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Strategy as practice (SAP) research is focused on “the day-to-day work, activities and 

practices of strategists, with an interest in how this work socially accomplishes a wide range of 

individual and organizational outcomes” (SAP Interest Group, 2013: 1). Most SAP researchers 

select qualitative investigative methods to examine daily work, activities, and practices. Through 

qualitative methods, researchers understand the micro-level processes leading to strategic 

changes and organizational outcomes over time. Because most SAP methodological practices are 

“based on long case studies drawing on interview, observation, and documents (Vaara and 

Whittington, 2012)” (Rouleau, 2015: 462), researchers have called for innovative ways to study 

SAP topics (Abdallah, Basque, and Rouleau, 2017; Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, and Vaara, 2015). 

Since the last issue of this SAP series (Golsorkhi et al., 2015), video methods have increased in 

attention and use among SAP researchers (LeBaron, Jarzabkowski, Pratt, and Fetzer, 2018; Liu, 

Jarrett, and Rouleau, 2021). However, video methods’ advancement in SAP research has 

bypassed another insightful approach remaining ripe for development and application: 

photographic methods. This is surprising given increased attention on photographic methods in 

management and organizational research (Meyer, Höllerer, Jancsary, and Van Leeuwen, 2013; 

Ray and Smith, 2012; Shortt and Warren, 2019). 

Visual methods should be foundational to SAP research because strategy as practice is 

based on what people not only “say” but also “do” (Seidl and Whittington, 2014). However, 

there has been more focus on “sayings” (i.e., interviews) than “doings” (i.e., non-discursive 

strategizing aspects) (Jarzabkowski, Seidl, and Balogun, 2022). Rasche and Chia (2009: 714) 

argued that visual methods allow SAP researchers to get closer to the “situatedness of strategy 

practices ... than by relying primarily on ... interviews and questionnaires.” Studying rituals and 

strategy making, van den Ende and van Marrewijk (2018: 454) found that visual data from the 
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field allowed them to analyze “behavior and materials in the greatest possible detail.” 

Furthermore, Bell and Davison (2013: 179) urged process and practice researchers to consider 

visual methods to capture the “complexity associated with organizational activities as they 

continually unfold.” Thus, visual methods allow SAP researchers to capture daily activities at 

many levels of an organization and potentially “find patterns of strategic action that are often 

unobserved and neglected in traditional strategy research” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2022: 1546). As 

an established visual method, photographic approaches capture action at a point in time or across 

time through multiple images. We argue that rather than being superior or inferior to video 

methods, photographic methods provide different data associated with unique collection, 

analysis, and theoretical insights.  

In this chapter, we respond to calls for more innovative methods in SAP research by 

building methodological foundations in photographic methods. We begin by discussing 

increasing interest in visuals in management and organizational research. Then we review 

photographic use in SAP research—identifying and discussing six SAP research projects in 

which photographs played a prominent role. Next, we develop and explain a framework to 

categorize photographic use in organizational research and discuss different systematic analysis 

approaches. We illustrate aspects of the framework in an empirical study. Finally, we discuss 

considerations in pursuing photographic methods in SAP research.  

The visual turn in management and organizational research 

 Management and organizational researchers have conducted reviews and empirical 

investigations using visual methods, referred to as a “visual turn” (Bell and Davison, 2013; 

Davison, McLean, and Warren, 2012; Hassard, Burns, Hyde, and Burns, 2018; Höllerer et al., 

2019; Meyer et al., 2013;). Interest in visual methods have gained popularity among qualitative 
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researchers to “generate insights into management and organizational life that have tended to be 

remain under-explored with the field” (Bell and Davison, 2013: 171-172). Visual methods are 

well suited to get close to organizational members’ lived experiences and provide insights into 

“hidden, unspoken of or marginalized” aspects of organizational life (Slutskaya, Simpson, and 

Hughes, 2012: 17). Visual methods have been used to study tacit, hard-to-articulate, and non-

discursive aspects of organizational life, such as organizational culture (Warren, 2002), work 

spaces and identities (Shortt, 2012; Shortt and Warren, 2019), and lived experiences of “dirty 

work” (Slutskaya et al., 2012). Although video and photographic approaches have grown within 

management and organizational studies, many researchers have argued that the visual methods 

have not met their full potential in organizational research (Davison et al., 2012; Langley, Bell, 

Bliese, LeBaron, and Gruber, 2023; Meyer et al., 2013).  

 Visual methods include video, photographic, drawing, and other visual data; each has its 

own challenges and deserves attention. We focus on photographic methods in SAP research. 

Specifically, we are interested in methods where photographs taken by researchers or 

participants address a research question for a specific project. These created photographs allow 

researchers to capture strategy processes in real time with the accompanying nuances from their 

field embeddedness. This way, researchers can focus their data collection and analysis on their 

specific research question—providing much more pertinent data that directly and intentionally 

speaks to the studied phenomenon. Thus archival photo methods, in which the photographer’s 

intent and composition are less clear, is not addressed in this review. 

Why consider photographic approaches in SAP research, particularly when video 

approaches also exist? Both video and photographic approaches benefit from digital cameras’ 

use in daily life; therefore, generating images is feasible for researchers and participants. 
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Additionally, photographs and video approaches allow researchers close engagement with the 

field; heighten connection with organizational participants; and increase understanding of 

researchers’ contexts. 

Photographic methods provide unique benefits compared to video methods. First, 

photographic research offers less potential editing and curating than video research—making 

photographic methodologies more accessible to researchers and participants involved in image 

analysis. We recognize, however, that both approaches need further work to clarify data analysis 

strategies. Second, photographic methods are less intrusive than video methods in an 

organizational setting; organizations may be more open to allowing researchers to collect photos 

in their workplace (as Werle and Seidl, 2015, noted). Third, conveying research findings using 

photographic methods to researchers (e.g., refereed journal articles,1 academic conferences) and 

practitioners (e.g., trade publications, professional conferences) is more straightforward than 

using video methods and can be accessible to a wider audience. We believe benefits from 

photographic methods provide unique opportunities that have not been fully embraced in SAP 

research. 

Photograph methods review in SAP Research 

To identify how photographs have been used in SAP research, we conducted a Google Scholar 

search using the terms “strategy as practice” and photo*—including variant spellings. We 

reviewed over 400 citations from articles, book chapters, dissertations, and other reports. Most 

citations did not include photographs taken by participants or researchers but instead referenced 

photographs from social media, archival photographs, photocopiers or photo-related industries, 

 
1We recognize that online appendices can convey photographic and video findings in journal articles. 
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or photographic documents provided by an organization. Furthermore, in a few edited books, the 

terms “photo*” and “SAP” were found, but they were not in the same chapter.  

We identified many reviews and methods articles encouraging photographic methods in 

SAP research (Abdallah et al., 2017; Jarzabkowski, Spee, and Smets, 2013; Jarzabkowski et al., 

2015; Rasche and Chia, 2009; Ray and Smith, 2012; Shortt and Warren, 2019)—many with 

which we were already familiar. A few articles explained why photographs were not used or did 

not work out. For instance, Slutskaya et al. (2018) explained why their researcher-generated 

photographs failed in participant interviews, subsequently leading to a successful participant-

generated video approach.  

Of the remaining articles, we searched for studies in which photographic data were 

analyzed and used to develop theoretical findings. Many articles included photographs in their 

data collection but did not discuss analysis of the photographs or their connection to theoretical 

insights. In several cases, photographs were only a memory aid to field observations, were used 

to interview participants, or were only used to triangulate emergent findings from interview data 

or observational notes. Ultimately, we identified six studies analyzing photographs that helped 

generate theoretical insights. We briefly describe each study below. 

We found two SAP dissertations robustly discussing photographic analysis and 

theoretical contributions (Hurst, 2022; Owen, 2022). In her thesis research about material agency 

with strategy-making, Owen (2022: 111) described how using photographs changed throughout 

her project: 

Photographing the places, people and things that I saw during my research helped me to 

remember certain aspects of the mise en scène that might seem particularly important. As 

the project progressed, I started to think rather differently about the purpose and value of 
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the photographs I was taking, and of the role(s) they played in data analysis, insight and 

communication. 

Owen (2022: 118) commented that photographs are never neutral in documenting a scene but 

rather are compositions that cannot be decoupled “from the varied means of its production, be 

they technical, political, socially-mandated, or aesthetically-driven or a combination of those 

factors amongst others.” Her photographs and how she constructed them became central to 

narrative creation and the study’s findings. 

In his study of emotions and strategizing, Hurst (2022) used many data sources: 

observations, interviews, photographs, documents, and social media. Hurst reveals how he 

brought multiple data sources together into a daily composite in OneNote to keep a chronological 

log of field experiences and to record emerging insights. Annotated photographs were central to 

his findings’ presentation. 

We also identified four articles analyzing photographic data in novel ways to contribute 

to SAP research. First, in their multi-year ethnography, Comi and Whyte (2018) used 

observation, documents, interviews, and photographs to study visual artefacts and future-making. 

They stated, “[W]e strove to avoid reduction of visual data to verbal data (Boxenbaum et al., 

2015)” (Comi and Whyte, 2018: 1061). Connecting other data with photographs allowed them to 

“see aspects that were not apparent from transcripts alone” (Comi and Whyte, 2018: 1064). They 

presented textual data alongside participants’ images to build a case for future-making practices.  

Second, Werle and Seidl (2015) undertook ethnographic observations, conducted 

interviews, collected documents, captured artefacts used in strategy meetings, and took over 300 

photographs. While noting that multiple data sources provided “opportunities for triangulation” 
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(Werle and Seidl, 2015: S73), they described how photographs helped identify how artefacts 

changed over time.  

Third, Bell and Vachhani (2020) studied craftwork practice through relational encounters 

and materiality. One of these researchers took over 500 photographs capturing processes and 

practices “to make connections between craft work encounters and the sensory information they 

generated” (Bell and Vachhani, 2020: 687). Photographs were central to their data analysis with 

interviews, field notes, and documents supplementing that analysis. They identified sensory 

traces and affective encounters in the images, which became central to their theorizing.  

Fourth, Huang, Wright, and Middleton (2022) used photographs to capture whiteboards 

and flipcharts in a classroom activity related to artefacts and team learning experiences about 

strategy. The photographs were used as a data source to provide “a less restrictive and more 

accurate record of the material objects” and “detailed illustrations of the use of material objects 

and strategy tools ... involved in the team learning processes of doing strategy” (Huang et al., 

2022: 41). They indicated that photographs, coupled with interviews, were used in their third 

data analysis to “verify and elaborate [their] emergent understanding of second-order 

relationships” (Huang et al., 2022: 44).  

After reviewing these publications, we propose photo methods as an untapped approach 

that can advance SAP research. To make photo methods more accessible, we next provide a 

framework for ways to include photographs in organizational studies.  

Photographic framework 

In this section, we provide a framework that SAP and other researchers can use when 

considering how to incorporate created-photographs in their research projects. We identify two 

key considerations: (1) who creates the photographic images—researchers or participants and (2) 
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photographic data’s role—primary or secondary—in the research design. We found that when 

photographs are mentioned as a data source in top journal publications, they usually play a 

secondary role (i.e., documenting, triangulating textual data), not an analytic component leading 

to theoretical insights. In some studies, such as the six found in our review, photographic data are 

treated the same as other data sources and are connected to theoretical insights.  

Who is generating the photographs? In designing a study using photo methods, 

researchers must first decide who will take the photographs (Davison, 2010; Meyer et al, 2013; 

Ray and Smith, 2012). First, researchers can create photographs to document field experiences or 

use them during interviews. Ray and Smith (2012) noted that taking photographs early in field 

exploration can capture initial experiences, images, processes, and activities that stand out before 

becoming desensitized to the field’s richness. Second, participants can create photographs and 

discuss them in an interview. For instance, photo-elicitation interviews allow participants to 

discuss photographs with a researcher (Collier and Collier, 1986; Slutskaya et al., 2012; Warren, 

2002). In photovoice research (Wang and Burris, 1997), participants create the photographs and 

are involved during analysis and presentation of findings to their organization. 

What role will photographs play in the research? Researchers must also consider whether 

photographic data will play a primary or secondary role in the analysis. In the six studies we 

reviewed earlier, photographs played a primary role—providing and systematically analyzing 

strong data, possibly in combination with textual data—to create theoretical insights. 

Photographs can also play a secondary role to other data—usually textual data (Hansen et al., 

2022). For instance, photographs play a secondary role in photo-elicitation studies when only the 

textual data are analyzed and the photographs used for discussion are discarded after the 

interviews (e.g., Cassell, Radcliffe, and Malik, 2020).   
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Considering these two dimensions—the photographs’ creators and the photographs’ role 

in research—we present a 2x2 framework (Table 1) to identify ways photographs can be used in 

a research project. We identify four empirical approaches in which photographs can enhance the 

study of strategy as practice. While we discuss the approaches in each quadrant as being distinct, 

we recognize the dividing lines are blurry because researchers can use photographs in unique 

ways throughout the research process (Pratt, Sonenshein, and Feldman, 2022). Table 1’s first 

column represents the most common photographic approach—using photographs as 

supplementary data. The approaches in the second column are more advanced and represent 

instances when photographs are central to developing theoretical insights. In Table 1 below, each 

quadrant is labeled and described, beginning with the quadrants in the first column and moving 

to the second quadrant with more advanced applications. Photograph analysis approaches are 

also discussed. 

---------------------- 
Table 1 about here 
----------------------- 

 
Column 1: Photographs play a secondary role in a research project 

 Outside-in supportive approach: Researcher documentation in a field setting. In this 

quadrant, researchers capture visuals while in the field to document what they see. Whether or 

not these photographs are systematically analyzed and incorporated into the research findings, 

they can be used as a memory aid for researchers to provide vivid reminders of their field 

experiences. Researcher-generated photographs can signal a research project’s trustworthiness 

(Lincoln and Guba, 2000), providing evidence that researchers spent significant time in the field 

and developed a rapport with organizational members.  
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In SAP research, researchers have documented the use of artefacts (i.e., objects in the 

field) during strategy-making processes, in keeping with a practice approach to photographs, 

which helps in understanding “objects to be employed in processes of strategizing” (Meyer et al, 

2013: 511). For instance, Werle and Seidl (2015) documented an organization’s strategy by 

taking photographs to capture the use of artefacts during the strategy-making process. The 

artefact photographs became central to their theoretical contribution of epistemic objects to the 

SAP literature. Huang et al. (2022: 41) noted that one author on their team “took photographs 

when elements in the empirical context struck him as theoretically salient in addressing the 

research question.” Their photographs of whiteboard and flipcharts had a significant bearing on 

their findings.  

In summary, this outside-in supportive approach highlights how photographs can be used 

to capture field experiences, track artefacts, support the research’s trustworthiness, and/or 

reinforce emerging patterns from other data sources.  

Inside-out supportive approach: Participant-generated photographs in photo-elicitation 

interviews. In this approach, researchers work with organizational members to generate images 

from a prompt tied to a research question. Photo-elicitation processes in management and 

organizational research have been extensively documented (Collier and Collier, 1986; Ray and 

Smith, 2012). Cassell et al. and colleagues (2020: 756) described their photo-elicitation 

approach: “The intention is to establish trust and rapport with the interviewee so that we can 

effectively explore their social reality and sensemaking around the concept of work-life 

balance.” With this approach, workers may take photographs addressing the following question: 

What is it like to work in your organization? Researchers prepare participants to take 

photographs about a topic and teach them about responsible photography (Vince and Warren, 
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2012). Researchers then conduct interviews with participants using their images as a reference. 

Similar to most photo-elicitation studies, Cassell et al. (2020) discarded their participants’ 

images and only coded the interview text.  

Photo-elicitation has many benefits. First, researchers are able to obtain deeper and richer 

data than using interview prompts alone (Kjellstrand and Vince, 2020). Second, data generated 

from this technique are less affected by some biases associated with interview research (e.g., 

recall bias) because participants capture their actual activities and soon describe them to the 

researcher. Third, participants enjoy being involved in this data collection, giving them a 

stronger voice in the research process and more time to consider their interview “response” 

(versus the few seconds between an interview question and a participant’s response).  

In this quadrant, photographs are created by participants, are used to generate textual data 

through participant interviews, and are secondary to interview text. Similar to the outside-in 

quadrant, photographs can support emergent findings from textual data or triangulate findings.  

Column 2: Photographs play a primary role in a research project 

Outside-in integrated approach: Researcher-generated photographs playing a primary role 

in research design. In this approach, photographs are intrinsically included in the research design, 

systematically analyzed, and clearly connected to theoretical findings. These photographs not 

only signal the research’s trustworthiness and highlight the researcher’s embeddedness in the 

field but also facilitate analysis and theoretical findings contributing to the field. 

 Few management and organizational studies have used the outside-in integrated 

approach, but it holds significant potential for future SAP studies. With this approach, a 

researcher collects photographic data aligning with their research topic. The researcher 

negotiates with an organization to spend significant time observing strategic processes, as 
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depicted by Werle and Seidel’s (2015) two-year organizational commitment and Comi and 

Whyte’s (2018) multi-year investigation. Researchers then capture and analyze photographs to 

generate theoretical findings. 

Buchanan (2001) described a research project that fits into this quadrant. Engaged in a 

hospital research project on process re-engineering that included many data sources (e.g., 

interviews), Buchanan (1997) followed organizational participants, took photographs of 

departments’ processes, and documented those processes with memos. He incorporated the 

photographs into a PowerPoint presentation, which he showed to hospital staff to receive 

feedback and encourage organizational changes. Although his photographic analysis was not 

clearly explained, his study brought photographs front and center in the research project, 

contributing to theoretical insights related to process reengineering (Buchanan, 1997).   

The outside-in integrated approach is promising for SAP research. By systematically 

analyzing their photographs, researchers can derive significant insights about strategizing 

processes and activities over time. In the example discussed below, we identify how strategy 

change can be tied to daily activities and physical space.  

Inside-out integrated approach: Participant-created images playing a primary role in 

research design. This approach uses photographs created by research participants as primary data 

for analysis and theory building. In this more participatory approach, researchers and participants 

collaborate “to increase participants’ voice” (Bell and Davison, 2013: 179). One type of inside-

out integrated approach is photovoice with participants playing a primary role across the entire 

research project (Wang and Burris, 1997). Although mainly used in healthcare-related fields, 

photovoice has been adopted in other disciplines (e.g., sociology, leisure studies, marketing, 
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education) (Harper, 2012). Management and organizational research has not yet embraced this 

method. 

In a photovoice project, participants are involved in collecting and analyzing data and 

sharing insights. This approach is especially well-suited to capture organizational members lower 

in the organizational hierarchy and to offer them a unique and powerful voice to share their daily 

activities and lived experiences. Through continual collaboration between researchers and 

participants, researchers can identify theoretical insights as well as promote organizational 

change. For instance, in an occupational health and safety study, Flum et al. (2010) used a 

photovoice approach to examine custodian safety in a large university. University and union 

leadership wanted to determine if a new program had sufficiently addressed health and safety 

issues. This photovoice project was designed “to give voice to workers on campus with the least 

social status and power, the custodians” (Flum et al., 2010: 1151). Research participants were 

told the photographs’ purpose (i.e., to capture images of daily hazards) and were given a 

disposable camera (maximum of 25 images). Over two days, these workers took photographs 

and logged why each image was captured. Then the participants sorted similar images into 

themes, which were presented to other custodians for feedback. Insights from this study were 

transferred to those in power through a presentation report, which visually documented 

suggestions using the custodians’ photographs. A year after the project, “a number of hazards 

identified through Photovoice had been corrected [and a] safety committee for custodians ha[d] 

been established” (Flum et al., 2010: 1156).  

In this quadrant, we imagine SAP researchers working closely with organizational 

members to understand their daily lives, activities, and practices. The participant-generated 

photographs are not discarded but are systematically analyzed, with varying levels of participant 
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involvement. As a result, photographs in a study using this approach are central to the analysis. 

Findings are based on themes emerging from the photographs. Given the SAP research’s focus 

on practice and closer collaboration with organizations for impact, this approach holds great 

promise. 

Because photograph analysis is usually thinly described in research, we provide an 

overview of photographic data analysis approaches. We assume photographs contain 

theoretically relevant data that can be subjected to systematic analysis. In studies using archival 

photographs (e.g., media images, content, semiotic, and iconography), analyses are extensively 

discussed (Bock, Isermann, and Knieper, 2011; Meyer et al 2013). However, we discuss methods 

when a researcher intentionally collects photographs from a chosen field site to analyze and use 

them to build theory. Highlighting several decisions and approaches below, we recognize a need 

for more clarity and pragmatic guidance on photographic data analysis. 

Systematically analyzing photographs 

We highlight two main considerations when undertaking systematic photographic 

analysis that apply to both participant- and researcher-created photographs (Table 2). First, 

researchers must consider whether the analysis focuses on one image or a composite of images. 

Second, researchers must determine the extent to which other data—usually textual—is linked to 

the photograph(s). Researchers can use bricolage to move between the techniques that make the 

most sense for their project (Pratt et al., 2022). 

Single-image analysis. First, researchers can analyze individual photographs—a common 

approach outside management and organizational research (Felstead, Jewson and Walters, 2004; 

Harper, 2012; Prosser and Schwartz, 1998). Harper (2012), a visual sociologist, described a 

process in which each image is analyzed for its visual components (i.e., details that might be 
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overlooked at a glance) and then for its sociological meaning. According to Harper (2012: 222), 

“Deconstructing photos takes some imagination and patience. There is much information waiting 

to be interpreted.” With this approach, researchers create a narrative about each image. 

According to Prosser and Schwartz (1998: 111), researchers need a lens to interpret a photograph 

such as a “social explanation or intellectual puzzle ... to be resolved.” Both Harper and Prosser 

and Schwartz discuss connecting with a theoretical lens to make sense of an image. 

Second, some photographs can be analyzed for their emotional effect on the viewer 

(Barthes, 1981). In their study, Bell and Vachhani (2020: 687) used Barthes’ punctum approach 

to analyze their images. They found this approach useful for identifying objects that punctuated 

(i.e., stood out in) their reading of a photograph because they were linked to sensory or relational 

encounters.  One of these authors immersed herself in the photograph to experience the sensation 

of being there in order to identify theoretical insights about craftwork.   

Third, researchers can analyze photographs by coding at higher abstraction levels (Collier 

and Collier, 1986). Margolis and Rowe (2012) discussed an image-by-image analysis akin to 

textual grounded theory. Using an interpretivist approach, they described each photograph, coded 

each using appropriate categories (i.e., open coding), and used axial coding to construct broader 

categories across images. Then they used broader coding to uncover theoretical contributions 

(Margolis and Rowe, 2012). At each step of coding, the analysis broadens to more latent and 

theoretically relevant themes2 (Collier and Collier, 1986).  

There are many additional approaches to individual photograph analysis, but these three 

most closely resonate with SAP’s interpretivist approach. 

 
2The difference between manifest and latent image aspects are illustrated in Figures 1 and 2 found in Ray and Smith, 
2012: 302, 303. 
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Composite photographic analysis. Shortt and Warren (2019) offered another approach to 

image analysis by examining photographs in aggregate rather than individually. Calling this 

process grounded visual pattern analysis (GVPA), they built on Collier’s work to examine the 

“‘content and character’ of images in visual research, asking the researcher to ... view images in 

their entirety... [and be] influence[d] by this final exposure to the whole” (Collier, 2001: 39, as 

cited in Shortt and Warren, 2019: 548-549). In their study, Shortt and Warren (2019: 544) invited 

hairdressers to take photographs “of places meaningful to them [that] said something about ‘who 

they were.’” They objected to single image analysis in which “individual images are pulled apart 

in forensic detail in order to establish meaning based on the visual mode” (Shortt and Warren, 

2019: 548). Instead, they grouped similar images as “thematic sets,” relying on insights from 

their photo-elicitation interviews (Shortt and Warren, 2019: 547). Next, they organized their 

images by date and photographer. Then, they engaged in structured viewing through symbolic 

viewing (i.e., looking for what is communicated across the images) and compositional viewing 

(i.e., looking for the structural and stylistic components). Finally, the researchers contemplated 

how these composite analyses “help[ed] build conceptual contributions from photographic 

methods, above beyond purely empirical ones (Drew & Guillemin, 2014)” (Shortt and Warren, 

2019: 552). Later in this chapter, we illustrate some of these analytical steps in our SAP-related 

example. 

Connection to textual research data. In management and organizational research, it is a 

rare study to find photographs as the only data source. Instead, photographic data were a primary 

data source along with other data–usually interviews and observations. Implicit in the approaches 

presented above is an understanding of participants’ comments (e.g., Shortt and Warren, 2019), 
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knowledge of the theoretical domain (e.g., Harper, 2012), and/or the research domain’s 

theoretical domain (e.g., Collier and Collier, 1986).  

Along with these implicit understandings, we propose several explicit connections 

between data sources during image data analysis. Felstead et al. (2004: 118) argued that “[w]ords 

and text, of researchers and respondents, colour the meanings attributed to images” and that 

“images can change the way interview transcripts are read and serve as a catalyst to theoretical 

reconceptualization.” They cited Pink (2001: 96), who stated, “The purpose of [photographic] 

analysis is not to translate ‘visual evidence’ into verbal knowledge, but to explore the 

relationship between visual (and other) knowledge” (Felstead et al., 2004: 118). According to 

Collier and Collier (1986: 170), “The promise of systematic visual analysis is that it may provide 

a means of combining the different sources of intelligence in a responsible manner that 

overcomes our culture separation of the visual from written records.” Acknowledging these 

views of the close connections between images and texts, we provide ideas below about those 

connections in data during analysis and in presentation to support theoretical contributions. 

Among the many ways to connect visual and verbal data in research projects, we identify two 

approaches: grounded triangulation and composites.  

Both participant- and researcher-created photographs have been used for pattern 

triangulation emerging from rigorous textual coding. In most computer-aided quality data 

analysis software, interview comments can be hyperlinked with an image—or part of an image—

to reinforce the patterns emerging from interview coding (Ray and Smith, 2012). While in many 

articles triangulation is mentioned regarding how photographs are used in the analysis, the 

process undertaken to make these connections are rarely discussed overtly in articles. To make 
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this process transparent, researchers should ground connections between the images and text and 

clarify how these explicit connections support emerging findings. 

Composite analysis involves juxtaposing images and text for comparison. In a composite 

analysis, the researcher describes each image with the pertinent text (e.g., researcher observation 

notes, interview comments) connected. The researcher then systematically analyzes the 

composite to identify patterns emerging from juxtaposed images and text. In his dissertation, 

Hurst described and provided a visual image of his OneNote screen he created for each field 

visit. He included “multiple images of hand-written notes, photos, transcripts, screenshots, etc.,” 

resulting in 234 pages of integrated data (Hurst, 2022: 56). These composites along with a tool 

(Emotiongraph) that he created allowed him to connect verbal and photographic data to build 

evidence for his theoretical contributions.  

We identify two ways that photographs have been included as a primary data source 

(compared to just decoration or an illustration) in publications: photo essays and side-by-side 

visual/verbal displays. First, in photo essays, images dominate the article. A photo essay usually 

begin with a short essay to position the photographic display that dominates the article. Readers 

can review patterns across the images based on the opening essay. Photo essays can be found in 

many disciplines, though only a few examples exist within management and organizational 

research. For instance, Maier (2005) provided a short photo essay about surviving his doctoral 

studies. In the journal Organizations and Environment, Meyler, Stimpson, and Cutchin (2007) 

provided a photo essay about the petrochemical industry’s significant change to the Texas 

landscape. We can imagine this publication style in such publications as Journal of Management 

Inquiry, Journal of Business Venturing Insights, Academy of Management Discoveries, or other 

journals open to innovative article formats.  
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Second, building on our review, we identify in the findings sections various ways 

photographs were displayed. Werle and Seidl (2015) provided annotated photographs in their 

findings section, along with insights from their observations. Comi and Whyte (2018) juxtaposed 

an observation summary, interview or field note excerpts, and participant-created images. Huang 

et al. (2022) provided representative photographs to support textual data on material use. In these 

articles, photographs were not for entertainment, but were instead central to building a case for 

the findings. 

Researcher-generated images with GVPA analysis 

To illustrate how SAP research can benefit from using photographs, we provide an 

example from longitudinal research studying how daily activities and changes to space are 

connected to strategic changes. This study fits into the outside-in integrated approach whereby 

(a) researcher-generated photographs play a primary role and (b) a limited analysis uses the 

GVPA approach. 

From 2010 to 2015, one researcher spent considerable time in a private, medium-size, 

family-owned company manufacturing medical garments. The relationship between the 

researcher and the company began with a serendipitous encounter in which one of the two 

owners discussed how many of their employees danced every day. After a 2009 visit to write a 

case study (with an honors student), the researcher began a research project in earnest in 2010 to 

capture daily activities and practices through photography, observations, and interviews. The 

initial focus was to understand how daily practices supported this firm’s values and goals. The 

researcher made multiple visits, varying from one day to two weeks, for five years. 

Subsequently, a private equity firm bought the company.   
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Upon entering the field in 2010, the researcher took photographs of surprising or unusual 

features in the manufacturing/sewing operation.3 The photographs included the kitchen 

breakroom that had a picture frame for each employee organized on the wall by their birthday 

month. Most employees decorated their frames with personal aspects of their life (e.g., country 

of origin, hobbies). Photographs also captured the Hilton-like plant bathrooms; the daily 

scramble to ship orders received on the same day; and, of course, the daily dancing. Managers 

and supervisors were interviewed. 

During a long visit in 2010, the researcher tried to undertake a photo-elicitation project 

with the plant workers; however, given the number of non-English speakers and constraints on 

their time, this effort did not materialize. Instead, because the researcher was visible in the 

company and had developed a good rapport with many in the company,4 employees identified 

and discussed an object or place of importance. For instance, one employee took the researcher 

to a bra-molding machine and explained that this machine, new to the company, removed seams 

that could rub a patient after surgery. When this machine was purchased, no one could operate it; 

she described how the founder trusted her to learn about and operate the machine. Throughout 

the visits, employees continued engaging with the researcher.  

While several presentations and methods articles have leveraged this study’s 

photographs, only recently did she begin systematically analyzing photographs using GVPA. 

The researcher-created photographs visually documented this firm’s strategic reorientation from 

a family/employee-focused environment to a firm prepared to be sold to a private equity firm. 

Beginning in 2009, the firm experienced various strategic changes when one cofounder was 

 
3The researcher spent many years in manufacturing before an academic career; this experience provided discernment 
in viewing features of this manufacturing company. 
4Perhaps engendering trust, the researcher was visible and accessible—eating lunch with the workers, showing 
interest in their work, participating in dancing, engaging in chitchat, etc. 
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bought out, followed by a newly appointed chief operating officer. The remaining founder 

returned in late 2012 and focused on organizational efficiency. Increasing bureaucratization was 

visible in their operation from 2010 to 2013.  

As part of a GVPA approach, image sets were created from the photographs. One set was 

related to dancing, the space for dancing, and other relevant components. As seen in Figure 1, the 

photographs were then organized chronologically from 2010 (on the left) to 2013 (on the right). 

Undertaking a structured symbolic viewing, CAQDAS was used to code the composite around 

the dancing space (i.e., wall behind the laser-cutting machine). Photos from one of the 

company’s annual galas, where dancing played an integral part, was on the plant wall. Fast 

forward three years (on the right-hand side of the photo in Figure 1), and the dancing space had 

been dismantled to accommodate a faster and more accurate laser cutting machine to resolve a 

bottleneck in operations. A loud buzzer in 2013 (noted in coding) replaced a gentle bell (in 2010) 

to indicate breaks. We noted changes to clothing—from dancing attire and some workers in 

company polo shirts to uniforms, indicating rank (e.g., blue shirts for managers, green for 

supervisors). Where there was once a dance floor, in 2013 there were lines indicating where to 

walk on the floor and enhanced shelving and storage systems; a separate trailer was placed 

behind the building for Zumba dancing. When coding, the researcher added reflections (from 

observational notes, interviews, and reactions while coding) on the codes (i.e., yellow rectangle 

on coding in Figure 1). In Figure 2, these reflections were printed out with the codes and images 

to enable the researcher to step back and begin to see patterns. 

---------------------- 
Figures 1 and 2 about here 

---------------------- 



23 
 

From this structured analysis of one photo image set in a larger project, the researcher 

noted in her photographs such patterns as more operational structuring (lines on floor, shelving), 

more light (not dancing in the dark), more uniform clothing, and fewer sewing operators. The 

photographs capture a company in which the whimsy of dancing and other employee-focused 

activities gave way to more bureaucratic and visibly efficient practices as the company moved 

toward a private equity sale. Understanding the practices of readying a company for sale is an 

area of SAP that is relatively underexplored.  

Considerations 

Using photographs in SAP research offers tremendous potential to engage deeply with 

organizational members, to capture rich data over time, and even to co-create knowledge with 

study participants (i.e., photovoice). In this chapter, we present multiple ways to incorporate 

photographs into SAP research. Table 1’s first column highlights using photographs to capture 

impressions (researcher-created photographs) and to engage with organizational members 

(participant-created photographs) in order to triangulate findings from other data. The second 

column demonstrates how photographs allow researchers to deeply engage participants and 

encourage organizational change. We detail analytic approaches that can be used to not only 

analyze photographs as primary data in a research project, but also to knit photographic images 

as secondary data with other data sources.  

Despite the benefits of incorporating photographs into a research project, researchers 

should note some considerations. Because photographing can be more invasive than conducting 

interviews or collecting documents, researchers must (a) justify their photographic approach to 

Institutional Review Boards and (b) train participants to consider who is included in an image, 

safeguard subject confidentiality, and negotiate photograph ownership if needed for publication 
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(Vince and Warren, 2012). Researchers must also work with organizations to obtain their support 

for more participant-involved approaches. In photographic research, researchers must earn trust 

from organizational members by deeply engaging with organizational leaders and participants.  

Furthermore, because photographic methods are relatively novel in SAP and management 

and organizational research, researchers might encounter pushback from using and publishing 

images. However, we urge researchers using photo methods to clarify their image analysis and 

explain how patterns and theoretical insights emerged. Hopefully, this chapter provides 

information that helps legitimate photo methods in management and organizational research and 

that can be used to help assuage editors’ and reviewers’ concerns. 

 This chapter presents a framework and makes a case to adopt increased photographic 

approaches within SAP research. As the field makes methodological advancements (e.g., video 

methods), we seek to highlight photographs’ potential for generating unique theoretical insights 

within organizations. We believe that including photographs will provide fresh insights and help 

us better understand strategy as practice.  
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Table 1 

Photographic Framework 

 Column 1: 
Photographic images as secondary data in project  

Column 2: 
Photographic images play a primary role in project  

Researcher-led 
photography 

 

OUTSIDE-IN SUPPORTIVE APPROACH 
 

Researcher-created images while in the field  
enhances trustworthiness of research project (i.e., 
time in field) and can triangulate findings from 
textual data (i.e., interview or field notes). Images 
might be used in publications to illustrate key 
findings, but images are not systematically 
analyzed. 

OUTSIDE-IN INTEGRATED APPROACH 
 

Researcher-created images, which are primary data or 
equal to textual data, are systematically analyzed to 
develop theoretical insights.   
 

Participant-led 
photography 

INSIDE-OUT SUPPORTIVE APPROACH 
 

Participant-created photographs are used in photo-
elicitation interviews, which provide deeper 
insights than a question-answer format. Interview 
text is privileged and systematically analyzed; 
images are not systematically analyzed and might 
be used as illustrations in a publication. 

INSIDE-OUT INTEGRATED APPROACH 
 

Participant-created images are analyzed with 
participant involvement leading to theoretical 
contributions and conveyance to organization or 
broader public display (i.e., photovoice). 
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Table 2 

Photographic Data Analysis Approaches6  

Single or Multiple Analysis 

1. Single analysis a. Narrative created about image (Harper, 2012) 
b. Researcher’s personal reactions to an image (Barthes’ punctum, 

1981)  
c. Grounded theory approach: image by image (Margolis and 

Rowe, 2011) 
 

2. Composites  Grounded Visual Pattern Analysis (Shortt and Warren, 2019) 
• Dialogic – themes from observation and interviews 
• Grouping according to themes 
• Ordering of image sets (e.g., date, place, who created 

image) 
• Structured viewing of image set  

o Symbolic viewing – what the photographer is trying to 
communicate 

o Compositional viewing - how photographs are composed 
o Theorizing – connections to research questions, new 

contributions 

Connections to Other Data/Text in Project 
1. Intermediate 

processes  
a. Triangulation - Hyperlinking image to text  
b. Multi-data composite view (OneNote, Hurst, 2022) 

 
2. Publication 

displays 
a. Photo essay (see examples in text) 
b. Tables (Comi and Whyte, 2018) 

 
 

  

 
6 These approaches can be conducted manually (Shortt and Warren, 2019) or with CAQDAS (Ray and 
Smith, 2012). 
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Figure 1 

Dancing Image Set: Symbolic Structured Viewing, 2010-20137 

 

  

 
7 Earlier images are on the left and coded in red; 2012-13 images are located on the right and are coded in purple. 
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Figure 2 

Codes, Image Excerpts, and Researcher Reflections   

 


