtners, 
USAID, and  o the r hum anita rian  organiza tions about the  practica l use of PhotoVoice  in  
hum anitarian  contexts a longside  o the r m e thods of qualita tive  da ta  co llection .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ch ild re n ’s a s sist a n ce  
p rogra m  in  Ve n e zu e la   

Bon d in g e xe rcise  d u r in g Ph ot ovo ice  t r a in in g in  Ve n e zu e la   
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METHODOLOGY 
This pa rticu la r PhotoVoice  p ilo t project, deve loped by In te rna tional Advisory, Products and  
System s (i-APS) (he reafte r re fe rred to  a s “PhotoVoice  Team ”) was proposed  a s a  pa rticipant-
cente red , wom an-focused  qualita tive  re sea rch  m e thod tha t can  be  im plem ented  in 
hum anitarian  se ttings. Given  the  com plex opera ting conditions in  Syria  and  Venezue la , the  
PhotoVoice  Team  needed to  deve lop an ope ra tiona l fram ework tha t could guide  a  successfu l 
im plem enta tion , a s we ll a s a llow for adapta tions in  o the r com plex contexts. The 
m e thodology devised  was inform ed by extensive  desk review of lite ra ture , existing 
PhotoVoice  projects, and  best practice s ope ra ting in  both  se ttings.  

Step one: Select location and implementing partners 
Se lected  pilo t loca tions had  to  re flect the  rea lity of challenging hum anita rian  se ttings. As 
such , Syria  and Venezuela  were chosen because  of the ir re spective  com plex ope ra ting 
contexts. The  current lega l and ope ra tiona l pre sence  of i-APS in both  loca tions was a lso a  
factor in  country se lection  a s it m eant existing knowledge  could  be in tegra ted  in to  the  pilo t.  

The  PhotoVoice  Team  conducted  outreach  to  USAID im plem enting partne rs (IPs) who had  
food security in terventions and program s in these  countrie s. The  team  se lected  one  IP in 
each  country and  developed a  m em orandum  of unde rstanding outlin ing ro le s, 
re sponsibilitie s and  expecta tions for the  p ilo t.  

Key Operational Considerations 

Co u n t ry Op e ra t in g Con t e xt s 

Syria  Ve n e zu e la  

 
• Several loca tions where  im plem enting 

partners opera te  are  active  conflict se ttings 
and have  la rge  num bers of displaced people .  

• Disruption in routine  civil socie ty fabric is the  
norm .  

• Flexibility and high awareness of safe ty and 
security a re required  due  to  active  conflict.  

• Assistance  tha t was the  subject of PhotoVoice  
Pilo t: Food assistance : Hom e vegetable  
gardens (de livered in  line with  growing 
season). 

 
• Donor and im plem enting partner 

confidentia lity rem ains param ount (identity 
of local IPs are  often  confidentia l to protect 
im plem enters and beneficiaries). 

• Political sensitivity be tween U.S. governm ent 
and Venezuela  rela tions requires team s to 
m ainta in  a  “low profile” in  the ir work.  

• Crim e and pe tty theft are  a concern  in  som e 
loca tions.  

• Assistance  tha t was the  subject of PhotoVoice  
Pilo t Food assistance : Food kits (delivered a t 
routine in terva ls) and water, sanita tion, and 
hygiene .  
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Step two: Facilitator selection and training materials 
i-APS recru ited  three  facilita tors (a ll fem a le ) in  Syria  and  two facilita tors (one  m a le , one 
fem a le) in  Venezue la  by taking in to  account key com pe tencie s, ve tting procedures, and  local 
knowledge . The  facilita tors were  tra ined  using the  Facilita tor Guide  developed a s part of th is 
p ilo t, th rough a  com bina tion  of online  and  in-person  tra in ing. The  specific goal in  deve loping 
these  m a teria ls was to  crea te  an  ope ra tiona l fram ework tha t could  guide  successfu l 
im plem enta tion  in both  countrie s, while  a t the  sam e  tim e  a llowing for pa rticipant-led 
contextua liza tion  and  adjustm ents provided  by facilita tors from  the  countrie s where  the 
work was occurring.  

Step three: Select PhotoVoice participants 
PhotoVoice  facilita tors se lected  pa rticipants using lists provided  by the  IPs. Sam pling was 
de te rm ined by seve ra l key crite ria : pa rticipants had  to  be current recipients of the  IP’s 
program  in the  selected country; they had  to  be  willing to pa rticipa te  with  inform ed consent; 
and  participants had to be  wom en, a s the  p ilo t was specifically focusing on  wom en. 
Purposefu l sam pling was em ployed and  wom en from  a range of ages, m arita l sta tus, and  

Ph ot ovoice  t r a in in g in  Syr ia  sh o w in g t r a in e r  a n d  p a r t icp a n t s .  
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incom e  levels were  se lected . The  Facilita tors obta ined  inform ed consent from  all participants 
and  expla ined  the  pro ject would  not provide  any m one ta ry bene fit.  

Step four: Implement PhotoVoice 
Tra in ing for pa rticipants followed the  m odule s deve loped by the  PhotoVoice  Team . 
Pa rticipants were in troduced  to each  o ther, the  project, and  core hum anita rian princip les 
including consent. The  pilo t was explained  in-depth  with  the  m a in aim  of orien ting 
pa rticipants to  th is type  of pa rticipa tory-led  program  while  a t the  sam e  tim e  adhe ring to  key 
sa fe ty and  pro tection  param e te rs.  

PhotoVoice  aim ed to  provide  pa rticipant-led  feedback d irectly to  the  USAID IP on  a  regula r 
basis throughout the activity period . This happened through photographs and  storyte lling 
and  culm ina ted  in a  fina l pre senta tion which  served  the  dua l purpose of h ighlighting a ll the 
pa rticipants’ work while  a lso  com m unica ting the ir needs with  decision-m akers. 

In  te rm s of da ta  collection  and  ana lysis of the  p ilo t pro ject itself, photos and  pre senta tions 
crea ted  by pa rticipants were  ana lyzed; feedback surveys and  in te rviews were  conducted 
with  all pa rticipants, facilita tors, and  IPs; and re su lts were com plem ented  with  additiona l 
da ta  provided  by in terna l reports subm itted  to  IPs in  re la tion  to  program  de livery and  resu lts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ethical considerations and risk mitigation  
Participant pro tection  was the  priority throughout the  p ilo t. Standa rd  e th ical practice s were 
adhe red  to  including obta ining inform ed consent and  m a in ta in ing confidentia lity of 
inform a tion  and  da ta . Accounting for th is, de tailed  risk a sse ssm ents were conducted in line  
with  the  hum anita rian  “Do No Harm ” princip le , which  a ffected decisions rela ting to  cam era  
phone  provision and  com m unica tion  procedures. This included  reaching agreem ent am ong 
the  PhotoVoice  Team  and a ll participants tha t a ll photos would  be  de-identified , including 

Ph ot ovoice  t r a in in g w ork sh op  in  Ve n e zu e la   



10 
 

 

 

b lurring faces and  ensuring tha t specific loca tions could  not be  de te rm ined  from  the  photos; 
and  participants were instructed  to prioritize taking photos without pe rsons, given the  
conflict se tting of Syria  and  political and  econom ic conditions of Venezuela .  

CASE STUDIES AND MAIN FINDINGS 
The  re su lts from  th is p ilo t pro ject ind ica te  the  process worked  a s both  a  re sea rch  m e thod 
and a  socia l change  initia tive . Findings showed tha t PhotoVoice  is accessib le  for 
organiza tions to  adopt, adapt, and  im plem ent a s a  PAR m e thod in  hum anita rian se ttings. 
Im portan tly, the  process was deem ed successfu l because  the  wom en who participa ted 
ga ined  new skills , em powerm ent, and  agency. Pa rticipants led  the  process and  were 
em powered  to  advoca te  to  decision-m akers to  address their needs. 

Through in te rviews and  surveys from  pa rticipants, facilita tors, and  im plem enting pa rtners in 
both  Syria  and  Venezue la , feedback was triangula ted  to  ana lyze  key findings, which  are  
de ta iled  be low:  

 In -d e p t h  t r a in in g o f t h e  Ph o t o Vo ice  m e t h o d  is  r e q u ir e d . 

 Sm a ll sa m p le  s ize s  ca n  b e  b o t h  a n  a sse t  a n d  ch a lle n ge . 

 Op e ra t io n a l ch a lle n ge s  va ry b u t  ca n  b e  m it iga t e d  e ve n  in  n o n -p e rm iss ive  se t t in gs . 

 Fa cilit a t o r s  a r e  cr it ica l t o  t h e  su cce ss  of Ph ot o Vo ice . 

 Wo m e n  w e re  e m po w e re d  t h ro u gh  t h e ir  p a r t icip a t io n . 

 Th e  m e t h o d  p ro vid e d  a  cr e a t ive  w a y t o  com m u n ica t e  n e e d s  t o  d e cis io n -m a k e r s 
t h a t  w a s  p a r t icip a n t -le d . 

 Mo st  p a r t icip a n t s w o u ld  do  t h e  p ro je ct  a ga in  give n  t h e  o p p o rt u n it y. 

 Im p le m e n t in g p a r t n e r s  p la y a  k e y ro le  in  t h e  p ro je ct .  
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KEY LESSONS LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Le sso n : De ta iled  safe ty and  risk a ssessm ents a re  im pera tive  to  respond to  ope ra tiona l 
conditions if im plem enting PhotoVoice  in  a  com plex or non-pe rm issive  se tting. 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Conduct a  de ta iled  risk a ssessm ent during the  inception  or design  phase  
of PhotoVoice  and  ensure  tha t the  risk a sse ssm ent is  routine ly reviewed and upda ted  during 
the  course  of the  pro ject. This includes conside ra tion  of local safe ty and  security and  how 
the  pro ject will adhe re  to  “do  no  ha rm ” principle s.  

Le sso n : Pa rticipant sa fe ty should  be  prioritized  throughout the  process, and  risks can  be 
m itiga ted  with  de ta iled  tra in ing and  adapta tions. 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Given  the  sensitive na ture  of taking photos and  the  focus on  wom en in 
th is p ilo t pro ject, ensure  you have  e stab lished  connections with  local pro tection  actors. Tra in 
both  facilita tors and  participants on how to  de-identify photos and ensure safe  photography 
practice s.  

Le sso n : Non-pe rm issive  se ttings require  a  h igh  degree  of flexib ility. 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Adapt tra in ing guides to  context-specific conditions. Cha llenges should 
be  identified  ea rly in  risk and  m itiga tion  a sse ssm ents, bu t the  na ture  of the  program  and 
group dynam ics also  a llow for ad justm ents within  the  dura tion of the  pro ject. The refore , a s 
issues a rise , it is im portant to  keep  decisions and  so lu tions pa rticipant-led . 

Le sso n : Facilita tor or fie ld  team  se lection  is critica l to  the success of PhotoVoice . 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Utilize  e stab lished  PhotoVoice  tra in ing m a te ria ls (such  a s the  Facilita tor 
Guide  developed a s pa rt of th is p ilo t) a s the  starting poin t for your project, bu t unde rstand  
tha t you  will need  to contextualize  your approach  to  local conditions and  bene ficia ry 
dem ographics. Build  in  p len ty of tim e  to  tra in  facilita tors in  de ta il and  practice  the 
m e thodology with  them .  

Le sso n : In tegra tion  of PhotoVoice  in to routine m onitoring and  eva lua tion  can  support m ore  
de ta iled  da ta  co llection .  

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Encourage  adoption  of PhotoVoice  a longside  m onitoring and  evalua tion  
approaches, including when IPs develop  m onitoring, eva lua tion , and  lea rning p lans. Use  with 
o the r m e thodologie s such  a s surveys, key inform ant in te rviews, and  focus group d iscussions 
and  triangula te  da ta  to  give  a  com prehensive  ana lysis and  unde rstanding.  
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Le sso n : Consisten t com m unica tion with  all stakeholde rs a llows grea te r engagem ent with 
IPs. 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Facilita te  feedback with  IPs ea rly in  the  process, e specia lly identifica tion 
of challenges, a s th is will a id  in  in itia ting action  and  potentia l change . Include  IPs in  ongoing 
upda te s about PhotoVoice , including in itia l findings and  lea rn ings.  

Le sso n : A receptive  environm ent is im portan t for the  em powerm ent of participants. 

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Take  tim e  to  ensure  the  tra ining process is thorough and tha t 
pa rticipants a re  clea r on a ll p rocedures and  expecta tions. Equally, engaging IPs and  ensuring 
the  process is representa tive  of pa rticipants’ voices will a id  in  sha ring, critica l th inking, and 
com m una l action . 

Le sso n : Im plem enting PhotoVoice in  tandem  with  o the r program s has m any advantages.  

Re co m m e n d a t io n : Including additional educa tional se ssions on  cross-cutting them es and 
program s can  help  program  im pact. Develop stronge r in tegra tion  be tween the photos and 
feedback produced by pa rticipants in  PhotoVoice , and  applica tion  to  current or fu ture  
hum anitarian program m ing, by e stab lishing close  coordina tion  and  p lanning with  IPs when 
adopting th is m e thodology.  
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