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Breaking Down Barriers: Exploring the Potential of Participatory
Visual Research to Promote University Students' Active
Participation in Sustainable Development Initiatives
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Abstract: Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) serves as one of the most promising approaches amidst the current global sustainability
crisis. Universities, as research and innovation hubs, have the critical responsibility to make graduates competent as sustainable citizens. Still,
research shows that the rigid, top-down approaches in institutions often inhibit students' meaningful participation in leadership and decision-
making opportunities within ESD programs. In this paper, I advocate for using creative participatory methodologies, such as participatory visual
research (PVR), to promote students' meaningful participation in sustainability initiatives. Through the review of extant ESD scholarship, I
establish that PVR can engage students' participation in sustainability initiatives while promoting their critical awareness of sustainability
challenges as well as revealing their implicit and hidden sustainability perceptions and values. This paper provides valuable insights for
researchers seeking to leverage PVR's full potential while considering its ethical, practical, and theoretical implications for ESD research.
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Introduction: The Existing Research Challenge

lack of effective sustainability initiatives to address the rapidly escalating challenges of the 21st century
could lead to the global crisis (Suh & Han, 2019). In response, Canada and 192 other United Nations (UN)
members drafted 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be achieved by the end of 2030 (UN, 2015).

The SDGs include economic, environmental, and social dimensions to address the most pressing global issues like
poverty, gender inequality and environmental degradation. According to the latest report by the Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN), Canada's SDG achievement rate is alarmingly low (Sachs et al., 2023). If
this concerning trend persists, Canada might not be able to achieve SDGs within the stipulated targets, unless well-
informed measures are taken immediately (Zhao et al., 2022).

Education for sustainable development (ESD) is one of the most promising approaches amidst the current 'code
red for humanity' (Dlouhá & Pospíšilová, 2018; Heleta & Bagus, 2020). A primary goal of ESD is to equip learners
with the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development and achieve SDGs (Heleta & Bagus,
2020; UN, 2015). Often characterized as the "strategic heart — indeed the head — of education" (Mamdani, 2007, p.
213), universities have a crucial role here as they are situated on top of the education system, supporting other levels
of education (Heleta & Bagus, 2020). There is comprehensive literature outlining the critical responsibility of
universities to embed sustainability in campus operations to make graduates competent as sustainable citizens (e.g.,
Goldman et al., 2015; Mjimba & Nhamo, 2020; Wals & Blewitt, 2010). Given their focal role, most universities
have committed to ESD and took several measures, such as: a) establishing university-based centres focusing on
sustainability research and education, and b) joining international sustainability networks like UN's Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher
Education (AASHE) (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2020).

Despite their efforts and commitment to sustainability initiatives (Albareda-Tiana et al., 2018; Korhonen-Kurki
et al., 2020), the current educational contribution from HEIs is presumed weak and still in its infancy (Lipscombe et
al., 2008; Zamora-Polo & Sánchez-Martín, 2019). Consequently, university students lack the sustainability
competencies (i.e., knowledge, skills, and attitudes) required to promote sustainable development and achieve SDGs
(Gómez-Martín et al., 2021; Ismail et al., 2022). It is only fair to ask: Why our universities are failing to prepare
graduates who are competent in addressing real-world sustainability challenges? A recurrent yet unsurprising
critique in the scholarship is the use of top-down approaches in most institutions (Barth et al., 2007; Korhonen-
Kurki et al., 2020). Universities often limit the use of participatory approaches to ESD due to the dominant, rigid
authoritarian structures, such as strictly hierarchical and centralized systems of governance and decision-making
(Bratman et al., 2016; Duram & Williams, 2015).

Students' involvement and leadership offer a unique potential to transform ESD as they enable bottom-up
approaches, strategically and collectively pushing for implementation of sustainability within universities (Drupp et
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al., 2012). Still, students generally lack power and agency at the institutional level (Murray, 2018), impeding their
ability to generate systemic social change within and beyond universities. These "ivory towers of learning"
(Omisore et al., 2017, p. 270) have extensively been criticized for not allowing students to engage in decision-
making opportunities around sustainable development initiatives (Bratman et al., 2016; Duram & Williams, 2015).
Scholars argue that even when students are allowed to participate, their contributions are often reduced to tokenism
or decoration at traditional sustainability forums and events (Hart, 2008; Taft & Gordon, 2013). In most instances,
students disengage from available ESD programs due to such tokenistic participation or non-participation (O'Brien
et al., 2018; Taft & Gordon, 2013). This dilemma raises questions: How can such "invited and managed forms of
participation and citizenship" (O'Brien et al., 2018, p. 3) engage and motivate students to become responsible and
sustainable citizens? How can we stop using "business as usual" (Vogel & O'Brien, 2022, p. 653) approaches where
young students are reduced to mere passive participants in ESD and SDGs' related programs? And can sustainability
researchers contribute to the design of participatory spaces where students can engage meaningfully in sustainability
initiatives?

Researchers have an essential role in ESD research as pioneers in imagining, introducing, developing and
evaluating alternative, rather participatory, counterspace where students are actively involved in ESD projects.
Sustainability researchers, in particular, can help advance ESD by working with and not for the students who can
lead sustainability transformations within their institutions and beyond (O'Brien et al., 2018; Vogel & O'Brien,
2022). One promising avenue to serve these goals of inviting meaningful, creative and legitimate participation from
students is by using participatory approaches, such as participatory visual research (PVR). Despite contemporary
scholarship emphasizing the importance of participants-focused and creative methodologies to ESD (e.g., O'Brien et
al., 2018; UNESCO, 2005; Vogel et al., 2022), PVR remains an under-researched and untapped methodological
approach. Motivated by the existing research gap, I explore: How does participatory research, particularly PVR,
align with ESD research? How has PVR been conducted to examine subjects related to sustainability, ESD and/or
education for SDGs, particularly concerning the engagement and participation of university students?

PVR in Theory: Background and Conceptual Framing

PVR draws essential characteristics from the broader category of participatory approaches. Participatory research
attempts to break down the barriers between researchers and participants, replacing the traditional paradigms where
"researchers research from ivory towers" (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 56). The participatory approach offers a
collaborative space where both participants and researchers co-create knowledge and engage in an ongoing dialogue
for a collective benefit (Blackstock et al., 2017; Dlouhá & Pospíšilová, 2018; Franzen, 2016; Pauwels, 2015). In my
experience as a participatory researcher, this transformative potential of participatory approaches stems from a
"generative space of scholarly production" (Franzen, 2016, p. 5), involving constant dialogue and negotiation among
researchers, community members and other stakeholders. Visual methodologies enrich participatory research by
adding nuance, depth, and validity to the knowledge co-creation process (Mitchell, 2011a). Using visuals,
participants can experiment with, and craft meanings that transcend linguistic and geographical barriers often
present in traditional participatory paradigms (Popp & Mendelson, 2010). Participants engage in collective and
reflective meaning-making through visual methodologies (Franzen, 2016). The culmination of visual methodologies
within participatory research gives rise to PVR, a research approach that draws on the power of visuals as potent
tools for collective engagement and reflection.

Different ways or modes of using visual tools exist (Mitchell, 2011a), such as mode of inquiry (e.g., photo
interviews), mode of representation (e.g., using apocalyptic portrayal of wildfires to initiate a group discussion about
climate change), or mode of dissemination (e.g., an exhibition of community photographs highlighting water issues).
Researchers must analyze and clarify the role of participants and research team members as well as the suitable
mode of a visual tool, which is generally informed by the context and intended outcomes of the research project. By
selecting the suitable visual tool for generating the required visual data, PVR can effectively engage participants in
transformative global practices.
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Leveraging PVR for Impactful and Meaningful ESD Initiatives

The review of extant scholarship revealed that the underlying principles of PVR strongly align with the work on
ESD and SDGs. As corroborated by the UN Decade for Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2005), meaningful
ESD programs must encourage learners' participation in decision-making opportunities and employ creative
approaches, such as arts and visuals.

The participatory aspect of PVR empowers participants to express their ownership and agency, challenging the
interests and power relationships perpetuating an unsustainable future (O'Brien et al., 2018). For example,
participants can engage in ongoing sustainability and social justice discourses through their involvement in bottom-
up policy-making and action planning (Vogel et al., 2022). Through co-designed and co-shared experiences,
participants can benefit from an opportunity to engage in critical dialogue with people of diverse perspectives and
values (Dlouhá & Pospíšilová, 2018), leading to bottom-up sustainability initiatives. The skills developed by
engaging in these stakeholder collaborations (e.g., effective communication and negotiation) are recognized as key
components of sustainability competencies (Barth et al., 2007). Using creative visual methodologies in PVR can
stimulate participation in sustainability transformations by giving participants an alternative medium of learning.
According to Flicker et al., (2018), students can connect with the sustainability themes in more "participatory and
involving ways" (p. 39) by visualizing the invisible and intangible using visual methodologies.

Despite the acknowledged potential of visual methodologies, relatively few studies have examined the ways in
which PVR can practically assist HEIs in training students as sustainable citizens.. In what follows, I present the
extant insightful and practical instances of PVR's application in the ESD context.

PVR in Application: Current Scholarship in ESD Research

As mentioned earlier, the PVR methodology does not have strong roots in ESD research, which generally focuses on
traditional top-down research approaches. Yet, some applications and adaptations of 'photovoice' and 'photo
interviews' have been documented in the literature within university contexts.

Originally established by Wang and Burris (1997), photovoice is a visual methodology which allows people to
"identify, represent, and enhance their community" (Mohd Noor et al., 2022, p. 3) by initiating dialogue through
photographic techniques (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). While it has various adaptations, photovoice essentially
uses images or photographs to facilitate meaningful discussion and reflection around a particular issue or topic.
Primarily, photovoice aims to generate social action rather than typical or strictly scientific knowledge production
(Pauwels, 2015). Extensive scholarship discussed a three-phase process of photovoice to maximize its
transformative potential (e.g., Mitchell, 2011b; Mohd Noor et al., 2022; Nyambe & Yamauchi, 2021; Wang &
Burris, 1997). The three sequential phases include training, data collection, and post-data collection, which may
slightly vary based on the participants' experience and familiarity with the photovoice process. Details of the
photovoice process are provided in Figure 1. Some instances call for additional phases, such as when data generated
by participants during photovoice is later used to elicit their responses during interviews, a technique known as
photo interview, or in some cases, photo or visual elicitation (Kolb, 2008; Mitchell, 2011a). Photo elicitation uses
photographs to "explore meanings individuals attach to particular topics" (Denton et al., 2023, p. 18).
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Figure 1

Photovoice Process (Mitchell, 2011b; Mohd Noor et al., 2022; Nyambe & Yamauchi, 2021)

Photovoice can achieve a variety of objectives within ESD research, which primarily include: a) engaging
students in sustainability initiatives, b) developing students' knowledge and awareness of sustainability challenges
and c) revealing students' underlying and hidden assumptions and understanding about sustainability themes.

Engaging Students in Sustainability Initiatives

Photovoice emerges as an empowering tool that facilitates active student participation in raising awareness of, and
addressing the personally relevant sustainability challenges. Photovoice offers students a visually creative, dialogic
and emancipatory space to capture their voice and visions as "experts" (Denton et al., 2023, p. 20). A compelling
example can be found in the research conducted by Nyambe and Yamauchi (2021), where participants shared their
views about water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) issues prevalent in a Zambian community. Students took
photographs of their neighbourhoods, created posters from selected photographs, and then engaged in group poster
presentation and discussion to show 'what is WASH in their community.' The photovoice approach allowed
students-researchers to identify the inadequacies in community engagement regarding WASH practices, shedding
light on the imperative to implement localized interventions. While serving as an evidence-informed and bottom-up
intervention, photovoice enabled students to adopt a proactive role in effecting meaningful change within their
communities and neighbourhoods.

Photovoice allows participants to act as "possible catalysts for social action and change" (Glaw et al., 2017, p.
2), thereby engaging particularly those students in meaningful ESD initiatives who reside in socially and
economically disadvantaged environments. This potential was exemplified in a study by Mohd Noor et al. (2022),
where under-represented students from Malaysia used photovoice to express critical perspectives and experiences
regarding social, environmental, and economic aspects of their local cultural ecosystem. While the overarching
objective was to foster sustainable protection of the surrounding environment, photovoice effectively mobilized
students as they conveyed personal narratives through community photographs. The creative mediums of expression,
coupled with critical discourse (afforded by the photovoice process), serve "decolonizing and indigenizing goals"
(Bissell & Korteweg, 2016, p. 19) that foster bottom-up sustainable development. By giving cameras to the
participants, photovoice balances power relations and shifts knowledge generation dynamics, particularly for those
whose voice is often excluded from the ESD initiatives. For example, consider a study by Bradford et al. (2016)
where learners highlighted the adverse impacts of inequities related to the provision of drinking water in Indigenous
communities of Canada. Employing the PosterVoice technique, participants conveyed their argument through
captioned posters showcasing indoor and outdoor images of the surface waters on the reserve. Or, in another
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example by Bissell and Korteweg (2016), Indigenous students used photovoice to produce digital stories about their
dogsledding experiences. These narratives provided a multi-modal platform for the students to share their rich
cultural and community backgrounds, thus effectively communicating unique land-based and cultural perspectives.
These examples collectively illustrate the potential of photovoice in amplifying otherwise "unpresented… and
silenced" (Luttrell & Chalfen, 2010, p. 200) students' voices. Furthermore, as evident in these examples, students
assume an active role as sustainability experts when provided an opportunity to participate in meaningful and
participatory ESD initiatives.

Developing Knowledge and Awareness of Sustainability Challenges

Photovoice enhances students' awareness and understanding of sustainability challenges. Involving students in
photovoice enhances their reflexive skills, making them more informed of the critical nature of sustainability
challenges. The study conducted by Chanse et al. (2017) exemplifies this notion, wherein participants used
photovoice to identify locations of concern related to alarming issues like flooding and sources of pollutants.
Particularly, participants captured images of various places or elements in their local watersheds (e.g., streetscapes
and streams) which were later compiled into worksheets by the research team. Unique to this study, instead of
follow-up discussion, students completed individual photo worksheets where they were prompted to describe their
photos, such as the purpose and story behind their photographs. By thoroughly analyzing their photographs,
participants understood the challenges associated with water in their neighbourhoods and provided meaningful
insights to the research team on the topic. Photovoice, through vivid and emotive portrayals, can specifically help
capture the events or problems that might otherwise be difficult to convey. O'Neill and Smith (2014) suggest using
photovoice to better understand current climate change challenges and stimulate the imagination for (un)sustainable
futures. For instance, Baldwin and Chandler (2010) employed photovoice in coastal communities to explore the
threats of climate change and rising sea levels on local inhabitants. In groups, participants first photographed their
lives at the water's edge, followed by the focus group discussion on the selected photos that represented their
perspectives. Then, participants presented their captioned photographs digitally in a community festival to a wider
public audience. Findings showed that photovoice process helped participants to deepen their understanding and
raise awareness among the broader community about the local and global threats of rising water levels. In looking
back at their photographs, participants engaged in critical reflection as they collectively interpreted the pictures to
develop an in-depth understanding of the sustainability challenges they faced. Engaging in collective reflection and
collaborative discussion during photovoice, as also evidenced by Baldwin and Chandler (2010), motivates
participants to take concrete action against locally relevant ecological issues.

Revealing Hidden Assumptions and Understanding

When photovoice data is used during the interviews, researchers can elicit, trigger, or challenge the abstract
perceptions, hidden values, latent understanding and taken-for-granted assumptions of participants. For example,
Skalleberg (2021) conducted a study utilizing photo interviews to explore participants' diary entries about their
everyday interactions with the environment during nature walks. This method not only encouraged extended
discussions and reflections among participants but also offered researchers valuable insights into participants'
emotional and embodied encounters with nature. Such rich reflective dialogues often elucidate underlying and
otherwise hidden perceptions, assumptions, and tensions surrounding sustainability concepts. For instance, Cotton et
al. (2023) conducted photo interviews using photographs submitted by university students, representing (un)
sustainability on the campus. The photographs proved instrumental in prompting participants' responses during
subsequent interviews, during which waste management emerged as one of the focal individual actions to drive
sustainable development on the campus. This elicitation method unveiled students' perceptions of sustainability and
climate change on campus, which may prove beneficial to campus leaders in developing well-informed ESD
initiatives. In another study, LaCharite (2021) employed the photo interview technique to reveal students' emotional
attachments and relationships with university farms and their perceptions of agriculture and nature. Such examples
demonstrate how photo-elicitation techniques offer researchers invaluable insights into students' subtle meanings,
attitudes, perceptions, experiences, and behaviours. When engaging in the process of self-reflection and realization
of their underlying assumptions and meanings during interviews, students are ultimately more likely to make
sustainability-oriented decisions and take actions. For example, Simms and Shanahan (2019) found that students
who are provided with opportunities for self-reflection can better understand the impact of their actions on critical
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issues like marine pollution. Photo interviews, thus, serve as a promising tool for ESD researchers in uncovering
underlying meanings and fostering self-reflection, ultimately driving positive shifts towards students' sustainable
actions.

Ethical Tensions and Challenges of PVR: Then What?

While PVR offers justice-oriented and visually creative means of engaging participants in ESD research, its use is
not straightforward – "new methods also bring challenges to overcome" (Kelly & Kortegast, 2023, p. 217). One of
the most crucial historical and contemporary tensions surrounding PVR is its ethically challenging nature, primarily
associated with participant-generated visual data. While the "camera is a symbol of power" (Tippins et al., 2018, p.
5), Mitchell (2011b) describes this area of ethics as a "minefield" (p. 15) because of its legal and moral components,
awareness of participants' vulnerabilities, and dissemination of knowledge in a socially connected environment.
There exists a multitude of issues, such as understanding of privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, and public sharing
of images. Yet, some approaches in PVR scholarship (e.g., Kelly & Kortegast, 2023; Mitchell, 2011a; Mohd Noor et
al., 2022; Wiles et al., 2008) offer strategies to eliminate (or at least minimize) the potential ethical issues, such as
the use of: a) visual consent form; b) no-face-required photography; c) anonymization of identifiable people and
places; d) photo-erase strategy; and/or e) blurring and pixelating the images. These practices can help researchers to
avoid privacy invasion issues, exploitation and potential risks and harm to participants, leading to a two-fold aim to:
1) "encourage participation while providing participants some control over the use of their image" (Kelly &
Kortegast, 2023, p. 218); and 2) "do most good and not just to do least harm" (Mitchell, 2011c, p. 22) to study
participants.

Conclusion: Implications of Using PVR in ESD Research

It is evident in current scholarship that universities often inhibit students' meaningful participation in leadership and
decision-making opportunities within ESD programs (Bratman et al., 2016; Duram & Williams, 2015; O'Brien et al.,
2018). To dissent against these tokenistic and managed forms of participation, I present an evidence-informed
argument to shift attention towards PVR as a novel participatory methodology for ESD research. The review of
current ESD scholarship implies that PVR has the power to engage students' participation in sustainability initiatives
(Bradford et al., 2016; Mohd Noor et al., 2022; Nyambe & Yamauchi, 2021) while promoting their critical
awareness of sustainability challenges (Baldwin & Chandler, 2010; Chanse et al., 2017) as well as revealing their
implicit, hidden perceptions and values towards sustainability (Cotton et al., 2023; Skalleberg, 2021; Tippins et al.,
2018). Therefore, it seems plausible that visual methodologies can potentially train graduates to produce the desired
sustainability outcomes at local, regional, national and global levels.

As ESD programs are approached through the PVR approach, I acknowledge and reiterate the need for a critical
(theoretical) lens if we intend to create 'legitimate' participant-focused platforms that employ just and equitable
means of engaging students. This legitimacy requires self-reflexivity, affording researchers an opportunity of
introspection and continuous reflection to critically examine their roles in the research process. Following questions
may support the reflective process: What limitations, biases and judgements do I, as a PVR researcher, bring to the
design and conduct of ESD research? What are the affordances and constraints of this novel PVR approach in
developing students' sustainability competencies required to achieve SDGs? What are the methodological or ethical
consequences expected from my PVR-informed ESD research (knowledge building, competence development, or
empowerment)? How will I address the potential constraints and challenges (e.g., limited time, power dynamics, and
ethics approval) associated with the viability and practicability of certain choices made by me or the research
participants? Perhaps, the attempt to answer these questions would open even more promising vistas for PVR
approaches. I hope this paper will support my fellow researchers, particularly those new to these methods, to make
more informed decisions about tapping the full potential of visual methodologies while acknowledging their ethical,
practical and theoretical implications for ESD research.
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