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Abstract
This study proposes an innovative use of a modified version of photovoice for
cross‐national qualitative research that allows participants to express their ideas,
experiences, and emotions about a topic through photographic language. We
examine factors affecting social service providers' work on people experiencing
homelessness in Europe. We highlight five advantages of using photovoice in
cross‐national research: visual language, methodological flexibility, participatory
data analysis, the bottom‐up process, and the promotion of social change.
Moreover, we identify key stages of the process: writing a detailed protocol for
the implementation and fidelity of the projects, using two levels of data analysis,
and disseminating the results. This study provides lessons learned for others who
may want to use photovoice in cross‐national research.
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Highlights
• Qualitative methods provide a detailed understanding of people's experiences
across countries.

• This article offers an example of using photovoice to study homeless services in
Europe.

• This study showed the benefit of using photovoice in comparative qualitative
research across nations.

• This study provides recommendations for those who may want to use
photovoice in cross‐national research.

INTRODUCTION

In an increasingly multi‐cultural world where interventions
transcend national boundaries, international research col-
laborations involving multiple countries are increasing
(Francescato, 2017). The research seeks to make cross‐
country comparisons, transfer good practices, and analyze
the influence of context on universal and complex phe-
nomena, especially in the social sciences. In Europe, for
example, with the European Research Council, funding is
growing for research that takes a more global view,
for instance, Horizon 2020 projects (Haak et al., 2013).

EU‐funded research partnerships require researchers from
different nations to collaborate as a condition for securing
research funding. Therefore, the research must increasingly
consider an interdisciplinary and intercultural vision of the
phenomena. Important goals for the partnerships are
to understand the extent to which there is a common
European culture concerning social issues and for colla-
boration between countries to promote shared guidelines
for intervention and exchange of evidence‐based practices.

Based on our experience in a cross‐national, inter-
disciplinary European project called HOME_EU: “Home-
lessness as Unfairness,” we propose an innovative use of
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photovoice in cross‐national research. The global aim of
HOME_EU was to provide an integrated and ecological
perspective on homelessness in Europe and to develop
guidelines for European countries to address homelessness,
supporting the transition from traditional services (TS) to
evidence‐based intervention practices such as Housing First
(HF; Padgett et al., 2016). Understanding the perspective of
social service providers is essential to addressing efforts in
this change.

This study aims to show how a modified version of
photovoice can be used to understand the perspectives of
social service providers engaged in parallel projects across
multiple countries and languages. Specifically, we explored
the job environments and perceptions of social service
providers who work with people experiencing homelessness
in eight European countries. We highlight the advantages
of using this method in cross‐national studies, describe the
steps in the process, and consider some lessons learned for
others who wish to use the technique. We believe that some
recommendations drawn from our study can contribute to
the methodological discussion of cross‐national qualitative
research.

Advantages of a qualitative approach in
cross‐national research

Qualitative research aims to capture people's experiences
and the meanings they give to their experiences, seeking to
better understand social and psychological processes
(Willing, 2019). Moreover, qualitative research allows a
deep understanding of the challenges, resources, and pro-
blems that confront people in the communities in which
they live and are involved (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011).

Qualitative research embodies many of the principles of
community psychology: the respect for and emphasis on
diversity, the use of an ecological framework, and a focus
on empowerment, documenting the voices of marginalized
or understudied communities, and respect for emic (insider)
perspectives (Banyard & Miller, 1998; Brodsky et al.,
2017). Both community psychology and qualitative
research seek to understand individual and community
experiences in local settings and cultural contexts. Thus,
the attention to the singularity of individual and collective
experiences and the possibility of interpreting data in light
of the context in which they are collected make a qualita-
tive approach particularly suitable for the analysis of spe-
cific contexts, as in cross‐national research. A qualitative
approach can reveal specific and local contexts, unique
aspects, and cultural nuances (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011;
Mangen, 1999); it can also help to understand common-
alities across local contexts.

Recently, qualitative methods have been used in cross‐
national research to understand and compare different
cultural contexts (Bird et al., 2013; Mangen, 1999), some-
times in combination with quantitative methods (Hantrais,
2005; Hines, 1993). Qualitative methods provide the
opportunity to gain a detailed understanding of people's

experiences, behaviors, and attitudes across countries
(Quilgars et al., 2009).

Nevertheless, while quantitative cross‐cultural researchers
have developed sophisticated guidelines for translating
questionnaires and using confirmatory factor analysis, item
analysis, and other tools to establish measurement equivalence
across linguistic and cultural contexts (e.g., Beaton et al., 2000;
International Test Commission, 2018; Leong et al., 2020;
Lynn, 2003), the methodological aspects of qualitative
cross‐cultural research lack as much scholarly attention.
These shortcomings may due to the challenges of using
qualitative methods in cross‐national research.

Challenges in the cross‐national and multi‐
language research

Despite the abovementioned advantages, cross‐national
research raises some challenges, especially with qualitative
methods. Researchers must interpret information across
multiple cultural and socio‐political contexts by collecting
information within a framework that is flexible enough to
allow for context‐specificity and robust enough to allow
cross‐national or cross‐cultural comparisons (Bird et al.,
2013; Quilgars et al., 2009). Challenges include sampling,
study management, language, and cultural norms (Hines,
1993; Mangen, 1999).

Qualitative cross‐national research samples are
typically restricted, drawing the appropriateness of the
national units of analysis into question (Mangen, 1999).
Even if generalization is not the aim of qualitative research
(Fine, 2006), the problems of representativeness of the
phenomena under study are important. Often, choosing a
sample is based on practical opportunities and the avail-
ability of data (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011). Some studies
have used purposive sampling procedures (Quilgars et al.,
2009) or the “snowballing” technique (Mangen, 1999) to
overcome this limitation.

Another challenge is the diversity of cross‐national
teams. In cross‐national studies, each team brings different
theoretical, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds and
different methodological and research experiences (Haak
et al., 2013). Since the interpretation of data is a key ele-
ment in qualitative research, it is necessary to have similar
starting points for terminological issues and methodology.
In Europe, researchers have taken different approaches to
this challenge, such as the development of a common
structure in a workshop (Bird et al., 2013) or multiple in-
ternational workshops and training courses in all countries
managed by the project leader before the research team
members conduct the methodology (Haak et al., 2013). A
collaborative and flexible stance throughout the research
project is necessary, with ongoing support provided to each
country to adapt and implement the study, including email
and phone support (Bird et al., 2013). In Quilgars et al.'s
(2009) study, data were analyzed through the production of
country reports by each team, followed by a cross‐country
comparison with a grounded approach led by two research
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institutes. Their study benefited from a framework that
allowed researchers to grasp the meaning of national
policies, thanks to the effective collaboration of team
members across eight countries.

Qualitative cross‐national research implies learning
across different languages, cultures, and differences in
conceptualization. The linguistic problem extends beyond
different spoken languages to different meanings and cul-
tural norms (Gómez & Kuronen, 2011). Some researchers
benefit from using a common framework and qualitative
data analysis software because both provide structures to
aid comparability and adaptation at the country level.
Using qualitative data analysis software and a framework
approach may facilitate analysis (Bird et al., 2013; Haak
et al., 2013). This approach may facilitate retaining ana-
lysis within the researchers' native languages for as long as
possible, combining memo writing to determine meanings
for concepts used (Haak et al., 2013). Moreover, expert
cultural or ethnic consultants may be involved in evaluat-
ing the translation and interpreting the data, thus provid-
ing the cultural context for interpreting the responses of
specific groups or ethnic minorities (Okazaki & Sue, 1995).
Despite these challenges, the reviewed studies highlighted
the importance of a collaborative and equitable research
process and the need for transparency in reporting the
methods used for cross‐national research (Bird et al., 2013).

Recognizing the potential of photographic language to
overcome some of the main limitations of cross‐national
research, we propose the potential power of a modified
version of photovoice for research involving multiple
countries and languages.

Photovoice in cross‐national research

In photovoice, participants take pictures illustrating par-
ticular issues, emotions, or experiences, share them in
groups, and discuss them to identify themes. When used as
part of a participatory action research project, group
members translate their themes into practical proposals for
social change that they share with the community and
policymakers (Pruitt et al., 2018; Wang, 2003; Wang &
Burris, 1997).

In community psychology, photovoice has been used
because it encourages participants to stand up for the
issues they consider important, thus growing a critical
consciousness (Carlson et al., 2006) through group
discussion to move toward social action (Rania et al.,
2015). This method integrates photography and critical
discussion to examine topics from the perspective of
the participants who are considered experts in the
environments in which they live (Wang, 2003). Few studies
have used photovoice in cross‐national studies (Fernandes
et al., 2018; Malherbe et al., 2017). Nevertheless, photo-
voice has been used to investigate the role of culture,
cultural differences between countries, and the method's
adaptability to different settings (Castleden & Garvin,
2008; Teti & van Wyk, 2020).

Photovoice is ideally suited to cross‐national qualitative
research for five reasons. First, the photovoice uses visual
language. Study in multiple cultures acknowledges the
ability to interact with images (Boydell et al., 2012; Moxley
& Calligan, 2015). Photographs ease and enrich partici-
pants' verbal descriptions of their experiences, leading to a
better understanding of people's personal and collective
realities (Burles & Thomas, 2014; Foster‐Fishman et al.,
2005). Shooting a photo helps one express something that
may be hard to put into words. By describing their pic-
tures, participants expressed their personal perspectives,
values, ideas, emotions, and experiences (Rania et al.,
2015). The photographic language is equal and universal,
representing an efficient way to communicate across cul-
tures and social classes. The photovoice was pioneered in
studies with marginalized populations (Wang & Burris,
1994; Wang et al., 2000).

Second, the photovoice is flexible. Although it is a well‐
defined method, with fundamental steps (Wang & Burris,
1997), it retains the flexibility typical of participatory ac-
tion research methods. The method can be adapted to suit
the needs of participants in the research process, adapting
to different community contexts, personal characteristics,
and research interests (Catalani & Minkler, 2010). Differ-
ent studies have highlighted the effectiveness and feasibility
of this methodology in different contexts, documenting the
adaptability of the methodology to different cultures and
countries (Catalani & Minkler, 2010; Hergenrather et al.,
2009; Seitz & Strack, 2016).

Third, in the photovoice process, participants share and
analyze the photographic data they produce (e.g.,
Freedman et al., 2014). Frequently, images are metaphors
for life experiences and/or emotions. People can represent
an idea by using photos of inanimate objects as symbols of
their personal representation of a topic (Rania et al., 2015).

Participants' interpretations of the images are particu-
larly important for understanding the meaning of photos
and managing and informing researchers' expectations and
beliefs, a potential bias in qualitative research (Levitt et al.,
2020). In the photovoice process, researchers are facil-
itators rather than experts. They aim to stimulate critical
social consciousness in participants and promote social
change in the community involved, but the participants are
the real experts of the topic. The themes are often devel-
oped with the participants and revised and validated by
participants (Hergenrather et al., 2009). This ensures that
the analysis is rooted in the language and cultural mean-
ings of the images from participants' perspectives, which, as
we explained earlier, is a major challenge in cross‐national
qualitative research.

Fourth, photovoice is a bottom‐up process that allows
the co‐construction and exploration of new constructs
(Plunkett et al., 2013). Thus, themes and knowledge of
unexplored contexts can be constructed through images. In
this sense, a photovoice can be used as a qualitative
method to increase knowledge on a topic (Willig, 2019).
Photovoice provides an opportunity to learn and analyze
unexplored contexts through the participants' interactive
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process of developing and constructing meaning from their
experiences. Researchers and community members become
co‐learners, bridging cultural differences and sharing ex-
pertise based on professional knowledge and participants'
experiences (Hergenrather et al., 2009). Photovoice can
also explore the transferability of theories and themes or
other research findings to other contexts, for example,
across countries.

Finally, photovoice fosters change in participants
(Foster‐Fishman et al., 2005) and the community being
investigated (Suprapto et al., 2020). In addition to pro-
moting knowledge, photovoice may be considered an in-
tervention method at the local level to promote social
change (Wang, 2003). As a community‐based participatory
research method based on feminist theory, constructivism,
and documentary photography, photovoice enables parti-
cipants to engage in personal and community changes
(Hergenrather et al., 2009). It promotes social participation
and encourages participants to collaborate to define pro-
blems, collect information, and use the knowledge to pro-
mote social change in their community (Rania et al., 2015;
Suprapto et al., 2020). For cross‐national research, these
last two advantages allow for both a local level of social
change and a broader one based on knowledge creation
and comparison of the countries involved.

The remainder of this article describes a European
study using a modified version of photovoice across eight
countries and languages, where no researcher spoke even
half of the languages involved. We depict the challenges in
four key stages: writing of a detailed protocol, im-
plementation and fidelity of photovoice projects, data
analysis, and results, with examples of how these stages
were undertaken in practice. The full participatory action
research potential of traditional photovoice has not always
been realized in local contexts. However, even where this
was not the case, the project allowed understanding and
analysis of parallels in the experiences of participants
across countries. Findings from all countries contributed to
an international dissemination effort. The concluding sec-
tion considers lessons learned and ways to improve the use
of this methodology in future cross‐national research.

PROCEDURE

Context of the current research

The current research is part of the cross‐national, inter-
disciplinary European project HOME_EU: “Homelessness
as Unfairness.” It was a three year (2016–2019) multi‐
method project funded by the program “Horizon 2020”
(Ornelas et al., 2021). The countries involved were France,
Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain,
and Sweden. The project aimed to provide a comprehen-
sive understanding of European homelessness by analyzing
multiple points of view, such as that of citizens, policy-
makers, people experiencing homelessness, and social
service providers. The European Ethics Committee (Ref.

Ares (2017) 535021‐31/01/2017) and the Ethics Committee
of each University/Research partner of the HOME_EU
Consortium approved this research. Each national research
team was responsible for guiding a different aspect of the
work and for collecting data with respect to every aspect in
their own country.

The social service providers' study was designed to
explore factors affecting social service providers' work in
homeless services. In a two‐step process, we used both
quantitative and qualitative methods (Disperati et al.,
2021): the present paper focuses on photovoice and focus
groups (Gaboardi et al., 2019) to explore social service
providers' experience in homeless services. We also devel-
oped a quantitative tool for the organizational analysis of
homeless services, as described elsewhere (Gaboardi et al.,
2020; Lenzi et al., 2021). In addition to the advantages of
the photovoice explained above, this methodology was also
consistent with the overall goal of the larger project: to
have a European understanding of homeless services from
the perspective of social service providers and to promote
social change from an ecological perspective.

This study focuses on how a modified cross‐national
version of photovoice is a useful qualitative research
method to facilitate understanding across multiple coun-
tries and languages, as well as lessons learned in the im-
plementation of the process. Specific analyses of the results
of the photo projects have been reported elsewhere
(Gaboardi et al., 2022).

As community psychologists, at the country level, we
used the photovoice methodology proposed by Wang
and Burris (1997) in accordance with the principles of
participatory action research. Despite this, as we will see
in the results and discussion sections, most countries did
not take full advantage of the potential of photovoice to
facilitate action, as not all countries have implemented
social change actions in the organizations involved. We
analyzed data at the cross‐national level in the second
phase and used photovoice as a method to understand a
common European culture of homeless services and to
contribute to the elaboration of policy guidelines shared
among countries. We utilized both the participants' pho-
tographs and narratives and the researchers' interpreta-
tion (Tsang, 2020).

Designing the research protocol

At the beginning of the HOME_EU project, for the social
service provider's study the Italian team developed a de-
tailed protocol for implementing the photovoice projects,
as summarized in Figure 1. Since the country's partners
had no experience with photovoice and had different
backgrounds, we provided each country team with prac-
tical guides in addition to the protocol to learn about
photovoice in detail (Palibroda et al., 2009). The protocol
was shared via email with HOME_EU research partners in
all countries and discussed during one of the consortium's
regular biannual meetings.
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Starting with the overall research goal of analyzing
factors that influence social service providers' work
with people experiencing homelessness, the protocol
specified three fundamental aspects of cross‐national
qualitative research (Mangen, 1999): a sampling of
organizations and participants, project management,
and language.

Sampling methods

The HOME_EU partners in each country selected
organizations that worked with people experiencing
homelessness. Although sampling was based on avail-
ability, we recommended specific criteria for the selection
of organizations and participants. When, due to peculia-
rities of services in a specific country, it was not possible to
respect one or more of these criteria, we asked partners
to provide information about the choices made about
sampling. The criteria were as follows:

• Type of services: both TS and HF programs were in-
volved in the research (Gaboardi et al., 2019), with at
least one program of each type.

• Geographical location: when possible, sampled organi-
zations of each type should be in the same cities (or
geographic areas).

• The number of service providers: ideally, at least four
staff members from each program should be involved.

• Length of service: only staff members who have worked
in the organization for at least 6 months (so that they
had enough work experience to report on) and who
worked together as a team, meeting regularly should be
included.

• Direct service: participants should be engaged in direct
service with users, not merely administration.

Before proceeding with the photovoice projects, we
asked partners to tell us about any issues and update us on
sampling and photovoice meetings. Throughout the project
phase, we stayed in touch with HOME_EU Consortium
partners via email, and we discussed projects together in
face‐to‐face meetings every six months. One photovoice
project in an HF service and a photovoice project in TS
were conducted in most countries. Exceptions were Italy,
where two HF and one TS photovoice projects were
conducted, and Poland, where two TS photovoice
projects occurred since there were no HF programs in
the country yet.

Ethical issues

For each phase of the research, we provided templates of
consent forms in English, which were translated and
adapted by partners based on their country's laws. In-
formed consent forms were provided for the organizations
involved, the research participants, and any individuals
who could be photographed by the participants (to give
consent to be photographed and to use the photograph in
the project).

Next, the protocol detailed the procedure for the pho-
tovoice groups, as summarized in Table 1, giving instruc-
tions about the necessary steps of typical photovoice
projects. All groups were conducted in the local language.

Language and translation

The translation procedure followed the best practices
(Beaton et al., 2000). The draft country reports were
reviewed with the group in the native language, further
refined, and discussed until a consensus was reached. This

FIGURE 1 Photovoice process in a
cross‐national research
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process maintains participant involvement in the analysis
process and ensures the consistency of cultural meanings in
English translation. Then, the local research partners who
facilitated the photovoice discussion translated the photo
captions and the report of themes from the national
language into English as the lingua franca for the project.
Then, professional translators performed back transla-
tions, which were checked by the local research partners.
Translations were modified as necessary so that the original
meaning and cultural nuances were retained.

Implementation

Overall, 17 photovoice projects involving 81 social service
providers in eight European countries were conducted,
and 195 photos (HF = 97, TS = 98) were included in the
data analysis.

All countries successfully implemented the phases of
the photovoice, producing rich data for cross‐national
analysis. It was impossible to find organizations willing to
participate in more than three meetings in one country.
Therefore, both groups had three face‐to‐face meetings,
and the sharing of results was done online. The changes
were not as disruptive as to be considered in the analysis.
We had no other reports of major changes to the protocol
concerning photovoice meetings, but in most countries,

groups stopped after analyzing their data and preparing a
report, rather than using photovoice to move to action.
Thus, the lack of social change actions could be because, at
the country level, photovoice was considered more as a
research method to investigate obstacles and facilitators of
social service providers' work and not as a participatory
action research methodology. As we will see in the results,
in only three countries, the groups present their results
to politicians and citizens. In one country, the project fa-
cilitated advocacy with respect to a new model of homeless
services, and another participant developed operational
proposals for change in their own organizations.

Moreover, cross‐national data has enabled the identi-
fication of a European culture of homeless services and the
development of policy guidelines to assist in transitioning
from TS to evidence‐based programs such as HF.

Data analysis

First, data analysis was conducted within each country
and within each photovoice group in collaboration with
participants (Powers et al., 2012). Participants generated
photos, titles, and captions, and were encouraged to think
about themes related to the pictures. Participants decided
on the main themes discussed by the group. Facilitators
created a draft report incorporating all the themes

TABLE 1 Summary of the photovoice protocol for cross‐national research

Weeks Phases Photovoice activities Cross‐national considerations

1 Sampling • Recruiting organizations
• Ethical issues

• Recommending specific criteria in the selection of
participants;

• Provide informed consent templates to be translated and
adapted to each country's laws.

2 Beginning • Establish the photovoice group
• Give the consent forms to organizations

• Share practical guides on how to conduct photovoice.

3 Photovoice Meetings (a) Introduction and review of the project with
participants; Discussion about power and
ethics

(b) Picture training (with local photographer);
Assign the photographic task

(c) Sharing and discussing photos using
SHOWeD method; Assign the second
photographic task (optional)

(d) Sharing and discussing photos; Write the
caption and title of the photos

(e) Data analysis with participants; Create a draft
summary report with participants

(f) Discuss a summary report with the
participants; Provide a printed copy of the
report to each ones

• Staying in touch with partners via email or conference
call to discuss possible protocol changes or get feedback
on how projects are going;

• The draft country reports should be reviewed within the
group in the native language to ensure consistency of
cultural meanings in the English translation.

4

5

6

7

8

9 Photovoice
Dissemination

• Organize and promote the exhibition;
• Involve providers, politicians, mass media and
citizens;

• Promote social change at the local level (e.g.
using local results for advocacy).

• The translation of country report should follow best
practices procedures (Beaton et al., 2000);

• A cross‐national synthesis should be based on themes
chosen by the groups in each country and shared with
group facilitators;

• Develop cross‐national policy guidelines;
• Dissemination of results (e.g., exhibition, conference, and
report) at the cross‐national level.
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discussed until saturation, and presented this to the group.
During the final meeting, the draft report with all the
themes was again reviewed within the group and modified
until it was approved by everyone.

For the cross‐national analysis, we added a phase to the
photovoice process with an analysis built on the country‐
level thematic analysis (Tsang, 2020). We asked all partners
to send us photos that best represented each of the themes
discussed in each project. Overall, 195 photographs
were related to 17 themes identified by participants at the
country level. Then, all 17 themes were summarized at the
systemic, organizational, and individual levels according to
an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) by three
independent Italian researchers (a doctoral student, a re-
search fellow, and a full professor). To ensure consistency
of themes in the analysis of aggregate data, we reported all
the themes discussed in each country in the aggregate
project report with the idea of having a European vision of

homeless services. The report was then shared and
discussed with all consortium partners, who included the
group facilitators, to have a member check that we had
interpreted the themes in a way that was consistent with
each country's culture.

Sample results: similarities and differences
between countries

The synthesis of results across nations allowed us to envi-
sion some similarities immediately. We were surprised to
see that some photos were almost identical, despite being
shot in different countries, as shown in Figure 2. These
included dissatisfaction with the location of the service
program (shown with maps) and with the workload,
including paperwork (shown with pictures of desks
strewn with papers).

Similarities- same pictures for the same theme

Geographic location of the service

Portugal

“The location of the center is an obstacle 

because it is far from the city center and 

difficult to reach”

Italy

“The service is too far from the city center”

Workload

Sweden

“Too busy”

The Netherlands

“Lots of paperwork, too much administration 

at the expense of the clients”

FIGURE 2 Examples of similarities between countries
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Sometimes the same theme, such as team spirit among
colleagues, was illustrated with country‐specific photos, as
shown in Figure 3. In Italy, a participant photographed a
soccer team (Italy's most popular sport), while in the
Netherlands, colleagues dressed as Santa Claus, a name
with a Dutch etymology. Nevertheless, since neither soccer
nor Santa Claus is confined to their countries of origin,
participants may have used these symbolic photographs to
convey a globally relevant message that goes beyond local
relevance.

Finally, some topics were discussed in only one coun-
try, as shown in Figure 3. For example, the balance
between work and private life, into which work emergen-
cies intrude, was mentioned in Italy, but not elsewhere.
For a full description of the 17 themes, see Gaboardi
et al., 2022.

Researchers reflexivity

Some aspects of researchers' backgrounds may have influ-
enced the results. The researchers involved in this project
were all from different backgrounds (community

psychology, medicine, social sciences), and this may have
also influenced the style of conducting the photovoice
projects. In addition, only the lead group in the study had
experience with the photovoice methodology. Even though
all team partners were experienced in homelessness, this
was the first time they had used photography methodology.
The lack of effort in producing social change may also be
due to facilitators' lack of background and experience with
participatory action research methodologies in most
countries.

RESULTS

The results of this study can be summarized in two main
aspects:

Social change and local exhibitions

In Italy, Poland, and France, participants and researchers
organized exhibitions in strategic places to present the
photovoice results to the community and local politicians.

Differences- same theme with photos reflected cultural context

Team spirit

The Netherlands

“A safe and trusted team. We can share 

everything with each other, we are always 

there for each other”

Italy

“As in sports, only if the team is united and 

aligned can it better meet the challenges”

Differences- theme discussed only in one country

Balancing private/work life

Italy: “Emergency situations at work affect choices in private life”

FIGURE 3 Examples of differences between countries
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These exhibitions have been an opportunity to raise com-
munity awareness of homelessness. The exhibitions were
visited by citizens, providers in other community services,
mass media, and local politicians. As is often the case with
a photovoice project, dissemination has led to a change.
For example, in an Italian photovoice project, the parti-
cipants elaborated four proposals for change in their or-
ganization: internal communications, the relationship
between providers and volunteers, the need for constant
updates on the clients' process, and training and psycho-
social supervision of the team. Photovoice results and
proposals were presented during a meeting with the orga-
nization's leaders and shown in an exhibition associated
with a conference with citizens and providers from other
services. In a follow‐up evaluation one year later, most of
the proposals identified through the photovoice had been
implemented. Further, in Poland, reflection on photos
contributed to the spread of advocacy initiatives that have
led to the implementation of HF (Bokszczanin et al., 2021).

Increasing knowledge about a European vision of
homeless services

The topics discussed by participants contributed to a
European view of homeless services and the differences
between TS and HF (Gaboardi et al., 2022). The themes
discussed by the participants contributed to the develop-
ment of European policy guidelines for homeless services in
Europe [D7.4 Policy Guidelines; Ref. Ares (2019)
7374716—29/11/2019]. Moreover, selected photos from all
the projects were presented in an exhibition called
“Working with homelessness” and hosted at the Munici-
pality Center in June 2018 in Padua, Italy, as part of the 3rd

International HF Conference. The exhibition, combined
with the conference on the topic, was an opportunity to
showcase international comparisons with an international
audience. In addition, the results were collected in a book
that was distributed during conferences and seminars re-
lated to the HOME_EU project (Santinello et al., 2018).

DISCUSSION

The present study illustrates a novel method for conducting
qualitative research across eight nations with eight differ-
ent languages. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
use photovoice in cross‐national research in Europe.

The method takes advantage of the visual language
of photography, allows flexibility in implementation.
Through a bottom‐up process and participatory data
analysis, the method explores participants' ideas, experi-
ences, and emotions. The benefits of using photovoice in
cross‐national research have been confirmed in the study.
First, visual language helped get social service providers to
talk about their work contexts. With photographs, they
spoke not only about aspects of the organizations but also
about their struggles in working with people experiencing

homelessness and challenges with the larger community
(e.g., citizens and politics), while also bringing out their
emotions (Gaboardi et al., 2022). As Figures 2 and 3 show,
the visual language allowed us to observe the similarities
and differences between countries. Although the eight
countries involved in this study spoke eight different lan-
guages, cultural contexts across mostly Western European
countries probably vary less than would be the case for
countries sampled from different continents where the risks
and consequences of speaking up might vary. Moreover,
depending on the range of cultures included in a cross‐
national study, additional efforts might be necessary to
help participants have confidence in the research process.

Second, as shown in other studies (Catalani & Minkler,
2010), each state adapted the photovoice. There were no
particular difficulties in implementation, but the benefit of
promoting social change at the local level was only par-
tially achieved. Not all local projects have developed pro-
posals for changes in their organizations. Perhaps the goal
of social change was too ambitious and expensive (in terms
of time and resources) compared to the timeframe of the
HOME_EU project. The three year project required sev-
eral research steps in a short period and with tight dead-
lines. This may have led to a preference for data collection
for cross‐national studies rather than focusing on the
process of social change at the local level.

Third, data analysis with participants allowed for
consistent interpretation of the images, overcoming inter-
pretation bias by researchers with different cultures. Par-
ticipants elaborated the themes so that the cultural
significance of the photographs was made explicit and
maintained in the cross‐national comparison. Fourth, this
study led to a greater understanding of homeless services in
Europe and the development of both factors that foster
and hinder work with people experiencing homelessness
(Lenzi et al., 2021; Gaboardi et al., 2022). The cross‐
cultural project allows a comparison of participants' ex-
periences in different countries. Although generalization is
not the aim of qualitative research, and country‐to‐country
differences in themes may reflect local sampling or other
differences in implementation, the recurrence of some
themes across countries suggests commonalities across
countries in the experiences of social service providers in
the homelessness sector. This is especially important for
elaborating European guidelines to combat homelessness
and, therefore, to promote European funds to support
innovative services that help professionals in their work
with people experiencing homelessness. For example,
many European countries are moving to adopt HF ap-
proaches to homelessness based on evidence of the super-
iority of HF over TS generated in the United States
(Padgett et al., 2016), Canada (Aubry et al., 2015), France
(Tinland et al., 2013), and by the HOME_EU project
(Ornelas et al., 2021). Understanding the perspectives of
social service providers is essential for successful change.
The cross‐national study uncovered some common and
more local challenges that must be addressed as part of this
cross‐national change effort. As Fine (2006) noted, to
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enhance the theoretical generalizability of a study, re-
searchers from different contexts should create opportu-
nities to discuss the similarities and differences of the social
issues investigated together. However, these conversations
should not be limited to presenting research findings in
different contexts but should explore which aspects are
most prominent in each context to find the best solutions
to support the work of policy, activism, and practice.

Regarding the fifth benefit of promoting social change,
only three countries disseminated the results with the
community, and only one (Italy) documented long‐term
changes in an organization involved. More training to
partners on the guiding principles of the methodology and
the importance of participatory action research could have
helped them understand the potential of photovoice. The
project also contributed to change at a cross‐national level
by contributing to the development of European guidelines
for implementing services to tackle homelessness [D7.4
Policy Guidelines; Ref. Ares (2019) 7374716—29/11/2019].

Social change is the most fundamental aspect of pho-
tovoice, but it is also the most difficult to achieve because it
requires time, resources, and a reflective approach from
researchers (Malherbe et al., 2017). The cross‐national
photovoice project can be thought of as a multi‐level in-
tervention that can facilitate change at both the local and
international levels, even if the potential for change was
not fully realized.

LIMITATIONS, LESSON LEARNED,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

During the study process, we encountered some challenges
and learned some useful lessons for those who wanted to
use this methodology in the future. These lessons cover
four main aspects: (a) support in the process, (b) promo-
tion of social change, (c) analysis of photographs, and
(d) the comparison between nations.

First, regarding the support in the process, this research
was made possible by the continual interactions among the
project's consortium members and was based on a common
detailed protocol about planning (aims, recruitment, set-
ting, role of the facilitators, ethics), process (detailed ex-
planation of each step of the photovoice method), and data
analysis. This ensured that the research was methodologi-
cally solid, balancing the need for the research to be
structured enough to allow cross‐national comparisons
while ensuring that it was grounded in local contexts.
Nevertheless, it was sometimes difficult to know in detail
how photovoice projects were progressing. In addition, the
country reports of themes varied considerably in length
across the photovoice groups. It is possible that groups
with short reports also discussed some of the themes ap-
parent in the lengthier reports, but did not deem them
sufficiently central to mention. It is also possible that fa-
cilitators who drafted the reports and translated them into
English had different understandings of the amount of

detail it would be valuable to include, or, because of
differential levels of comfort in English, chose shorter or
longer presentations.

Moreover, regarding the second lesson learned, we note
that not all countries fully realized the social change goal of
photovoice. Future studies using this methodology would
benefit from a better balance between research and action
by using research findings to inform organizational and
community changes based on scientific knowledge. Greater
support in learning about the guiding principles of the
methodology and how to support social change might have
helped more countries realize this goal (e.g., with examples
from previous projects).

In the future, we suggest starting with a workshop—at
least a one day workshop (Bird et al., 2013)—with all
partners to explain the methodology and its principles in
detail. We will include examples of photos, discussions, and
previous projects, highlighting the process of social change
for participants and the community. Moreover, providing
facilitators with more guidance on how much to include in
reports of themes through a predefined report template
might lead to more uniformity. It would also be useful to
conduct periodic online meetings to support partners step
by step, especially in disseminating results at the local level
and elaborating operational proposals by the group of
participants.

Regarding the analysis of the photographs, that is, the
third lesson learned, it is important to note that the ana-
lyst's culture might affect the interpretation of the images.
Both the discussion of themes between the facilitator and
participants and the discussion among partners were cri-
tical to foster an understanding of the results. The captions
that participants provided for their photos were also im-
portant. Without text, we would have interpreted the
figures differently because they were tied to the cultural
context. With the translation of the texts, we hope that we
have interpreted photos in ways that are faithful to parti-
cipants' ideas and emotions.

Finally, the fourth lesson concerned the analysis of
cross‐national comparison data. The cross‐national com-
parison (i.e., overall results) was not shared with all pho-
tovoice project participants. Only a few participants saw
the European exhibition in Padua. Member‐checking is an
important way to assure the trustworthiness of qualitative
research (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member‐checking
at the cross‐national level was confined to the facilitators of
each group. In the future, those who want to use cross‐
national photovoice could share the overall results with all
participants to receive additional feedback. Doing so in our
case would have required translation back into eight local
languages.

We have encountered some challenges commonly
found in multi‐country research with the researchers
themselves coming from different contexts and back-
grounds. Based on our experience, we have developed four
main recommendations. First, it is important to share the
principles of photovoice, not just the methodology, dis-
cussing with the researchers the process of photovoice, and
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how to help the group of participants promote social
change proposals in their own context and the larger
community so as not to let the cross‐national synthesis
prevail at the expense of social change at the local level.
Second, we suggest providing local researchers with a
country report template containing the results of the pro-
ject and another one describing reflections of the re-
searchers who conducted the project and explaining
participants' proposed social change proposals.

Third, in the data analysis, conducting frequent inter-
pretation sessions with all the partners is necessary to
discuss key concepts in‐depth, provide a way to understand
national differences, and deepen the meaning emerging
from data. Finally, engaging all photovoice participants to
confirm cross‐national results would be ideal, in ac-
cordance with the principles of participatory action re-
search, for example, through cross‐national reports or
conferences with group discussions.

CONCLUSION

Starting from our research experience with the European
project HOME_EU, which aimed to study homelessness in
Europe, the main goal of this study was to show how a
modified version of photovoice could be used in projects
with multiple countries and languages. In this article, we
started by reflecting on the increasing diffusion of cross‐
national research, especially in the European context,
which aims to understand the extent to which there is a
common European culture concerning social issues (such
as homelessness), and to promote shared guidelines for
intervention between countries.

As we pointed out in the introduction, cross‐national
research poses some important challenges that concern
sampling, study management, language, and cultural
norms. As a participatory action research methodology
that uses photographic language, photovoice can overcome
these challenges through the use of visual language, flex-
ibility, data analysis with participants, bottom‐up pro-
cesses, and promotion of social change.

Through our experience in social service providers of
homeless services in eight European countries, we have
reflected on the feasibility of using photovoice to increase
knowledge on a European phenomenon, highlighting some
strengths and providing recommendations for those who
would like to use this method at a cross‐national level. Our
recommendations start with the reflections made during
the implementation of the European project and concern.
The reflections include the following:

• The importance of sharing the guiding principles of
photovoice, not just the methodology to promote social
change;

• The need to provide local researchers with both a
country report template that contains the results of the
project and one to describe reflections of the researchers
who conducted the project;

• The need to conduct frequent interpretation sessions
with all the partners to discuss key concepts in‐depth;

• The importance of engaging all photovoice participants
for confirmation of cross‐national results.

Overall, the implementation of photovoice projects is
not only about the adaptability of a method but also the
reflective capacity of researchers on the importance of
using this methodology to promote social change.

In conclusion, implementing a photovoice in a cross‐
national context involves challenges. Nevertheless, the
study demonstrated the benefits and feasibility of using
photographs in comparative qualitative research across
nations, languages, and cultures, not only to facilitate local
change but also to understand a common European culture
of a phenomenon and to contribute to the elaboration of
policy guidelines shared among countries.
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