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Abstract
Research has shown for decades that gendered violence against girls and women is a major public health problem with devastating
long-term health consequences for individuals and communities alike. Knowledge of gendered violence against girls and young
women thus needs to be increased not only in urban, but also in rural areas, and from girls’ own perspectives. Research methods
should also be developed that will facilitate the possibility of reaching policy makers, i.e. to reach those with the power to bring
about social change. This study had two main goals. The first was to use photovoice as a methodology to gain increased knowledge
about gendered violence against girls and young women in rural Sweden, while the second was to discuss the potential of reaching
social change through photovoice as well as offer some critique. We worked with 35 adolescent girls enrolled in an upper
secondary school in rural Sweden. Six workshops, which focused on (un)safety, different forms of violence, and the consequences
of violence, were analyzed with an action-oriented approach and content analysis. The photovoice material also resulted in an
exhibition that was used to reach policy makers. The findings show that the girls’ ability to control their own lives was limited and
that a number of different situations in their everyday lives were related to a reduced sense of space and reduced sense of agency.
The findings also highlight that the girls were constantly sexually harassed online, which created a feeling of being unable to escape.
We argue that photovoice is suitable in mediating girls’ perspectives and in engaging and informing key policy makers, although the
method alone cannot assure social change.
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Introduction

Gendered Violence Among Girls and Young Women

It is well known that on a global scale, an estimate of one in

three women are affected by gendered violence (World Health

Organization, 2017), and the problem is widely considered to

be a violation of basic human rights and a serious public health

problem (The World Bank, 2019). United Nations (1994)

defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based

violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual

or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats of such

acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether

occurring in public or in private life” (p. 3). Exposure to gen-

dered violence can have serious health consequences, including

depression, anxiety, eating disorders, suicidal thoughts, panic

attacks, and alcohol and substance misuse (Bucchianeri et al.,

2014). Such violence can also have negative sexual and repro-

ductive health outcomes (Garcı́a-Moreno et al., 2013).

Although both the prevalence and health consequences of

gendered violence against women are well known, existing

research shows that levels of exposure to gendered violence are

already high among adolescents, which positions many girls

and young women on a lifelong path of violence (Lundgren

1 Department of Health Sciences, Mid Sweden University, Sundsvall, Sweden
2 Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Mid Sweden University,

Sundsvall, Sweden

Corresponding Author:

Sara Nyhlén, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Mid Sweden

University, Holmgatan 10, Sundsvall 85170, Sweden.

Email: sara.nyhlen@miun.se

International Journal of Qualitative Methods
Volume 19: 1–12
ª The Author(s) 2020
DOI: 10.1177/1609406920962904
journals.sagepub.com/home/ijq

Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)
which permits any use, reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and
Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6937-7274
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6937-7274
mailto:sara.nyhlen@miun.se
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920962904
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/ijq
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F1609406920962904&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-10-27


& Amin, 2015). Gendered violence is both cause and effect of

social inequalities (Suzor et al., 2019) and is a central determi-

nant of inequalities in health (Humphreys, 2007).

Existing studies on gendered violence predominantly focus

on urban settings, while violence against girls in rural areas

remains understudied (Sandberg, 2013; Schwab-Reese &

Renner, 2017). The participatory visual methodology known

as photovoice is suitable when working with either margina-

lized groups or sensitive topics due to its ability to allow parti-

cipants to elaborate on topics that otherwise might be difficult

to approach through discussions alone (Mitchell et al., 2017).

We wish to add to existing research on gendered violence

toward girls and young women in rural Sweden by allowing

them to raise their voices and perspectives through the use of

photovoice. We agree with Liebenberg’s (2018) argument that

photovoice, as a participatory action research methodology,

offers insightful and powerful access to “taken-for-granted”

lived experiences. Based on girls own perspectives this study

also provides increased knowledge of gendered violence. The

study also provides a discussion which highlights strengths and

weaknesses while using photovoice in relation to accomplish

social change.

The present study is part of a larger project with the overall

aim to increase our knowledge of gendered violence against

girls and young women in rural areas, including both a photo-

voice study and policy analysis where key policy makers in the

field of gendered violence were interviewed (Nyhlén & Giritli

Nygren, 2019). An earlier paper based on the photovoice study

conducted a thematic analysis using transcripts from the focus

groups and workshops (Brännström et al., 2020). That study is

more descriptive and shows how photovoice could produce

rich data, even if it not reached a high degree of participation

as discussed by Catalani and Minkler (2010). The present study

focuses more on the themes the participants highlighted and on

photovoice’s third goal, that is to reach policy makers.

Photovoice and Gendered Violence

Photovoice is a community-based, visual participatory action

research methodology and the core of photovoice is that people

are the experts of their own lives (Baker & Wang, 2006). The

method, which is also known to be effective in engaging com-

munities and policy makers in dialogue about issues central to

social change, is often used in environments where youth par-

ticipation is particularly valuable (Annang et al., 2016;

Mitchell & Sommer, 2016; Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris,

1997). Photovoice was developed by Wang and Burris

(1994). It has since been frequently been used in international

research within a variety of areas related to inequalities and

health issues, such as addressing gendered violence and rape

culture on university campuses (De Lange et al., 2015), explor-

ing contributing factors to girls’ well-being and school achieve-

ment (Gillander Gådin & Warne, 2018), examining school

attendance based on students’ own perspectives and sense of

belonging (Lieblein et al., 2018), and learning about the gen-

dered violence that girls in rural Sweden face in their everyday

lives and examining how such violence is experienced by the

girls themselves (Brännström et al., 2020).

The aim of the participatory aspect of photovoice is to

disrupt the notion that research is for experts and specialists

only and instead to inspire participants and researchers to work

together (Gubrium & Harper, 2013). This disruption engages

participants to reflect and voice their concerns on a broader

scale, which in turn caters to the existence of multiple forms

of knowledge and richer data (Van der Riet & Boettiger, 2009),

something that Mitchell (2011) refers to as forming a colla-

borative partnership between researchers and communities.

One vital goal of photovoice is to enable people to develop a

critical consciousness of unfair systems and learn how to resist

and oppose them (Foster-Fishman et al., 2005; Wallerstein &

Bernstein, 1988). Participants are invited to document their

lived reality through photos and then are encouraged to discuss

these images in groups or workshops. Photovoice allows for

seeing “through the eyes” of participants and the methodology

also involves participants in their own knowledge production

and contributes to a sense of agency for taking action

(Moletsane et al., 2007). This process engages participants to

address social problems of importance to them. In so doing,

they become part of creating a visual map that can be used to

ask, “Why does this situation exist? Do we want to change it,

and if so, how?” (Wang et al., 2004, p. 911). These questions

often create the foundation for critical discussions related to the

photographs and serve as tools to identify what the problem

stems from, and also to develop strategies for change.

Theoretically, photovoice is based in Freire’s (1970)

approach to education for critical consciousness and feminist

theory. Photovoice is considered to be a feminist methodology

through three main themes: (1) it builds on women’s knowl-

edge, rooted in subjective experience, in which the belief is that

women should be leaders of issues of concern to them rather

than having changes made on their behalf (Wang & Burris,

1997); (2) it recognizes the lived experience of women as a

valuable contribution to gender and health issues (Weiler,

1988); and (3) it challenges existing gender norms through its

aim of influencing policy changes and improving women’s

health and living conditions (Wang et al., 1996). Photovoice

also allows for girls and women themselves to take control and

decide what to photograph and highlight as important issues,

instead of being subjects in others’ research and being photo-

graphed by others (Ingram, 2014).

Considering the alarmingly high prevalence of gendered

violence towards girls and young women and the lifelong con-

sequences that such violence might have (Garcı́a-Moreno et al.,

2013), we need to broaden our understanding of such violence,

since research many times focus on urban areas, and extend the

knowledge on how to address and prevent the problem in a

rural context. Furthermore, as Lundgren and Amin (2015) have

highlighted, variations in gender positions tend to increase

during adolescence, which is why adolescents are an important

group to work with on prevention and emphasize the impor-

tance of addressing these problems early. Because photovoice
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is intended to promote social change by reaching policy mak-

ers, we also wish to critically examine its ability to do so.

We have divided the aims of this paper into two sections. In

the first section, the aim is to use photovoice as an action

research participatory methodology for gaining increased

knowledge about gendered violence against girls and young

women in rural Sweden through the girls’ own perspectives,

mainly based on photographs and workshops. In the second

section, the aim is to discuss the method’s potential to reach

policy makers and to bring about change.

Method

We have followed the three main goals of photovoice as

described by Wang and Burris (1997), which are “(1) to enable

people to record and reflect their community’s strengths and

concerns, (2) to promote critical dialogue and knowledge about

important issues through large and small group discussion of

photographs, and (3) to reach policy makers” (Wang & Burris,

1997, p. 370). Throughout the project, we have methodologi-

cally worked broadly to attain the three goals and to commu-

nicate our research to others. We have mainly worked in a local

and regional context by showing an exhibition we

co-constructed together with the girls. Throughout these

efforts, our methodological focus continuously extended

beyond the workshops and the material produced by the girls.

As part of the photovoice’s goal of attaining social change and

reaching policy makers, we collected data through one-time

recorded interviews with policy makers after they had seen the

exhibition, in addition to collecting field notes. We have also

communicated parts of our research through a recorded and

broadcasted podcast.

Research Context and Participants

The study was conducted in a rural location in northern

Sweden. Data collection took place during September and

October 2017, but the work of showing the exhibition to reach

policy makers is ongoing. The study was situated within one of

seven municipalities in the county. The area is a sparsely popu-

lated region of around 3,000 square kilometers with a popula-

tion density of approximately three people per square

kilometer. The study was conducted at an upper secondary

school where eligible participants were 35 girls, aged between

16 to 20 years. Participants were each allocated a workshop

group ranging from six to eight girls, based on their education

program: Theoretical, vocational, and a special language group

designed for newly arrived foreign-born girls, and each group

consisted of participants from both first and second grade in a

3 year education. The composition of the groups was decided

by the teachers, and time planning was done in collaboration

with the teachers. During the study period, photovoice was part

of the ordinary curriculum for the theoretical and vocational

program; because the language group did not follow a set cur-

riculum, we scheduled workshops with them separately.

Although the use of photovoice was mandatory during the time

of the study, participation in the research project itself was

voluntary for all groups.

Procedure and Data Collection

We held five scheduled workshops, each of which lasted

between 60 and 180 minutes, and we also met for two addi-

tional occasions for a later follow-up. The girls were asked to

take three to five photographs of the given prompts and the

photographs were then sent to the first and third authors, who

made hard copies and facilitated the workshops. Our departure

point was four different prompts, all created during the project,

before we started working with the groups. The girls were

asked to take photos of:

1) feelings and/or situations of being safe for girls in your

community?

2) feelings and/or situations of being unsafe for girls in

your community?

3) What are the different forms of violence against girls in

your school or community?

4) What are the consequences of such violence?

The first two tasks were partly meant to serve as an intro-

duction to the method and partly to gradually introduce the

participants to the focus of the study. After discussing

the photos during the workshops, the girls began to organize

the photos into categories in relation to the prompts. The parti-

cipants were specifically urged to avoid sharing any personal

experiences and to instead consider situations for girls in gen-

eral. All conversations and participant presentations were

audio-recorded using a digital voice recorder and then tran-

scribed verbatim (in Swedish) by the first author, and the names

that appear below are pseudonyms. The participants’ quotes

have been edited lightly for clarity in English.

Photovoice as a methodology was designed in such a way

that exclusion and hierarchies can be mitigated, and we ensured

that all participants were given time to present their photos

individually and to speak in turn before the group discussed

each other’s photographs. After discussing all pictures, the girls

continued to group photos under the prompts, in this case issues

of (un)safety, different forms of violence, and the conse-

quences of violence. The results were co-constructed and par-

ticipatory, in accordance with photovoice (Wang & Burris,

1997). Photovoice projects often result in exhibitions of the

produced images as a means to give voice, reach policy makers,

and promote social change (Liebenberg, 2018), as was the case

with our project after we asked the girls if such an exhibition

was something they could consider.

The last phase of the procedure, thus met the third goal of

photovoice, to reach policy makers. Our focus was to pay

attention to which people the girls wanted to reach with their

messages and exhibition, and how their audience, and society

at large, responded.

The high school where the research was conducted arranged

an open evening event at school for parents, students, teachers,

Brännström et al. 3



and local decision makers such as municipal politicians and

public officials, in which the exhibition was presented for the

first time. To meet the third goal of photovoice, the exhibition

has been displayed and discussed at the local, regional, and

national level. During 2019, we worked together with the

county administrative board to hold seminars and lectures and

to show the exhibition, where officials from the seven munici-

palities of the county were present; they included the Swedish

Public Prosecutor’s Office, the police, the Swedish Migration

Agency, and the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, among

others. We also displayed and presented the exhibition for the

Head of education, Municipal Chief Executive and the County

Governor in the region where the research took place.

According to the third photovoice goal, the results of a study

should also be disseminated in such a way that social change

may be achieved. One way of accomplishing that goal is com-

municating research results in ways that goes beyond tradi-

tional scientific publications. We decided to do so by

recording a podcast. Approximately 1 year after finishing data

collection, we contacted an external facilitator to lead the pod-

cast, and we gathered four of the girls from the project who

volunteered to participate. The theme of the podcast was online

harassment. The girls chose to talk about being subject to

rumors and gender rules, and, in particular, about receiving

“dick pics,” which refers to when boys or men send pictures

of a penis on social media. As a result, the podcast was named

“Who hasn’t received a ‘dick pic’?”

Analysis

The analysis related to the first aim of the paper, what the girls

discussed in relation to the photographs and their grouping of

the photographs, is divided into two parts. The first part of the

analysis is based on the given prompts and is action orientated,

since the participants interpreted and discussed the material

together (see Wang, 1999). This part is hence more descriptive.

We have focused solely on what the girls said in relation to the

various prompts and photographs, and also how they grouped

the photographs. Due to the participatory character of photo-

voice, the participants were not only part of producing data

through photography but were also part of contextualizing and

defining their photographs.

The second part of the analysis is focused on the broader

discussions, in which we applied content analysis, inspired by

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). As mentioned above, the girls

grouped the photographs based on the prompts in the first step

of the analysis, where different forms of violence were divided

into (1) physical violence, (2) psychological violence, and

(3) online harassment. At this point we noticed that a signifi-

cant percentage of the photographs were related to online har-

assment, and the girls grouped these photos together. We also

noticed that from the girls’ perspective, online harassment was

a separate form of violence, so we decided to conduct a sepa-

rate analysis of online harassment through content analysis.

The discussions concerning online harassment were more

intense and richer compared to the discussions of physical and

psychological violence. The analysis of the latter followed the

captions and photos the girls presented, and are just presented

as manifest categories in the result section. We decided to pay

attention to the girls’ perspective of defining online harassment

as a form of violence separate from the other two forms and

thus deepen the analysis.

Analysis of Online Harassment

When focusing on online harassment, we used Graneheim and

Lundman’s (2004) four steps, starting with step 1: meaning

units. The transcribed material was read through several times

to identify meaning units, consisting of words or sentences

related to each other by content to identify context. In our case

such units related to photographs in addition to words and

sentences. The focus was on finding condensed meaning units

and organizing them into categories. During step 2, condensed

meaning units, we abstracted and labeled the units to capture

their content. During step 3, create codes, codes with the same

content were merged, meaning that one category represented a

collection of codes. A sense of insecurity among the participants

was visible early on in our material. This related both to the

issues that the online world provides anonymity to perpetrators

which gives the participants a feeling that the perpetrator can be

“anyone.” There was also insecurity related to how for example

rumors can get spread fast online, which may affect perceptions

about you. Step 4 is the creation of sub-categories and cate-

gories. Examples of such sub-categories, which will be elabo-

rated further in the results, are the participants feelings of

reduced sense of agency and reduced sense of space. Table 1

shows an example of how the analysis was conducted based on

the theme “online harassment.”

Table 1. Examples of the Different Steps in the Analysis.

Meaning unit Condensed meaning unit Code Subcategories Category

Online harassment . . . might limit
you, like “I don’t dare,” “I can’t,”
and such

Online harassment limits you;
“I don’t dare,” “I can’t”

Sense of insecurity Reduced sense of agency Lack of
control

The phone makes a sound, and you
pick it up. You can’t escape it

You can’t escape it Unfree Reduced sense of space Lack of
control

4 International Journal of Qualitative Methods



Ethical Considerations

The project was ethically approved by the Regional Ethical

Review Board at Umeå University as being in accordance with

ethical standards, dnr 2017/58-31.

Besides taking into account ethical standards in research

such as consent, information, confidentiality and safety of

the participants, we also followed photovoice ethics as sug-

gested by Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001), Wang (2006)

and Ponic and Jategaonkar (2012). All students in five dif-

ferent classes were invited to participate and those who not

wanted to be part of the research projects had lessons with

their teachers when the other students had workshops with

the researchers. All parts of the process were voluntary and

they were informed that they could withdraw whenever they

wanted. The four girls who in a late part of the project

participated in the podcast volunteered, and they also had

influence on the content. We informed the participants

about the photovoice methodology and had a special session

with all groups about the use of cameras, power and ethics,

particularly stressing risks when taking photographs and to

avoid taking photos where people could be recognized. We

also encouraged the participants to take metaphoric rather

than literal photos, as suggested by Ponic and Jatagaonkar

(2012). This was particularly important as the photos were

going to be disseminated in an exhibition. Despite our ambi-

tion to not put the participants at risk some girls took some

challenging photos, e.g. on girls who took a photo lying on

the railway. It is dramatic, but the girl who took it argued

that it was an important picture, and it has caused a lot of

attention among people watching the exhibition

We do not know if individual girls in the workshops had

own experiences of gendered violence as we asked them to

discuss the subject from a general perspective, not reveal

any personal experiences. It is nonetheless likely that some

girls had experiences of more severe violence, and all girls

were reminded of the possibility to visit the school nurse,

the school social counselor or the youth health center in

the municipality if they found the topic stressful. It is also

possible that girls who had own experience of gendered

violence could have been empowered during the process

as photo elicitation and the discussion of violence in gen-

eral could have enabled the girls to feel less ashamed and

look at the problem in a new way, as shown by Sinko et al.

(2020).

As not all girls knew each other in the groups we were aware

that some girls may have had difficulties to speak up as much as

they wanted. That is always a balancing act in focus groups, but

as we followed the SHOWeD process, asking the questions as

recommended by Wang (2006), where each participant was

able to discuss their photos, everyone had the possibility to

give voice. It is also important to not push anyone to speak

more than they want to, specifically as gendered violence is a

sensitive topic.

Results

The results are divided into two sections, related to the study’s

two aims. In the first section, we show what the girls discussed

in relation to the prompts and their grouping of the photographs

before moving on to an analysis of online harassment. Related

to the second aim, to be able to discuss the potential of social

change, we will now present how we distributed the work, as

well as highlighting issues and reactions that arose in relation to

the exhibition. We acknowledge that exhibitions alone can not

lead to social change but we argue that they may be used as a

method for reaching policy makers and in that way, in the long

run, be a part in creating awareness and knowledge and in that

way inspire social change.

Photovoice as a Methodology for Increased Knowledge
About Gendered Violence

Prompts 1 and 2 (being safe/unsafe). The two prompts of feelings

and/or situations of being unsafe/safe for girls in your commu-

nity gave responses from the participants which showed how

they fear gendered violence, the photos included photos of

physical situations and places. The results showed a general

fear of being outside after dark, whether alone or in smaller

groups; in addition, they considered having to pass through

deserted or closed-in areas such as tunnels, and waiting alone

for public transport, to be unsafe. During a workshop discus-

sion the participants said:

Olivia: ( . . . ) tunnels, and darkness ( . . . ) I wouldn’t want to go

there alone.

Agnes: Especially tunnels, no one from the outside can see

what’s happening inside.

Alva: It feels unsafe to wait alone for the train or the bus.

Especially here at the train station, where a lot of things

have happened.

Despite the links the girls mentioned between feeling unsafe

in relation to time and place, several expressed having a sense

of safety in the familiarity that rurality offers compared to

larger cities, which they perceived as being more dangerous.

They felt a sense of safety in the familiarity and the idea that

“everybody knows you here” that rurality offers. Agnes stated

that “it feels much better to be here than in Stockholm, for

example—that’s a really big difference.”

This understanding was not equally shared, however, and

a comparison of the results between the groups revealed a

somewhat different understanding of feelings of safety

linked to place. While the Swedish-born girls largely con-

sidered their rural location to be safer than urban areas due

to its familiarity and sparse population density, where

“everybody knows who you are,” the foreign-born girls dis-

cussed the familiarity differently. They considered larger

cities to feel safer due to the anonymity and freedom they

offer compared to rural areas, where lack of anonymity is

the rule. Nour described Stockholm as beautiful and safe,
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while Abella agreed and added that “being anonymous is to

be free.” Figure 1 illustrates feelings and/or situations of

being unsafe/safe.

A linkage of safety to home and family, and to having an

education, was visible in all groups. The girls talked about the

importance of reading books to gain knowledge about the

world and having a degree to attain a safer future and freedom

of choices.

Abella: Having a degree can be a safety assurance for girls. It

makes them independent, and they don’t need anyone

to support them financially ( . . . ) That is safety for all

girls.

Amanda: Feeling unsafe, then I’m thinking uncertain future, and

for me that’s getting an F [failing] and not being able

to finish school.

Further into the discussion, Abella also stated that having a

degree was like having a weapon that girls could use for pro-

tection as a way to be independent.

Prompt 3 (different forms of violence). The girls identified three

different forms of violence against girls in your school or com-

munity: physical violence, psychological violence, and online

harassment. Related to physical violence, the girls highlighted

domestic violence as well as potential exposure to violence in

contexts such as during festivals, at school, or traveling on the

bus. Related to psychological violence the girls talked about

bullying, the male gaze objectification and being subject to

rumors and degrading comments. In other words, they high-

lighted a risk to girls almost everywhere. Figure 2 illustrates

being exposed to unwanted touching by a stranger on the bus

and being exposed to the male gaze.

Online Harassment

The analysis of online harassment resulted in the category lack

of control and two subcategories, reduced sense of agency and

reduced sense of space. We identified several factors that had

an impact on the girls’ ability to control their own lives and

different situations related to personal agency and sense of

space. These factors were visible in everyday situations, both

in school and during leisure time, and revealed distinct and

unequal gender relations.

Reduced sense of agency. The girls talked about being called

“whore” or “bitch” on a regular basis, and how such

name-calling had become so normal that they considered it

more or less part of their everyday lives. The girls showed

examples of text messages where boys asked for sex, as illu-

strated in Figure 3 (translations of original texts in Swedish).

The girls’ discussions and given examples revealed how

harassment might escalate, even though the receiver had

refrained from answering. The following example from Julia

illustrate how harassment turned into threats, without a

response from the receiver:

Julia: Boy: “Send a picture, you fucking whore, I know you’ve

sent one to Adam! Why do you send to Adam but not to

me? Fucking whore, I also want to see! Send to me or I’ll

rape you! Fucking whore, your tits aren’t even good look-

ing, and you have no ass either.”

Figure 1. A dark tunnel, illustrating lack of safety and a girl hugging her mother, illustrating safety.
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Regardless of how they responded, they risked being the

subject of shaming and name-calling. Below are two examples

from Maja and Hanne illustrating how the situation might have

developed with a response:

Maja: Boy: “Nudes!” Girl: “No, I don’t want to.” Boy:

“C’mon, you’re hot.” Girl: “I’m telling you, I

don’t want to. Leave me alone!” Boy: “Fucking

whore!”

Hanne: Boy: “Heard you’re selling sex, can I buy you for

one night?” Girl: “Where have you heard

that?” Boy: “Everyone at school talks about

it, can I? Please, I pay well.” Boy: “Answer

me!” Boy: “Didn’t want a whore like you any-

way. Die!”

The girls talked about the embarrassment connected

to how “the whole school” talked about them in this

way, and the frustration of not being able to affect the

situation.

Julia: When you receive a text like that, it becomes difficult to

go to school and attend other things because you know

that everyone’s talking about you.

Agnes: We can’t do anything, really, because if a guy we don’t

know decides to send [a text message or image], we

can’t do anything.

A recurring theme during the workshop discussions was

that girls are typically seen as objects, and that they are

categorized by their appearance and behavior; their reduced

sense of agency was obvious in how they understood their

choices.

Reduced sense of space. According to the girls, it was not

uncommon that boys, besides demanding nudes or asking for

sex, also sent them “dick pics.” The girls expressed disgust

about receiving these pictures, but it also became clear that

they took responsibility for the action and were concerned

about who might see what they had received. This situation

was particularly evident through examples discussed by Nina

and Helene:

Nina: What if I spend Christmas Eve with the whole family

gathered, and I suddenly receive a “dick pic” on my

phone? Maybe they’ll [her family members] see my

screen, or my little cousins will see it.

Helene: If other people see it [the “dick pic”], like a family

member or something, then maybe you feel ashamed,

even though you never wanted it in the first place.

Figure 2. Being touched by a stranger illustrating physical violence in public places, and the eye illustrating the male gaze objectification.

Figure 3. Example of text message.
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The girls described their situation to be very different from

the boys’ situation regarding how to act, and they were also

very aware of the possible consequences that applied to them.

Julia: Maybe a girl with low self-esteem thinks that she’s special

when she receives one [a “dick pic”] and sends something

in return. Then the guy can spread rumours that she’s a

whore and stuff because she sent a picture of herself

naked.

Alva: If we receive a dick pic, we’re responsible, but if we send

a picture of our body to a guy, he’s not responsible.

When the girls further discussed receiving unwanted “dick

pics” on their phones, they expressed frustration over their

inability to avoid them; as Nina framed the situation, “the

phone makes a sound, and you pick it up. You can’t escape.”

When the girls talked about how they balanced school and

homework with the inability to escape harassment and “dick

pics,” Helene said that “well, if you know you’re probably

going to receive something, you log out ( . . . ) or turn off your

phone.” Many of the girls agreed that it was wrong to have to

think about that and to take those precautions, but they did so in

order to be able to focus on their schoolwork.

Prompt 4 (consequences of gendered violence). In relation to

prompt 4, the discussions among the girls were primarily

related to health, such as poor mental health in the forms of

depression, social-anxiety disorder, self-harm, suicidal

thoughts, as well as abusing medicine, drugs, and alcohol. The

quote below summarizes different discussions about poor men-

tal health, self-harm, and suicide:

Tina: ( . . . ) you feel dirty as a person; you want to escape, and

you don’t want to be you, sort of, because of mental

illness. Maybe you go through depression that makes

you . . . well, that can lead to wrong paths.

They also discussed being insecure and feeling worthless,

which led to skewed self-image, stress, and concentration dif-

ficulties and the subsequent risk of failing school, which the

girls anticipated could negatively affect their future. Figure 4

illustrates a suicide attempt on a railway after being harassed

online. Translation of the original text in Swedish.

Showing the Exhibition and Reaching Policy Makers

When we asked the girls which people they wanted to show the

exhibition to, they immediately stated that they wanted the

boys at school to see it, but at the same time one of the groups

expressed general concern about boys in groups. The girls

stated that boys should not be allowed to go in groups, and

they needed to split them up, as they were sure the boys would

otherwise ridicule the message. In this discussion, others added

that the situation applied to the fathers as well.

Directly after viewing the exhibition at the school, various

people spoke about the importance of making changes and

implementing conversations about unhealthy gender structures

and norms in schools, exemplified below by the Municipal

Chief Executive and Head of education:

Municipal Chief Executive: I want to follow up on this [the

research project]. We’ll talk more

about basic values, and we’ll talk

about sexual harassment. We’ll

bring this to the organization.

Head of education: My thoughts are that we have to

include gender-equality work

much more deeply in the work we

do at school.

The exhibition was repeatedly shown and presented at dif-

ferent platforms, and this research to date has received attention

on several societal levels. The exhibition was combined with a

presentation that led to a collaboration with the county govern-

ment, where the first author became employed during 2019 due

to the results from the research project. The aim with the

employment was to hold seminars and lectures in the seven

municipalities based on the project results and the girls’ photos.

Discussion

This study provides increased knowledge of gendered violence

against girls from their perspective. In addition, the study high-

lights strengths and weaknesses using the photovoice metho-

dology to achieve social change. The results related to concerns

about (un)safety showed connections to physical places, where

the girls related home and being together with family and

friends to feelings of being safe, while they related public

spaces such as parks and tunnels to feelings of being unsafe.

The girls’ understandings of safe and unsafe places were

largely informed by gendered violence. In an earlier study,

Figure 4. Illustrating a suicide attempt on a railway after experiencing
online harassment.
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based on the same material (Brännström et al., 2020), the gen-

dered violence related to unsafety were predominantly the fear

of rape and the fear of men. According to Ahmed (2004), this

fear is largely created from gendered constructions of feminin-

ity and masculinity, and women’s fear is an embodied experi-

ence that largely controls their social space. Women’s and

girls’ fears of sexual violence are often used as a reason for

increased control and surveillance and largely influence spatial

planning (Listerborn, 2016).

Gendered violence has been connected to negative mental

health outcomes (Rinehart et al., 2017), and like a number of

health conditions, poor mental health is highly affected by

social factors, physical environments, the economy, work, and

gender throughout various stages of life (Allen et al., 2014).

One important social determinant of health is the feeling of

having control over one’s own life and life choices, where lack

of social participation and lack of being in control can nega-

tively affect health (Donkin et al., 2018; Marmot, 2015) and

can contribute to health inequalities (Whitehead et al., 2016).

Reduced senses of agency and space were apparent in the girls’

general discussions related to safe and unsafe places and were

also visible in the first two prompts, where the girls pointed out

potential risks in both private and public spheres.

An examination of the examples of online harassment

showed that this situation was also highly entangled in hetero-

normative ideas linked to sexuality, the female body, and the

exercise of power. The photographs, texts, and quotes revealed

a clear power imbalance in communication. The text messages

showed the consequences of rejection, which often led to

degrading, appearance-based comments, which could be inter-

preted as a form of exercise of power through objectification.

This action, which positioned the boys in a superior position

and reduced the girls to sexualized bodies, shows how gen-

dered violence continues to enable and maintain an unequal

gender order in which a girl’s sense of agency is reduced.

This action of bodily objectification plays a key part in

upholding women’s subordination and fear (Listerborn,

2002). Online sexual harassment exposes women’s sexuality

and conveys the message that attackers control the physical

safety of the women they target (Citron, 2014). The girls talked

about how they could not possibly escape online harassment.

This state of affairs is also problematic because the abuser can

be anonymous, which means that girls can automatically sus-

pect anyone of being the abuser. One specific form of online

harassment is the sending of “dick pics.” As Waling and Pym

(2019) describe, in accordance with other feminist approaches,

the sending of “dick pics” is an “unwelcome intrusion into the

receiver’s offline personal space” (Waling & Pym, 2019,

p. 76), which was obvious in our study in how and within what

context the girls talked about receiving such images. In order to

avoid being disturbed and to lose focus during school tasks, the

girls might have felt the urge to turn off their phones, which in

turn would have led to a reduced sense of space. The girls’

discussions showed a conflict between physical ideas of safe

places and the ability of online harassment to infiltrate every

situation. Our examination of the girls’ understanding of safe

areas, combined with their understanding of online harassment,

together presented a place-space binary where unsafe spaces

were created in safe places.

The girls saw direct links between gendered violence and

serious consequences, both in relation to school and to their

general health. During the workshops, the girls connected con-

centration difficulties with negative effects on their school

results, which shows how gendered violence and poor health

are intertwined. Gender inequalities are strong determinants of

health (Gupta et al., 2019), and our results have revealed how

gendered violence is both the cause and effect of social inequal-

ities in health due to the continuous interchange. Gendered

violence is made possible due to already-existing inequalities,

and in this continuum such violence generates inequalities

because of the negative effect that gendered violence has on

girls’ grades, future job opportunities, and health.

Photovoice, as a participatory action research methodology,

offers insightful and powerful access to “taken-for-granted”

lived experiences (Liebenberg, 2018). The workshop discus-

sions and group interviews, combined with the stories attached

to the photographs, provided both richer data and enabled a

broader analysis of the lived experiences of the participants

(Liebenberg, 2018; Mitchell et al., 2017). The workshops and

conversations allowed the girls to elaborate on topics and situa-

tions that concerned them first-hand. In the process they also

gained an awareness and collective understanding, as most of

the issues they discussed and raised at the workshops were

based on the collective knowledge of being a girl.

Despite our widespread dissemination of the work, and the

keen interest and participation we experienced during our pre-

sentations and poster exhibitions, the third goal of photovoice,

which is reaching policy makers, was the most challenging to

achieve. The exhibition clearly engaged viewers, broader soci-

ety, and decision-makers, so the challenge was not create an

emotional response from the viewers. Unfortunately, provok-

ing strong reactions to the work are not enough on their own in

order to spark social change, so the question remains of how

viewers’ reactions can be translated into actual change. The

responsibility for change cannot be the responsibility of the

girls, and one cannot expect participants’ critical consciousness

and photovoice alone to be powerful enough to create change.

To attain social change, the participants’ consciousness and

work must be accompanied by two things: public opinion and

political alliances (Johnston, 2016).

While tracking the effects of photovoice is challenging, we

argue that the first two main goals of photovoice 1) record and

reflect community strengths and concerns, 2) promote critical

dialogue and knowledge based on group discussions of photos,

were largely reached during our workshops and procedures. As

an aspiration of bringing about awareness, the exhibition and

our research collectively raised the participants’ voices and

were well received by the community. As Fairey (2018), points

out, as much as there is a politics of speaking out there is also a

politics of listening, “who is listening and what they are pre-

pared to listen to” (p. 112). In our material it is possible to see

how politicians and civil servants do get emotionally engaged
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in the exhibition but also connects the situation to building an

planning, as if it is possible to administer violence away (see

also Listerborn, 2016). We have also noticed several other

limitations, however. Among the most challenging aspects of

conducting gendered violence–related research is to make par-

ticipants feel comfortable enough to share their thoughts and

knowledge. To be able to speak about this topic is arguably

challenging in general, but it might even be more challenging

with a mixed group of teenagers in which some do not know

each other. This vulnerability might also be stronger in rural

communities, where “everybody” knows who you are. Despite

photovoice’s participatory design the possibility remains that

existing hierarchies within the groups could have limited the

dialogues in our research. Some researchers (e.g., Patton, 2015)

argue that dynamics may become more complicated when par-

ticipants in focus groups know each other. Because our groups

consisted of girls from different grades, we can assume that

some individuals’ presence might have influenced others’ abil-

ity to speak freely (Patton, 2015).

We also experienced limitations related to time and com-

mitment. An examination of similar projects in South Africa

(e.g., Treffry-Goatley et al., 2018) reveals two very different

contexts for carrying out the same method as in our Swedish

study. In the South African study, they gathered the participants

outside school hours and during vacancies. We are uncertain

that we would have been able to recruit participants for this

project if it were not part of the ordinary curriculum where

sessions were scheduled within school time instead of the girls’

leisure time. The school’s collaboration was thus crucial for us,

and we wish to acknowledge that without the teachers’ colla-

boration, we would have had difficulty completing the project.

Conclusion

We have highlighted the use of photovoice in a study where the

aim was to increase knowledge of girls’ understanding of gen-

dered violence in a rural context; we have also discussed the

method’s ability to attain social change. We know that gen-

dered violence against girls is a major problem globally, and

we also know that experiencing gendered violence has numer-

ous negative consequences for health, as well as contributing to

an unequal gender order. Our study provides examples of how

gendered violence is present in girls’ lives, and what that means

from their perspective.

Gendered violence and sexual harassment should be taken

into account in discussions about online harassment and the

link to mental health problems among girls and young women.

Working with photovoice has undoubtedly enrichened this

project through the method’s ability to enable participation,

raise the girls’ perspectives, and elicit engagement from key

policy makers. We argue that the use of photovoice to address

the questions raised in this project created a greater awareness

and understanding, among the youth in our study. We also

claim that the method was key in helping us understand the

significance of online harassment that occurs in girls’ lives, and

that they define it as a separate form of violence compared to

physical and psychological forms.

Photovoice can be an effective approach in challenging gen-

dered norms and patriarchal structures and in working towards

social change, although the method alone cannot guarantee

either awareness or social change. These elements can only

happen partly through a combination of how the process is

applied—such as (in our case) how the school collaboration

was essential—and how the different steps towards community

engagement are put in place. Although photovoice has limita-

tions, it proved to be a method that largely engaged people, at

the local, community, and political level.

But considering the vast number of people and organizations

that have been reached by the information from our study, we

do not know if the viewers’ reactions led to any actions in the

organizations they represented. According to Catalani and

Minkler (2010) there are few photovoice projects who have

evaluated the impact of photovoice on the policy level, partly

because of the complex nature of policy making and also the

long time frame of such work. A suggestion for a future study

could be to investigate if there have been any changes in pol-

icies in the municipality or the county government regarding

gendered violence against girls that can be related to our photo-

voice project. An earlier study in the region where the photo-

voice project took place shows that policies of gendered

violence mainly focus on violence against adult women and

so called honorary violence and overlook gendered violence

against girls (Nyhlén & Giritli Nygren, 2019).

Furthermore, the participants’ immediate response was that

no boys or men should be allowed to view the exhibition in

groups, as they were afraid that the boys, as well as the

fathers, could ridicule the message. Our research indicates

that the distribution of findings related to gendered violence

against girls through exhibitions should be problematized.

The method’s aspect of including audiences remains under-

studied, despite the importance of communicating relevant

messages (Mitchell, 2015). Changing patterns of communica-

tions, and the added space for gendered violence that the

online arena provides, combined with our results, show the

demand for more research.
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