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Photovoice Engages Rural Youth in
Childhood Obesity Prevention
Nancy E. Findholt,Yvonne L. Michael, andMelindaM. Davis

ABSTRACT Photovoice is a participatory action research methodology that involves the use of photo-
graphy and enables people to document, reflect upon, and communicate community needs to policymakers
for the purpose of promoting social change. We describe how photovoice was used to engage rural youth in
childhood obesity prevention research and obtain their perspectives of community assets and barriers that
influenced children’s physical activity and diets in their county. The photographs and stories produced by
the youth garnered public interest and were beneficial in raising community awareness of community
conditions that may contribute to childhood obesity and the need for environmental change. Utilization of
the method also provided a beneficial leadership experience for the youth participants.
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Participatory research methods that engage commu-
nity members in assessment, planning, and program
implementation are the standard of practice for child-
hood obesity prevention at the community level
(Institute of Medicine, 2005). The firsthand knowl-
edge of local people—especially those most affected by
the problem—can provide an insight into the social
and environmental conditions that affect children’s
physical activity and food choices, and of ways to
influence these conditions that researchers, who are
often from outside the community, might not other-
wise be aware of. Such knowledge can be critical to the
success of an intervention (Schulz, Krieger, & Galea,
2002). Rural youth are one population at a high risk

for obesity (Lutfiyya, Lipsky, Wisdom-Behounek, &
Inpanbutr-Martinkus, 2007). In this article, we
describe how photovoice, an innovative participatory
action research method, was used to engage rural
youth in childhood obesity prevention research and
obtain their perspectives of community assets and
barriers that influenced children’s physical activity
and diets in their county.

Background

Photovoice is a qualitative methodology, based on
health promotion principles and the theoretical tenets
of education for critical consciousness, feminist
theory, and documentary photography, that enables
participants (often those with little money, status, or
power) to record and reflect on the strengths and
concerns of their community through photographic
images and group discussion (Wang, 1999; Wang &
Burris, 1997). Participants are provided with cameras
to document their perceived health and everyday
realities. The resulting pictures are used to promote
critical discussion about salient community issues
and to foster social change by reaching community
leaders and policymakers. Photovoice is premised on
the concepts that images teach, that photographs can
influence policy, and that citizens ought to be involved
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in creating the images that define and shape healthful
public policy.

The photovoice concept, method, and use for par-
ticipatory needs assessment were first developed and
utilized by Wang and colleagues in 1992 with rural
women in China (Wang, Burris, & Xiang, 1996) and
has since been used by a variety of populations and for
many different issues. For example, it has been used
by homeless adults to inform policymakers about
issues of concern to the homeless community (Wang,
Cash, & Powers, 2000); by immigrant Latino men to
identify community approaches for HIV prevention
(Rhodes & Hergenrather, 2007); and by urban youth
and adults for neighborhood violence prevention
(Wang, Morrel-Samuels, Hutchison, Bell, & Pestronk,
2004). To our knowledge, this is the first time that
photovoice has been used to engage youth in child-
hood obesity prevention.

Methods

This photovoice project was one part of a multimethod
community assessment conducted by Union County
(U.C.) Fit Kids, a coalition of community and academic
partners who are conducting community-based
participatory research for childhood obesity preven-
tion in Union County, Oregon. The overall goal of the
community assessment was to identify environmental
facilitators and barriers to children’s physical activity
and healthy food choices in Union County so that in-
terventions could be designed to target problem areas
and build on existing strengths. In keeping with the
principles of participatory research (Israel, Schulz,
Parker, & Becker, 1998), we wanted to ensure that
those who would be affected by the research outcome—
the rural youth—would have an opportunity to partic-
ipate in the research process and share their concerns
and ideas with policymakers and researchers. Photo-
voice was selected as a method to achieve this goal.
The specific aims of this photovoice project were to
(a) engage local youth in the community assessment
and obtain their perspectives of community assets
and barriers and (b) build support for a future
intervention by increasing public awareness of
community conditions that affect children’s physical
activity and diets. This study was approved by the
Oregon Health & Science University Institutional
Review Board.

Setting
Union County is an agricultural region in northeast
Oregon that, at the time of the study, had a population
of 24,753 people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Most of
the residents were White (94.0%) and the median
household income was well below the state average
(US$39,873, compared with US$48,735 for Oregon).
There were six main communities in the county, one
with 12,327 residents and five that ranged in size from
290–1,961 residents. Each community had its own
school district.

Recruitment
Six high school students—one from each community
in Union County—were recruited for this project. We
chose to recruit adolescents, rather than children,
because it would be easier for them to independently
take pictures throughout their community and attend
evening photovoice sessions. To be eligible for the
project, a student had to have lived in his or her
community for at least 8 years and attended the local
elementary school. Thus, the students had inside
knowledge of what it was like to be a child in their
communities.

We posted recruitment flyers in the high schools
and asked the school principals, career counselors,
and teachers to inform students of the photovoice
opportunity. In five of the high schools, students are
required to complete a leadership project before grad-
uation, and we suggested to school personnel that the
photovoice experience could be used for that purpose.
Interested students completed an application form
that asked for their contact information, an emer-
gency contact, verification of having met the eligibility
criteria, and a brief description of why they were
interested in the project and what they hoped to
accomplish. Nine students applied and were inter-
viewed by the Principal Investigator and their high
school principal or teacher. The intent of the interview
was to explain the project and participant responsibil-
ities, and assess each student’s ability and motivation
to commit to the project. Parental consent and
student assent were obtained following the inter-
views. The students chosen for the project were
15–18 years of age, four were females, and all were
White. Each had an interest in health or health pro-
motion, two also had an interest in photography, and
four planned to use the photovoice experience for
their senior leadership project.
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Funding and project costs
Funding for the project was obtained from a private
health foundation. The costs for the project were
approximately US$150 per youth participant, which
included disposable cameras and other materials
described below, film development, student honorar-
iums, and snacks for photovoice sessions, plus addi-
tional funds for the investigators’ time. Two graduate
student research assistants also contributed in-kind
services as project facilitators while earning course
credit.

Overview of photovoice sessions
Four photovoice sessions were held over a 3-month
period, beginning in July 2007. Sessions 1–3 con-
sisted of 3-hr workshops that were led by a team of
two investigators and two graduate students to ensure
a high facilitator-to-student ratio. These sessions were
held during evening hours in a county government
building. The fourth session consisted of a 1-hr
presentation given by the students to members of the
U.C. Fit Kids coalition and invited guests. Sessions 1
and 2 took place during the summer, approximately 1
month apart. Sessions 3 and 4 occurred on two
sequential days in October. The content of each ses-
sion is described next.

Session 1. The first session was designed to pre-
pare the students for the project. The session began
with an interactive discussion of the trends and
health-related consequences of childhood obesity,
and how societal changes have contributed to this
epidemic. Next, we reviewed the purpose of the pho-
tovoice project, its relationship with the overall goals
of the U.C. Fit Kids community assessment, and how
the findings would be used to inform policymakers. To
illustrate the use of photography in community
assessment, we showed a photovoice presentation
developed by members of the Southeast Youth Acad-
emy in Baltimore (http://www.jhsph.edu/youthphoto
voice). We also discussed several ethical issues rele-
vant to photography, including the photographer’s
power when taking pictures, the need to respect the
privacy of individuals and personal property, and the
importance of subject consent and personal safety
(Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). We instructed the
students to conceal the identity of people and private
businesses they photographed. Additionally, a profes-
sional photographer met with the students to provide

tips for taking pictures and telling a story through
photography.

At the end of this session, each student was given
two disposable cameras with 27 exposures and a flash,
a notebook and pen, and two stamped envelopes. We
asked them to use one camera to photograph the char-
acteristics of their community that they believed had
an effect on children’s food choices and the other
camera to photograph the characteristics relevant to
children’s physical activity, and to try to capture com-
munity strengths as well as problems. The notebooks
were used to record where and when each picture was
taken and why that scene was important. The students
were asked to mail their cameras to the Principal
Investigator within 10 days of this session. Two sets
of prints and a computer disc of images were devel-
oped from each camera.

Session 2. The second session focused on
analysis through critical reflection and dialogue. The
analytical process involved three steps: (a) selecting—
choosing the photographs that depicted the most
important community strengths and weaknesses, (b)
contextualizing—telling stories about what the photo-
graphs meant, and (c) codifying—identifying issues
and themes that emerged (Wang & Burris, 1997).
Following a procedure similar to the one described
byWang and Pies (2004), each student was first given
a copy of his or her prints and was assigned to a small
group with one other student and a facilitator to
discuss the photographs using the following ques-
tions: What do you see here? What’s really happening
here? How does this affect children’s physical activity
or food choices? Why does this problem, concern, or
strength exist? What can we do about it? Next, the
students were asked to select from their photographs
those that they liked best or believed were the most
significant, and write an explanatory caption for each
of these.

After the small groups had processed their
photographs, we convened as a full group so that the
students could share and discuss these with the entire
team. The students were asked, as a group, to reflect
on the patterns or the themes that had emerged in the
photographs and stories. As themes were identified, a
graduate student recorded these on a flip-chart and
taped the papers to the walls. When no additional
themes were reported, the discussion ended and the
students taped their captioned photographs to the
paper with the theme to which each pertained. At the
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conclusion of this session, the students and facilita-
tors discussed how the findings might be presented
to the public and, at the suggestion of one student,
decided to produce a slide presentation using Power-
Point. It was agreed that the facilitators would create a
draft presentation based on the identified themes and
using the students’ photographs and captions, and
would transmit the presentation to the students for
their review before the third session.

Session 3.During the third session, the students
provided feedback on the draft presentation and had
an opportunity to change the photographs or modify
the captions in order to more accurately express their
views. The students then practiced giving the presen-
tation. Following this, we invited them to reflect again
on the strengths and weaknesses of their communities
and suggest steps that might be taken to promote
physical activity and healthy food choices among
children. At the conclusion of this session, the
students completed a written evaluation of the photo-
voice experience.

Session 4. The final photovoice session was held
in a high school auditorium and the students
presented their findings to members of the U.C. Fit
Kids coalition and other guests invited by the students
and the investigators. Following the presentation, the
students responded to questions from the audience.
At the conclusion of the session, the students were
publically acknowledged by the study investigators
and each was presented with a US$100 honorarium.

Results

The students used their cameras to document a
diverse array of environmental influences on
children’s physical activity and diets, ranging from
structural features and the natural surroundings to
economic conditions to community norms and poli-
cies pertaining to physical activity and food. Through
the process of sharing and discussing their photo-
graphs with each other, they identified commonalities
in the barriers and assets that were present across the
county.

The students were creative and thoughtful in
selecting their images, and many of the photographs
provided a compelling portrayal of environmental
conditions. For example, one student took a picture
of the produce section in her local market—a single
refrigerated shelf with fewer than two dozen vegeta-

bles—to show that limited access to fresh and healthy
foods was a significant barrier to healthy eating in
small communities. Another student photographed a
tennis court with grass growing through cracks in the
asphalt to document that recreational facilities were
not being maintained. These and other photographs
taken by the students can be viewed at http://www.
eou.edu/ohsu/photovoice.html. The findings from the
photovoice assessment are reported elsewhere (Find-
holt, Michael, & Davis, 2010).

Most of the barriers and assets identified by the
students were similar to those identified by other data
sources used in the U.C. Fit Kids community assess-
ment, but the photographs and stories produced by
the youth generated excitement and garnered atten-
tion in ways that our traditionally gathered data did
not. Over 40 people, representing all communities in
Union County, attended the final photovoice session
when the youth presented their findings. The audi-
ence included parents, teachers, school administra-
tors, city and county government employees, health
care professionals, business leaders, and a reporter
from the local newspaper. Following the presentation,
the newspaper published a lengthy article about the
photovoice project, which began on the front page and
included several photographs. This, in turn, led to
numerous invitations to speak to leadership groups
throughout the county. The students and members of
the U.C. Fit Kids coalition brought the presentation to
school boards, parent-teacher associations, civic
clubs, and county government groups. In addition,
the students were invited to present their findings at a
local college research symposium and at a statewide
meeting of the Oregon Commission on Children &
Families. The project was also featured in newsletters
and/or web sites of several regional and statewide
organizations.

The students clearly enjoyed their involvement in
the project and felt a sense of ownership in the out-
come. Attendance was excellent, with every student
attending each session, except for one student, who
was unable to participate in the third session but
provided feedback by telephone and arrived early at
Session 4 in order to practice her part of the presen-
tation. Additionally, they continued to participate in
disseminating the findings months after the project
ended and even after they had graduated from high
school. One student copresented the findings with two
of the project facilitators at a professional conference
that took place 2 years after the study had been com-
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pleted. Results from the students’ written evaluations
confirmed their satisfaction with the project. Students
reported that they liked taking the pictures and shar-
ing their stories with others, and enjoyed being part of
an effort to improve the health of their communities.

Discussion

The use of photovoice provided numerous benefits,
some of which extended beyond the immediate aims
of this research. First, the method provided a way to
obtain input from local youth, thereby enhancing the
quality and credibility of our research findings. We
found that the students were readily able to grasp the
concept of environmental influences on health behav-
ior, could use photography to document community
assets and barriers, and could identify themes in the
photographs and stories. In addition, we found that
community members were highly interested in hear-
ing from the youth. Thus, the method was very useful
for increasing public awareness of the conditions in
Union County that affect children’s physical activity
and diets. We have not assessed whether increased
awareness translated to greater support for obesity
prevention, but the presentations to community
groups often resulted in lively discussions about the
ways in which local barriers to children’s physical
activity and healthy eating might be addressed.

The student participants also benefitted from the
photovoice experience. In their written evaluations of
the project, the students described many benefits, the
most common being increased knowledge about their
communities and about the factors that influence
children’s physical activity and food choices. One
wrote, ‘‘[Participation in the project] brought aware-
ness that I had no idea about. I only did this at first
just because it was my senior project, but I ended up
learning so much more.’’ Undoubtedly, the students
also benefited by having the opportunity to learn
about research, develop a professional presentation,
and speak before large audiences. One student later
told the Principal Investigator that her participation
in this project had helped her to overcome her shyness
in speaking to groups. Another chose to pursue a
health career as a result of his involvement in the
project.

Finally, the community accrued benefits, not only
by being part of a project that may lead to reduced
childhood obesity but also by learning about photo-
voice and its potential to bring attention to issues that

might, otherwise, be overlooked. The Union County
Commission on Children & Families, a lead partner in
the U.C. Fit Kids project, was so impressed with the
method that they later used it to highlight the experi-
ences and needs of homeless youth in Union County.

One limitation of the present study methodology
was that we had just 12 weeks to complete the project,
with only four photovoice sessions and one round
of photography. In their written evaluation of the
project, some students indicated that having more
time and additional opportunities to take pictures
would have made the process ‘‘more thought out’’
and would have allowed them to improve their photo-
graphs. Strack, Magill, and McDonagh (2004) recom-
mend that youth photovoice projects be 4–6 months
in length so that the youth can become more skilled in
using cameras and researching their communities.
Additionally, the fact that the photographs were taken
during the summer meant that the students were not
able to fully document the important influence of the
school environment on children’s physical activity
and diets. For this reason, one student believed that
her photographs did not provide a complete descrip-
tion of her community. On the other hand, a benefit of
having a short-term project and beginning it in the
summer when the students were not in school was
that we had near-perfect attendance and no attrition,
and the students were easily able to complete their
photography by the assigned deadline.

Another limitation of our methodology was that
only six students were involved in the project. Having
few students increased the facilitator-to-student
ratio, which was helpful for providing support to the
youth, especially during the analysis of photographs.
However, we were unable to explore how student
characteristics, such as gender or weight status, might
be associated with the barriers and assets that were
identified.

Some investigators who have involved youth in
photovoice found that the methodology was challeng-
ing for young people. Among the problems encoun-
tered were that youth tended to take pictures of family
and friends rather than community features, and had
difficulty understanding the idea of themes and
selecting photographs to represent themes (Strack
et al., 2004; Vaughn, Rojas-Guyler, & Howell, 2008).
These difficulties primarily occurred with children
who were younger than those in our study, which
suggests that developmental maturity is an important
consideration when recruiting youth to photograph
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environmental influences on health behaviors. Also,
based on our experience and feedback received from
the student participants, we recommend a thorough
project orientation that goes beyond a discussion of
cameras and photographic ethics and helps the youth
to understand how community context can affect
health. The students in our study unanimously
reported that the interactive discussion about how
social changes have contributed to the obesity epi-
demic and the opportunity to view photographs taken
by other youth as part of a community assessment—
both of which occurred during the first photovoice
session—were highly useful in preparing them for the
project.

Implications

The photovoice methodology provides a way to obtain
the perspectives of those closest to the childhood
obesity epidemic—the youth themselves—about con-
ditions within their communities that affect children’s
physical activity and diets. Furthermore, the method
is an effective way to reach community members,
including parents and policymakers, and promote
awareness of the need for environmental change while
simultaneously engendering youth leadership devel-
opment. Important considerations during the design
phase of a photovoice project involving youth include
the project duration; the timing, if seasonality is
related to the focus of the project; the number and
age of students; and adequacy of training to orient
youth to the bigger picture perspective.
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