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Abstract
Research focussing on older adults of low socioeconomic status (SES) faces several methodological challenges, including high
rates of non-response and drop-out. In addition, older adults of low SES tend to be less willing to participate in research and are
more likely to experience cognitive impairments and literacy problems. Photo-elicitation studies do not require high levels of
literacy, and they might therefore be suitable for use in research with older adults of low SES. To date, however, little is known
about setting up such studies with this target group. Our aim was to demonstrate how we systematically set up a researcher-
driven photo-elicitation study to generate greater insight into the positive health perceptions of older adults of low SES. Our
strategy consisted of three phases: development, testing and execution. In this article, we discuss each step of the research
strategy and describe the limitations and strengths of our study.We also formulate recommendations for further research using
photo-elicitation methods with this target group. Based on the results of this study, we conclude that the use of researcher-
driven photo-elicitation is a powerful tool for enhancing understanding with regard to positive health perceptions and ex-
periences of older adults of low SES. The usefulness of the method is particularly dependent on the careful development and
testing of the study.

Keywords
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Introduction

The health of older adults of low socioeconomic status (SES)
is receiving attention from health professionals and policy-
makers, in addition to being a relevant topic for social sci-
entists. Related to education level, income and occupation, SES
is a robust factor that influences health from childhood on into
older age (World Health Organization, 2018). Despite its im-
portance, however, studies focussing on older adults of low SES
pose several methodological challenges. First, difficulties as-
sociated with the recruitment of older adults of low SES lead to
high non-response in survey studies (Dibartolo & McCrone,
2003; McHenry et al., 2015; Mody et al., 2008). Second, the
drop-out rate fromhealth interventions for this target group tends

to be high (Dibartolo &McCrone, 2003;McMurdo et al., 2011).
Third, older adults tend to be less willing to participate in
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research, for reasons including the physical or mental difficulties
associated with advancing age (Dibartolo & McCrone, 2003).
Members of this target group are also more likely to have lit-
eracy problems and experience cognitive impairment (Federman
et al., 2009). This latter problem is particularly salient, as many
studies investigating older adults of low SES use research
methods that require relatively high cognitive skills.

Several research methods are available that do not require
high levels of literacy from participants, and they could also be
useful in research investigating older adults with low SES
(Johnsen et al., 2008). These methods include the use of visual
tools (e.g. photographs, videos and drawings), which are
accepted in research and are gaining popularity in the social
disciplines (Pain, 2012). The use of visual tools in research
offers several advantages, including a possibility to investigate
abstract topics (e.g. health experiences and identity, meaning
of life), the facilitation of communication between interviewer
and participants, and the elicitation of reflections and asso-
ciations from participants (Bates et al., 2017; Hall & Mitchell,
2008; Keller et al., 2007; Pain, 2012; Vigurs & Kara, 2017).
Commonly applied in qualitative research, photo-elicitation
interviews involve using photographs to encourage partici-
pants to reflect on particular topics (Harper, 2002). Perhaps
even more so than written words, photographs evoke emo-
tions, and they are therefore used in research are to elicit
emotions, reflections perceptions and associations (Copes
et al., 2018). The photographs used in a study can be col-
lected by the researcher (a researcher-driven technique) or
taken or collected by participants (a participant-driven tech-
nique) (Bates et al., 2017). The choice of researcher-driven or
participant-driven photo-elicitation interviews may depend on
the aim of the study, the analytical strategy of the data or the
level of participant engagement in the study. For example,
participants are likely to be more engaged in a study if it draws
on photographs that they have taken or collected themselves
(Bates et al., 2017; Pain, 2012). One advantage of the photo-
elicitation method is that it gives participants a ‘voice’ and
provides greater insight into their lived realities, perceptions
and experiences with regard to particular topics (Wang &
Burris, 1997). A disadvantage of photo-elicitation research,
however, is that it can be time-consuming and demanding for
both researchers and participants (Meo, 2010). Additionally,
interviewers should be aware of the potential framing effects
of researcher-drive photographs, which could influence the
associations of participants (Leonard & McKnight, 2015).
However, to investigate health perceptions of older adults with
low SES advantages of the method could outweigh the
disadvantages.

The popularity of photo-elicitation methods is also in-
creasing in research with vulnerable groups (Bugos et al.,
2014), including older adults or people of low SES (Baker
& Wang, 2006; Gosselink & Myllykangas, 2007; Hanson
et al., 2016; Novek et al., 2012; Prevo et al., 2018;
Schwingel et al., 2015). These studies demonstrate that
photo-elicitation can successfully facilitate conversations

about abstract or difficult subjects (e.g. experiences of
chronic pain) (Baker & Wang, 2006), promote participant
engagement in the research process and elicit the percep-
tions of participants (Hanson et al., 2016). In the studies
described above, participant-driven photographs were used
primarily to investigate either older adults in general or indi-
viduals of various ages of low SES. To date, however, little is
known about the use of researcher-driven photo-elicitation with
older adults of low SES specifically. Moreover, little is known
about systematic processes of performing photo-elicitation
studies and about potential challenges and advantages. To
address this gap, it could be beneficial for researchers to share
their applied processes and learn from other researchers, rather
than exploring themethod’s utility purely through trial and error
(Bugos et al., 2014).

Although there is an abundance of research on the health
of older adults of low SES, consensus has yet to be reached
with regard to how older adults perceive the positive aspects
of their own health. To this end, we developed a photo-
elicitation study using researcher-driven photographs to
explore the positive health perceptions of older adults of low
SES (Huber et al., 2011). We also aimed to generate greater
insight into the awareness of participants with regard to
aspects of the self-management of physical, social and
mental health. To our knowledge, this is the first investi-
gation of positive health perceptions amongst older adults of
low SES to apply the method of researcher-driven photo-
graph elicitation. Current knowledge is also lacking with
regard to how such interviews should be set up for this target
group. For this reason, we developed our own research strategy,
which consisted of three phases: development, testing and
execution. In this article, we discuss each step of the research
strategy and describe the limitations and strengths of our re-
search.We also formulate recommendations for further research
using photo-elicitation methods with this target group. In this
way, we hope to enhance understanding concerning the use-
fulness of researcher-driven photo-elicitation methods with
older adults of low SES.

Project overview

The strategy that we adopted for our project can be divided into
three phases, as displayed in the flowchart displayed in Figure 1.
Phase 1 consisted of developing the photo-elicitation study, with
Phase 2 entailing the testing of the photographs and topic list and
Phase 3 constituting the actual execution of the study.

Phase 1 Development of the
Photo-Elicitation Study

Step 1a. Collect photographs

The main objective of our research was to explore the positive
health perceptions of older adults of low SES. Before col-
lecting the photographs, it was necessary to determine which
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aspects of positive health we intended to address during the
interview. According to Huber et al. (2011, p.2), health can be
defined as the ability to manage challenges relating to
physical, social and mental health. We collected photographs
from royalty-free websites (Shutterstock, Pixabay and
Pexels). The selection of photographs was based on two
criteria. Firstly, the person depicted in the photograph was
required to be an older adult, and secondly, the photograph
was required to depict a healthy and/or unhealthy situation
within the domain of physical, social or mental health. For
physical health, we selected photographs depicting older
adults with physical impairments, exercise classes for older
adults, sport activities for older adults or the use of medicine.
For social health, we collected photographs depicting older
adults in interaction with children, grandchildren, partners
and other older adults. For mental health, we collected
photographs that we associated with emotions, such as
sadness, frustration, loneliness, happiness and joy. During
this step, we collected a total of 17 different photographs
relating to positive health.

Step 1b. Design the interview

Several photo-elicitation studies start with an introductory
question that is intended to invite participants to reflect on the
topic of the study, followed by additional questions as needed

Figure 1. Project overview.

Figure 2. Photograph of a ship’s helm used for the second part of
the interview.
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(e.g. Bugos et al., 2014). Our interview design called for asking
the following introductory question for each photograph:

- Can you tell me something about this photograph?

Additional questions could be asked, depending on the
openness and answers of the participant. These questions could
be used to refocus the conversation on the topic of positive
health, and they are therefore formulated in different ways. The
following options for additional questions were available:

- Is the situation in the photograph healthy?
- Does the situation shown in the photograph have

anything to do with health for you?
- Are the people depicted in the photograph healthy?

After developing the section reflecting on the photographs,
we designed a second part of the interview, which consisted of
an assignment intended to investigate participants’ abilities to
self-manage health, in other words whether participants
perceived having a sense of control over their health. In the
current study, the word ‘control’ was selected based on
comments made during the first focus-group session (as de-
scribed under Step 2b). For this assignment, we used a
photograph of a ship’s helm, which we found online using the
Google search engine (Figure 2).

We intended the ship’s helm as a metaphor for being in
control over various aspects of physical, social and mental
health. Our strategy called for presenting the photograph of the
ship’s helm to individual participants, and to ask whether they
experienced control over the situations depicted in the photo-
graphs. We then invited participants to place a ship’s helm on
each of the photographs depicting specific health aspects over
which they felt that they had control. They were also invited to
explain their choices during the assignment (Figure 3).

Before the end of the interview, we asked participants about
their experiences with the photo-elicitation method. After
discussing these experiences, the interviewer asked several
additional demographic questions (e.g. age, marital status,
education level and former occupation).

Step 1c. Meetings of the research team

The research team consisted of five experienced behavioural
and social scientists. The team discussed the photographs that
had been collected, the design of the interview, the interview
guide and the subsequent steps of the research strategy. During
the discussion of the 17 photographs that had been collected,
we noticed that some photographs called up a wide variety of
associations. We therefore decided to test the photographs and
the design of the interview with the target group, in order to
ensure that the photographs would evoke associations about
the intended topic of our study. This process is described under
Phase 2 of the research strategy.

Phase 2: Testing the Photographs and
Topic List

Step 2a. Testing the photographs with both older
adults of low SES and professionals

Following the first phase, it was necessary to test the pho-
tographs, in order to enhance the reliability of the study. We
tested the suitability of the photographs with three participants
from the target group and three participants who were pro-
fessionals working with the target group. Three of these six
participants were above 60 years of age; four were female and
two were male.

The goal of the test interviews was to explore the asso-
ciations and reflections of participants. Instead of explicitly
asking participants about their reflections and associations,
we used an introductory question, in which participants
were asked whether they could tell something about the
photograph.

The associations and reflections were documented by the
interviewer and summarised schematically. When participants
reported having difficulty reflecting on a particular photo-
graph, we discussed the matter in the research team, and we
either selected a new photograph depicting a similar situation
or decided to exclude the photograph from the study. In ad-
dition to the reflections and associations, participants were
asked whether each photograph was suitable for use with the
specific target group. This information was used to adapt the
selection of photographs. For example, we had originally
planned to use a photograph of multiple banknotes and coins
to explore associations concerning the influence of money on
health. When presented with the photograph that we had
collected (Figure 4), several participants noted that it did not
accurately represent the situation of the target group, as they
could not imagine older adults of low SES having the amount
of money depicted in the photograph. In response, we replaced
the original photograph with one depicting a total of €70, in
order to ensure it would correspond to the experiences of the
target group (Figure 5).

Figure 3. The assignment with the photograph of a ship’s helm.
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Step 2b. Testing the photographs in two
focus-group sessions

Following the six test interviews, we tested the remaining
photographs in two focus-group sessions. During recruit-
ment at an activity centre for older adults, multiple partic-
ipants expressed a desire to share their associations with the
photographs, and therefore we decided to test the associa-
tions of participants in two focus-group sessions rather than
multiple individual interviews. In all, the focus-group ses-
sions involved 11 older adults (with a mean age 65 years,
ranging from 60 to 81 years). Four older adults participated
in the first session, and seven participated in the second
session.

During the focus-group sessions, we asked participants to
reflect on a total of nine photographs. The participants found it
difficult to identify with a photograph of two female tennis
players (Figure 6), as they did not associate their own physical
health with the photograph due to the younger age of the tennis
players. We therefore decided that the photograph was not
suitable for further study, and we replaced it with a photograph
depicting a similar situation (older adults playing walking
football (Figure 7). We tested the new photograph during the
second focus group.

With regard to the second part of the interview, a discussion
emerged amongst the participants concerning the use of
the phrases ‘control over health’ and ‘influence on health’.

Following this discussion, participants noted that the use of
‘control over health’ was easier to understand than ‘influence
on health’.

Step 2c. Pre-testing the interview with two older
adults individually

After testing the photographs during Steps 2a and 2b, we
decided on a final selection of 10 photographs, based on the
associations of the participants, as well as on the suitability of
the photographs (see Table 1).

The next step involved pre-testing the interview with two
older adults, who had been recruited at a retirement home.
One of the interviews lasted 20 minutes, and the other
lasted 45 minutes. The first participant (female, 71 years of
age) described associations with physical, social or men-
tal health when viewing the photographs. She found it
difficult to reflect on the first photograph about mental
health (Figure 8).

Oh, I think this man is very depressed. I don’t really know what to
say about this photograph (Participant 1, pre-test interview).

With regard to the assignment with the ship’s helm, the first
participant seemed to place the photograph of the helm on

Figure 5. Photograph of €70.

Figure 4. Photograph of multiple banknotes and coins.

Figure 6. Photograph of two female tennis players.

Figure 7. Photograph of older adults playing walking football.
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situations that were important to her, and not specifically on
situations over which she experienced having control. When
the interviewer explained the assignment again, she stated that
she did not really understand how one could gain control over
one’s health and that she had trouble understanding the question.

The second participant (female, 74 years old) expressed
associations with all of the photograph-concerning aspects of
physical, social and mental health, and reported having no
trouble reflecting on them. During the assignment with the
ship’s helm, she placed the photograph of the helm on situ-
ations over which she perceived having control (e.g. going to
exercise classes to meet new people and reduce loneliness).
The only photographs over which she did not perceive having
control were those relating to mental health (Figure 8 and 9).

I do not know if I control my mental health. I try to, because of
problems with my family, but I think it’s very hard (Participant 2,
pre-test interview).

Although the first participant in the pilot interviews ex-
pressed having difficulty reflecting on the photograph relating
to mental health and the assignment with the ship’s helm, we
decided to make no further adaptions, as the second participant
in the pilot interview and all focus-group participants

indicated that they understood the assignment with the ship’s
helm and had no trouble reflecting on the photograph. Fol-
lowing discussion with the research team, however, we de-
cided to add a test photograph Figure 10), to be used before the
start of the interview to help participants understand the
purpose of the ( method. When showing the test photograph,
we would ask the introductory question (as described under
Step 2b), in order to ensure that the method would work
throughout the interview.

Phase 3. Execution of the Main Study

Step 3a. Recruitment and selection of participants for
the main study

The participants for the main study were recruited in low SES
neighbourhoods, and were included when above 60 years of
age. Our study was designed to include older adults of low
SES (i.e. low educational level and limited financial possi-
bilities); however, given the sensitivity of the latter topic, we
decided to ask questions about their educational level, former
occupation and financial status at the end of the interview,
rather than at the start of the interview. It was hoped that, at the

Table 1. Final selection of photographs used in the study (n = 10).

Social
health

Mental
health

Physical
health

Money and
place of
residence
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end of the interview, the participants would feel sufficiently
safe with both the situation and the interviewer that they would
feel comfortable answering questions about their educational
level, former occupation and financial status.

Multiple methods were used to recruit participants. Firstly,
we made use of a recruitment drive for a health-promotion
intervention targeting residents in a low SES neighbourhood
through door-to-door interviews. Residents who declined to
participate in the intervention were asked to participate in the
current study. This process yielded five participants. Secondly,
organisations working with older adults of low SES (e.g.
sports centres and foundations for older adults) were asked to
invite their members to take part in our study. This yielded an
additional 10 participants. Finally, we used snowball sampling
(Ghaljaie et al., 2017). After each photo-elicitation interview,
the participant was asked to note any other older adults in their
network who might be interested in participating in the study.
This method yielded another four participants, resulting in a
total of 19 older adults.

The average age of the participants was 77 years (SD =
7.9), ranging from 61 to 90 years. The majority of the par-
ticipants were female (n = 12). Educational level was divided
in three categories, based on the classification criteria applied
by Statistics Netherlands (2016): low (n = 11), middle (n = 8)
and high (n = 0).

Step 3b. Execution of the main study

The Medical Ethical Committee of the University Medical
Centre Groningen granted exemption from ethical review,
given the minimal burden that it imposed on the participants
(METc2016.498). All of the participants gave written in-
formed consent to participate in the study. The photo-
elicitation interview started with an introduction of the in-
terviewer and the participant, after which the participant was
asked for consent to audio-record the interview. Before the
start of the interview, the participant received information
about the duration of the interview and was invited to talk
about 10 photographs depicting situations in ordinary life
situations. The interviewer also noted that full information

about the study would be provided after the interview was
finished. The decision to debrief participants about the pur-
pose and topic of the study after the interview was intended to
avoid influencing the participants’ associations about health at
the start of the interview.

During the first part of the interview, the use of photographs
facilitated participants to share memories and reflections re-
lated to their health and the health status of their social net-
work. The photographs about mental and social health
triggered the most emotions, including happiness and joy, as
well as sadness and frustration (e.g. due to family discord or
the loss of a loved one). We observed that negative emotions
tended to overwhelm some participants. For example, after
reflecting on the photographs relating to mental and social
health, two participants continued to talk about their sadness
and anger throughout the remainder of the interview. During
one interview, the interviewer paused the interview for ap-
proximately 10 minutes to allow the participant to recover.
During this pause, the interviewer offered mental support to
help the participant process her emotions. Thereafter, the loss
of her partner did not seem to affect the discussions about the
other photographs. During some interviews, it was necessary
to refocus the conversation back to the topic of physical, social
or mental health by asking one of the follow-up questions from
the interview guide.

Even though participants were told at the start of the in-
terview that there would be no right or wrong answers, some
participants were unsure about their responses during the

Figure 8. Photograph about mental health one.

Figure 9. Photograph about mental health two.

Figure 10. Test photograph.
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interview. For example, some participants asked whether they
had given the right answers when reflecting on the photographs.

Did I give the right answer? That you need to stay active?
(Participant 3, photo-elicitation interview from the main study).

Only one participant indicated having difficulty under-
standing the researchers’ choice of photographs and the
purpose of the study. He seemed unwilling to wait for the
debriefing in which, and he appeared to feel as if he was taking
an examination, causing him to become suspicious about the
purpose of the study. The interviewer’s attempts to explain the
purpose of the study and the choice of photographs were
apparently unable to assuage the participant’s feelings of
suspicion.

Which psychologist collected all of these photographs to show to
people? (Participant 1, photo-elicitation interview from the main
study).

The second part of each interview consisted of the as-
signment with the photograph of a ship’s helm. Although the
intent of this photograph was explained clearly, the assign-
ment turned out to be too abstract for most participants. Al-
most all of the participants placed the photograph of the ship’s
helm on photographs depicting situations that they considered
important, instead of those over which they perceived having
control. In addition, participants seemed to be unaware of the
possibility of having control over certain aspects of health.

I did not know my mental health was something I could control
(Participant 9, photo-elicitation interview from the main study).

Although most of the participants did not seem to un-
derstand the purpose of the assignment, it did provide addi-
tional insight into their self-management abilities with regard
to physical, social and mental health.We observed that most of
the participants were self-managing their health without being
aware that they were doing so. For example, they described
going to exercise classes, inviting friends for a cup of tea and
talking with other people when they encounter mental health
problems. All of these activities can be regarded as self-
management health strategies. These strategies emerged as
the participants reflected on the photographs, as well as in the
conversation during the second part of the interview.

During the interviews, it became apparent that the par-
ticipants did not always understand the metaphor of the ship’s
helm as a as a symbol for having control over health. We
therefore advise caution in drawing any conclusions about the
results of this assignment.

Step 3c. Evaluation of the study

At the end of the interview, participants were invited to reflect
on the photo-elicitation method, to discuss experiences and

thoughts and to share their opinions on this method. All of the
participants, including the one who had exhibited suspicion,
gave positive feedback and described the use of photos as an
enjoyable, interesting and pleasant experience. Moreover,
they reported that the use of photographs had made it easier to
talk about health.

You know what you need to talk about. It helps with the con-
versation (Participant 4, photo-elicitation interview from the main
study).

One participant described that, during the interview, he had
thought about health in ways that he had before considered,
and that he learned from the experience.

I had never thought about health this way before. I have the idea
that I will take something away from this experience (Participant
6, photo-elicitation interview from the main study).

Not all of the reactions were this positive. Two participants
described to find the method challenging and the need for
logical thinking, especially for the second part of the
interview.

If you don’t think logically, you can’t finish the interview (Par-
ticipant 2, photo-elicitation interview from the main study).

Evaluation of the method

Based on our experiences (as described in connection with the
development, testing and execution of the study), we iden-
tified a number of strengths and limitations of the researcher-
driven photo-elicitation method. In addition, we have ascer-
tained several ethical considerations that should be taken into
account when using this method with older adults of low SES.

Strengths

Given the current scarcity of knowledge concerning the
processes used in researcher-driven photo-elicitation studies,
we developed a systematic research strategy that helped us to
develop, test and execute our photo-elicitation study in a
structured manner. We identified three particular strengths of
this study. Firstly, the systematic description of the research
process ensured its transparency, thereby increasing the re-
liability of the study in general, while enhancing the possi-
bility of replication (Aguinis & Solarino, 2019). Secondly, the
photo-elicitation interview was developed in close collabo-
ration with the target group and professionals working with
the target group, thus ensuring the effectiveness of this form of
triangulation. In other words, the use of suitable photographs
allowed us to obtain a better understanding of positive health
perceptions, experiences and behaviours of participants, as
they were able to relate to the situations depicted in the
photographs.
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A third strength of this study is that the method was
evaluated positively by the participants, thus indicating that
photographs can facilitate conversations about positive health
during interviews. As noted above, the photographs helped at
least one participant think about health in a different way, and
several noted that the photographs had made it easier to talk
about health. Photo-elicitation might therefore be more suit-
able as a means of interviewing this target group, as compared
to more conventional oral or written methods.

Limitations

Despite the clear strengths of the method, it should be ac-
knowledged that the choice of photographs is crucial, as it
affects the process and outcomes of the research (Padgett et al.,
2013). Although the photos were selected with great care, and
although they did indeed address various aspects of positive
health, it is quite possible that we missed certain perceptions
that participants might have had with regard to health. In
future studies using participant-driven photo-elicitation, it
could be informative to investigate whether this strategy might
reveal different or additional positive health perceptions.

Another limitation concerns the use of the assignment with
the ship’s helm, for a metaphor misunderstood by most par-
ticipants of the main study, even thoughmost of the participants
in the test phase had no difficulty understanding the assignment.
This type of assignment apparently calls for more extensive
testing, in order to determine its usability. In general, it will
remain difficult to assess the usability of relatively abstract tasks
in research involving older adults of low SES. For example,
Flinterman et al. (2019) demonstrate that participants from this
target group often misinterpret tasks of higher cognitive nature
(e.g. prioritisation). The use of visual tasks as metaphors might
cause difficulties for this target group thus calls for sufficient
testing before they are included in a study.

Despite the fact that information about the method was
given at the start of the interview, and despite the assessment
of the method by means of the test photograph, some par-
ticipants continued to ask whether they had given the right
answers throughout the interview. This may indicate that some
participants did not fully understand what was expected from
them, or that they felt the need to answer in a socially desirable
way. It therefore seems difficult to inform participants prop-
erly and to avoid framing thoughts of participants in certain
directions before the start of the interview. Future researchers
should be aware of this and test the materials to be used with
the target group before the execution of the study to find the
optimal way of informing and briefing participants in photo-
elicitation interviews while minimising risk of framing.

The present study only explored the suitability of
researcher-driven photo-elicitation techniques in research
involving older adults of low SES, and therefore we are unable
to make any comparisons with other methods that have been
used with this target group. Future research could explicitly

compare researcher-driven photo-elicitation to other research
methods within the context of older adults of low SES, in order
to assess whether this technique indeed does generate more
information than other methods.

Ethical considerations

In addition to current ethical laws and regulations that apply to
scientific research, several specific ethical considerations
should be taken into account when executing researcher-
driven photo-elicitation studies with older adults of low
SES. These considerations have to do with the extent to which
the purpose of the study can be understood by participants, the
processing of personal data and the skills of the interviewers.
All information about recruitment, the purpose of the study the
procedure, data collection and processing of the data should be
as clear as possible for members of the target group, as should
the information provided during briefing and debriefing.
Moreover, it is important to allow sufficient time for any
questions that participants might have. Interviewers should
also possess specific skills, including the ability to answer
questions in a comprehensible manner and to make partici-
pants feel confident in talking and reflecting freely when
describing the photographs. They should also be sensitive to
the needs of participants (e.g. the need for additional infor-
mation or emotional support). Advanced assessment of these
specific ethical aspects (i.e. clarity of information tested with
potential participants) is therefore advised, as is the provision
of training in these specific skills for interviewers.

Recommendations

This article is intended provide a research strategy and to en-
hance understanding concerning the research process, strengths
and limitations of photo-elicitation as a method of research
amongst older adults of low SES. Based on our experiences with
this method, we have formulated three main recommendations
for future studies involving the use of researcher-driven photo-
elicitation with older adults of low SES.

1. When using researcher-driven photo-elicitation,
work closely with members of the target group
throughout the research process. To ensure that
photographs call up associations about the intended
topic of the study, we recommend cooperating with the
target group throughout the entire research process, but
especially during the selection of photographs. This
increases the likelihood of using visual tools that are
well suited to the experiences, perceptions and reality
of the target group.

2. Any doubts concerning the adequacy of photo-
graphs or assignments for the target group call for
additional testing. Despite the careful testing of our
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photographs, the design of the interview and the as-
signment with the ship’s helmwith the target group, some
participants in the main study did not understand that
assignment. Future researchers using this method should
take the time to conduct a thorough test of all photographs
and potential assignments (with additional testing in case
of conflicting results) before executing the main study.

3. Find a good balance between informing participants
properly and avoiding the possibility of framing the
associations of participants before the start of the
interview. Although participants should obviously be
properly informed about the purpose and process of the
study, it is also crucially important not to influence the
ways in which participants think about the photographs
prior to the actual interview. It is therefore important to
identify the best way to inform participants about the
study, thereby ensuring that they understand what the
study is about, while preserving their ability to reflect
on the photos autonomously.

Conclusion

In order to explore the positive health perceptions of older
adults of low SES, we developed a researcher-driven photo-
elicitation study according to a systematic, step-wise research
strategy. The research strategy consisted of three phases
(development, testing and execution) and a total of nine steps.
The use of researcher-driven photo-elicitation is a powerful
tool to generate insight into positive health perceptions and
experiences of older adults of low SES. In addition, photo-
elicitation proved to be a facilitating method, not only the
conversation between interviewer and participant but also
with regard to the participants’ reflections about health,
possibly revealing greater insights. All of our participants
evaluated the method positively.

Based on our experiences during this process, we have
described strengths, limitations and recommendations for
future studies using photo-elicitation with this target group.
We recommend that researchers undertaking such studies
should work closely with members of their target groups
throughout the development and testing of the interviews. We
further recommend that future researchers should thoroughly
test all photographs, assignments, procedures and briefings
with members of the target group, in order to increase the
reliability of the study and avoid possible misunderstandings.

Additional research is needed in order to investigate the validity
of using abstract tasks involving photographs (e.g. the assignment
with the photograph of the ship’s helm as a metaphor for having
control) with this target group. The usefulness of the method
depends on the development and testing phase of the study. In our
view, photo-elicitation interviews offer a suitable method for in-
terviewing older adults of low SES. We hope that the research
strategy and recommendations that we described will inspire and
support other researchers considering this method.
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