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ABSTRACT
Background: Women face contradictions regarding their health: Pressure to be feminine, but 
also athletic; Criticism for being too sporty or muscular, but equally so for being perceived as 
lazy or overweight. These complexities are perpetuated through media and discourse.
Purpose: Using a feminist post-structural approach and photovoice, this study explored 
health, physical activity, and nutrition in adolescent girls and young women.
Methods: Photovoice enables reflection, promotes dialogue, and sparks change. The process 
involved conducting a workshop, collecting photos, and participatory analysis sessions, which 
engaged the participants (n = 7, ages 13–26) in photo selection, contextualization, and 
codifying.
Results: This resulted in three themes: First, (Breaking) Stereotypes, in which participants 
identified gender norms, conflicts, and contradictions; Second, Emotional Safety, or the 
contexts in which girls and young women feel confident and comfortable; Finally, Being 
Outside in Nature emerged as significant. Each theme is supported by quotations and 
photographs. This work suggests being outside in nature provides important context for 
girls and young women to feel emotionally safe, such that they may engage in the complex 
navigation of competing discourses surrounding health.
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Introduction
Adolescent girls and young women face double- 
standards and contradictions regarding their bodies; 
they are pressured to be perceived as thin, feminine, 
and pretty, but are criticized if perceived as too ath-
letic or muscular, and more so if perceived as over-
weight (Azzarito et al., 2006; Cockburn & Clarke, 2002; 
Evans, 2006; Flintoff & Scraton, 2001). These ideas are 
perpetuated through discourses of obesity and 
healthism (reinforcing health as individual responsibil-
ity); media promoting unrealistic body ideals and tar-
geting by food industry; and relate to the health of 
girls and young women, and more specifically, their 
physical activity and nutrition (Brown & Witherspoon, 
2002; Escobar-Chaves & Anderson, 2008; Sailors et al., 
2012; Strasburger et al., 2010). As early as Greek times, 
women have been portrayed as weak and frail, with 
early Christianity’s portrayal of women as the temp-
tress leading to the ongoing regular objectification of 
women, and the focus on their bodies that persists 
today (Butler, 1993; Duncan, 1994; Weitz, 2002). 
Women’s bodies are regulated by power relations 
and discourse, with some bodies being valued, and 
others being excluded (Bordo, 2003; Butler, 1993; 
Duncan, 1994).

These discourses are present against a backdrop of 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, 
which have highlighted the importance of addressing 
gender issues (Health in 2015, 2015). Further, the 
World Health Organization and others have high-
lighted physical inactivity as a global concern, parti-
cularly for youth and women; in Canada, only 2% of 
girls aged 12–17 meet movement guidelines (Guthold 
et al., 2018; ParticipACTION, 2018; Roberts et al., 2017; 
World Health Organization, 2014). Canadian children 
are not sufficiently well-nourished, particularly regard-
ing fruit and vegetable intake (Bushnik, 2016; Fung 
et al., 2013; Riediger et al., 2007). Nutrition is complex 
and tied to body image, with high rates of body 
dissatisfaction and unhealthy weight control among 
adolescent girls and young women (Boyce et al., 2008; 
Bushnik, 2016; Krebs et al., 2017; National Eating 
Disorder Information Centre, 2015; Patte et al., 2016). 
Collectively, the Global Strategy for Women’s, 
Children’s and Adolescents’ Health background docu-
ment identifies physical activity as an emerging prior-
ity, nutrition as an area for necessary intervention, and 
the need for policy and environmental action to sup-
port the well-being of adolescent girls and young 
women (Temmerman et al., 2015).
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Evidence indicates that complex problems require 
complex solutions (Kreuter et al., 2004; Signal et al., 
2013; Ward et al., 2011). Literature consistently indi-
cates that policies and interventions need to go 
beyond targeting individual behaviours to be multi-
component, multifaceted, and multilevel (Pate et al., 
2011; Williams et al., 2013). To date, however, there 
has been limited national or international action. In 
Canada, individual provinces and school boards have 
adopted food and nutrition policies, though evidence 
for their efficacy is mixed, and there is currently a call 
for a national school food program (Fung et al., 2013; 
Hernandez et al., 2018; Kirk & Ruetz, 2018; Mâsse et al., 
2014). Similarly, Canada has a recent “Common 
Vision” document, titled Let’s Get Moving intended 
to guide physical activity strategies nationally, and a 
recent national budget identified women, girls, and 
sport as a priority (Canadian Minister of Finance, 2018; 
Federal, provincial and territorial governments, 2018).

This work departs from a scoping review exploring 
what is known about gender norms, physical activity, 
and nutrition in adolescent girls. That review, pub-
lished elsewhere, noted that girls and young women 
have complex relationships with physical activity; they 
are concerned about appearance and perceptions; 
body-focused discourse is significant; and highlighted 
the importance of social influences, institutions, and 
environments (Spencer et al., 2015). It also high-
lighted several gaps in the literature, including a lack 
of evidence exploring the experiences and perspec-
tives of older adolescent girls and young women and 
a lack of inclusion of comprehensive approaches 
(Spencer et al., 2015).

A fundamental shift in the framing of popular dis-
courses that problematize the bodies of girls and 
young women is required. This study addressed 
these complex concerns by using a participatory and 
feminist post-structural approach. The purpose of this 
study was to comprehensively explore the relation-
ship between gender and adolescent girls’ and young 
women’s physical activity and nutrition. More specific 
objectives of this work included exploring how ado-
lescent girls’ and young women’s perceptions of 
health, physical activity and nutrition, take up and 
contend with social, political, and cultural contexts; 
exploring how gender intersects with those percep-
tions; and exploring how the bodies of girls and 
young women are produced through the social, poli-
tical, and cultural influences on health.

Methods

Theory: a feminist post-structural approach

This work employed a feminist post-structural 
approach. Feminist theory is focused on women, gen-
der, political issues of oppression, and combating the 

patriarchy (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006; Hesse-Biber, 
2012; Landman, 2006; Weedon, 1987). Post-structural 
theory explores the relations between power, lan-
guage, and experience (Foucault, 1995). It can be 
used to expose and explore the production of and 
regulation of social narratives and norms (Barret, 
2005; Numer & Gahagan, 2009; Weedon, 1987). 
Feminist post-structural approaches can therefore 
move beyond traditional research methods to explore 
discursive practices and political discourse as embo-
died experiences and explore how discourse main-
tains or challenges power relations (Azzarito et al., 
2006; Barret, 2005; Weedon, 1987). Feminist post- 
structural approaches assume identity, or subjectivity, 
to not be fixed, but rather, as socially, historically, and 
culturally produced (Azzarito, 2010; Bordo, 2003). 
Using these approaches can allow us to expose and 
challenge the ways that bodies are produced through 
discourse, facilitating our resistance to dominant 
social structures (Barret, 2005; Gerbensky-Kerber, 
2011; Numer & Gahagan, 2009). Important to feminist 
post-structural approaches is the work of Foucault, 
and in particular his conceptualization of power as 
relational, his ideas around disciplinary power, and 
the concept of evaluative gaze (Azzarito, 2009; 
Downing, 2008; Foucault, 1995).

The neo-liberal discourse of healthism and fitness 
has led to a dominant discourse that blames indivi-
duals for their choices in physical activity and nutri-
tion and labels resultant issues, such as obesity, as 
a moral failing; this discourse is negotiated by girls 
and young women, draws attention to their bodies, 
and is added to complex gender discourses around 
femininity and slenderness (Azzarito, 2012; 
Gerbensky-Kerber, 2011; Mansfield & Rich, 2013; Rich 
& Evans, 2013). These discourses are normalized and 
perpetuated, tend to construct the body in reduction-
ist ways, and results in the bodies of women being 
shaped by historical, political, and social trends, with 
those who do not fit the dominant discourse being 
silenced, marginalized, and oppressed (Azzarito, 2012, 
2010, 2009; Azzarito & Sterling, 2010; Mansfield & Rich, 
2013; Rich & Evans, 2005). Employing a feminist post- 
structural approach for this work offers an opportu-
nity to explore societal level discourse in relation to 
adolescent girls’ and young women’s nutrition and 
physical activity.

Study design: photovoice

Using a visual research methodology is appropriate 
for this work as discourses regarding healthism, 
weight, slenderness, and femininity are often perpe-
tuated visually through media and popular culture 
(Azzarito, 2009). Azzarito et al. have used visual meth-
odologies and feminist post-structural approaches to 
explore the construction of bodies in physical activity 
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and physical education, for example, and suggest 
visual research can help girls and young women repo-
sition bodies (Azzarito, 2012, 2009; Azzarito & Katzew, 
2010; Azzarito & Sterling, 2010). Further, recent work 
suggests the need for health research to be more 
theoretical and embrace more creative and less typi-
cal methodologies (Rigg et al., 2014).

Photovoice, originally described by Wang and 
Burris (1997), is a specific visual methodology where 
participants take photos and actively engage in the 
research process (Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang et al., 
1998). Photovoice is underpinned by theory such as 
education for critical consciousness, focusing on 
empowerment, feminist theory, and community or 
participatory approaches (Catalani & Minkler, 2010; 
Wang, 1999; Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang & Pies, 
2004). Photovoice has three primary goals: to enable 
people of a community to record and reflect on 
strengths and concerns; to promote knowledge and 
critical dialogue through group consideration of 
photos; and to reach decision makers (Wang, 1999; 
Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang et al., 1998).

Photos offer a rich form of data, allow us to see the 
world as it is perceived by our participants, can teach 
us about social, political, and cultural conditions, and 
by allowing communities to represent issues, can 
facilitate making change (Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang 
et al., 1998). It has often been used to explore issues 
relating to the health of children and women (Brazg 
et al., 2011; Findholt et al., 2011; Shea et al., 2011; 
Vaughn et al., 2008; Wang, 2006, 1999). Other benefits 
of the photovoice methodology include promoting 
empathy, humanity, self-esteem, empowerment, and 
creativity (Royce et al., 2006; Strack et al., 2004; Wang, 
2006).

Population and recruitment

This project was approved by our institutional ethics 
review board, and closely followed the nine-step pro-
cess outlined by Wang in her article describing the 
use of photovoice to mobilize change with youth 
(Wang, 2006). The first two steps involve recruiting 
a target audience and population. For this project, we 
worked with a local community advisory group on 
girls’ physical activity to be connected with potentially 
interested participants. We used purposeful sampling 
to select an organized group of potential participants 
who met regularly and focused on community devel-
opment and issues relating to health. Once a potential 
group had been identified, the lead author visited 
their regular programming to get to know the parti-
cipants, conduct recruitment, and leave information 
and informed consent packages. A group of seven 
girls and young women chose to take part, ranging 
in age from 13 to 26 (average: 19). The wide range in 
ages is due to the existing programming at the 

partner organization which emphasizes principles of 
youth engagement, leadership, and participation; as 
a result, youth programme participants and staff form 
a cohesive group across a range of ages. This sample 
is consistent with photovoice methodology which 
may use small sample sizes (Catalani & Minkler, 
2010) and may include youth and young adults of 
varying ages (Wang, 2006).

Steps three and four of the photovoice process 
involve introducing the process and establishing 
informed consent (Wang, 2006). Following the initial 
recruitment meeting, a full-day workshop was orga-
nized to introduce the project and its goals, review 
ethical procedures, and the process for the project. 
Given the topic of girls’ and women’s bodies, and the 
political and personal nature of photos, best practices 
for conducting photovoice projects ethically were fol-
lowed (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). This included 
three types of consent: first, standard informed con-
sent (and parental consent) was achieved by circulat-
ing information and consent packages to potential 
participants (and their parents, if below the age of 
18 (n = 4 participants)) in advance for their review and 
written signature. All participants (and their parents, if 
applicable) were provided contact information for the 
lead researcher to ask questions or discuss in advance, 
and time was permitted at the beginning of the work-
shop for any final questions. Oral assent was also 
confirmed for all participants at the beginning of 
each session. Second, informed consent was sought 
from those who could be identified in photographs, 
by the participant photographers, following training 
at the first workshop. Finally, photographer consent 
was established at the end of the study, once the 
photos had been analysed and their potential mean-
ing and implications discussed (Wang & Redwood- 
Jones, 2001). The ethical concerns of photovoice pro-
jects, photo-taking, storage, and submission were also 
discussed and practised at the workshop, and partici-
pants were provided with all necessary materials, and 
with a copy of their photos (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 
2001).

Procedures

Steps five through seven of the photovoice process 
involve the data collection procedures (Wang, 2006). 
The fifth step involves brainstorming ideas for photo- 
taking. This occurred in a focus group style discussion 
at the workshop where topics such as gender norms, 
trends, and stereotypes in girls’ and women’s health 
were discussed. Focus group discussions were audio 
recorded and transcribed verbatim for reference and 
presentation of direct quotes. The sixth step involves 
reviewing cameras and their use, which also occurred 
at the workshop. Participants were offered the option 
of using their own or borrowing a camera. 
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Participants were also engaged in a photography 
skills-training session offered by a professional photo-
grapher (Catalani & Minkler, 2010; Strack et al., 2004). 
The final step for data collection involved providing 
the participants approximately 2 weeks to take 
photos. Photos were submitted electronically using 
our university’s secure file transfer system.

The eighth step of the photovoice process 
involves data management and analysis (Wang, 
2006). Photos that were received electronically 
were printed in advance of organizing a follow-up 
focus group style session for analysis. Each photo 
was printed twice, so that there would be a study 
copy and a participant copy, and all photos were 
numbered. The focus group analysis sessions fol-
lowed the three-step photovoice process of select-
ing, contextualizing, and codifying (Wang, 2006; 
Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang et al., 1998). Selection 
involved each participant choosing a couple of 
photos that they thought to be meaningful or sig-
nificant for further discussion. Contextualization 
involves analysing and giving context to those 
photos. This was accomplished using the SHOWeD 
method, which asks participants what they see, 
what they think is really happening, how what is 
happening relates to our lives, why the issue/pro-
blem/strength exists, and what can be done about 
it (Royce et al., 2006; Strack et al., 2004; Wang et al., 
1998). Finally, codifying involved engaging the par-
ticipants in a process of participatory thematic ana-
lysis, where their photos could be considered as 
a broader group to look for themes and trends 
(Wang et al., 1998). This process started simply by 
participants grouping similar photos together, and 
progressively gained depth. This process is visible in 
Figures 1 and 2. Steps five through eight were 
repeated a second time to permit further collection 
of photos and more in-depth analysis. Analysis ses-
sions were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim 
as well.

The ninth and final step in the photovoice pro-
cess involves sharing photos (Wang, 2006). This 
was also conducted using a participatory approach 
whereby participants were asked how they wished 
to share their photos. They decided on a drop-in 
photo gallery style event at which we enlarged 
and printed their photos alongside some of the 
direct quotes that will be presented in the 
“Results” section. The gallery event was attended 
by the participants’ friends and families, the uni-
versity community, and other stakeholders in girls’ 
and women’s health and wellness such as practi-
tioners, recreation programmers, and representa-
tives from local relevant government 
departments. The photographer from the original 
training workshop attended to take photos as well, 
with examples available as Figures 3 and 4.

Results

Using the codifying process, five themes were devel-
oped with the participants. Upon further analysis, 
these are presented below as three themes and two 
subthemes. The first theme, (Breaking) Stereotypes, 

Figure 1. Images from the codifying process.

Figure 2. Additional images from the codifying process.
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includes a subtheme of Conflict and Contradictions. 
The second theme, Emotional Safety, includes 
a subtheme of Practice, Confidence, and Pride. The 
final, Being Outside in Nature, is presented primarily 
visually.

Theme 1: (breaking) stereotypes

The first theme of (Breaking) Stereotypes was the over- 
arching theme from this work. Participants discussed 
how “everything is gendered”; they noted the exis-
tence of common gender norms and roles and recog-
nized that these are perpetuated through institutions 
and environments. They connected gender norms to 
health, discussing stereotypes around sports and diet-
ing, and acknowledged their historical production and 
perpetuation. The girls and young women also fre-
quently discussed challenging these norms and 
stereotypes, by doing what they might not be “sup-
posed” to do, or what might be considered unex-
pected. One said, for example, “I always felt that 
I was not necessarily interested in those kinds of 

I don’t know, certain games or Barbie dolls [. . .] 
I always was the outdoor type [. . .] on my bicycle, or 
in the water, like you know [. . .] not worrying about 
my make-up, not worrying about my hair”. The parti-
cipants also frequently took photos of this nature, 
such as playing video games or climbing a tree 
while wearing a skirt, as pictured in Figures 5 and 6.

The participants also discussed situations in which 
they do not feel as safe challenging gender stereo-
types, which is the reason for the brackets around the 
word “breaking” in the theme label. One girl said, for 
example, “I loved to play soccer [. . .] but I never knew 
how to approach a group of boys who were playing 
[. . .] I would just kind of stand there and watch them 
and they would never invite me”. The participants 
noted that due to social, generational, and historical 

influences they sometimes contributed to the perpe-
tuation of norms, and also discussed examples where 
they engaged in what might be considered stereoty-
pical behaviour that they enjoyed doing. These com-
plexities were often connected to appearance and 
body ideals. One girl said, for example, “everybody 
at one point like definitely looked in the mirror and 

Figure 3. Images from the photo sharing gallery event.

Figure 4. Additional images from the photo sharing gallery event.

Figure 5. Example of girls challenging norms.
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been like ‘oh I wish that I took just one size smaller”; 
the girls recognized the unrealistic nature of these 
ideals, but also how entrenched and difficult to chal-
lenge they can be.

These ideas were often connected to media, and 
both physical activity and nutrition. The participants 
noted media, especially social media, as a primary 
source for gender norms and body ideals, and con-
nected this to the dieting and food industries, with 
one saying, “like on Instagram [. . .] there’s always 
pictures and it’s like ‘try this tea’ or whatever, it’s like 
always like this girl in a bikini who looks unrealistically 
tanned and flawless and stuff”. Similarly, another par-
ticipant noted, “there aren’t that many ads that show 
girls and physical contact sports”, showing how gen-
der norms and stereotypes are perpetuated in media’s 
portrayal of athletes.

Subtheme: conflict and contradictions
The girls and young women in this study discussed 
their regular confrontation of gender norms and how 
this relates to a variety of conflicts and contradictions. 
As alluded to above, the participants discussed how it 
can be difficult to challenge norms; One said, “it’s very 
hard sometimes because you don’t want to be 
a stereotype girl, but sometimes some girls like 
stereotypical things”, showing how they do not want 
to be seen as stereotypical, and may avoid behaviours 

they enjoy to avoid that perception. They also con-
nected this conflict to clothing and makeup, with one 
girl saying,

I worry sometimes, I’m like, ‘why is this connected 
to my happiness?’ that I want to put on make-up [. . .] 
I worry like am I doing this because I want to? I feel 
like I am, but then I’m also like maybe I just want to 
because . . . society.

which is a conflict pictured in Figure 7 by a girl 
wearing makeup on only one half of her face.

Well-aligned with the feminist post-structural the-
ory guiding this work, the participants described gen-
der as a performance, with one saying, “it’s almost like 

Figure 6. Additional example of girls challenging norms.

Figure 7. A girl with makeup on only one half of her face.

Figure 8. Example of contrasting gender performances.
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you had to act in a certain way, it’s like your perfor-
mance”, describing the societal expectations for their 
actions and behaviours. The participants also dis-
cussed their own performances as contradictory, 
depicted in Figures 8 and 9, which show the same 
girl doing something athletic that might be consid-
ered brave and unexpected alongside her reading 
quietly. Relatedly, one girl said, “we don’t like people 
fussing over like the one little thing that changed [. . .] 
So if one day you felt like wearing makeup, and you 
came out with makeup on, everyone would have 
a reaction”, further connecting the idea of conflicts 
and performances to attracting attention regarding 
appearance.

The participants also connected these conflicts and 
contradictions to nutrition and physical activity. 
Regarding nutrition, one girl said, “if you take 
a really small portion [. . .] it’s, ‘oh you haven’t eaten 
much, you must be on a diet’. Or you eat like a really 
big portion, and ‘wow that was a lot of food’”, sug-
gesting how it seems there is no right amount of food 
a young woman can consume without facing criti-
cism. Another girl said,

when we talk about men’s eating habits it always 
comes back to strength, so it’s always like ‘oh he’s 
a growing boy, he needs to eat more’. . . . but [. . .] we 
don’t talk about girls’ health [. . .] we always talk about 
appearance 

describing a significant gender disparity in expec-
tations around nutrition. Contradictions were further 
noted in physical activity. One young woman said, 
“like in volleyball or whatever, the girls, like part of 
their uniform is to wear, like really short shorts and 
the boys it’s not”, noting double-standards in dress 
codes that suggest they should cover their bodies in 
class but not so during physical activity.

Theme 2: emotional safety

The term emotional safety is one typically used in the 
field of psychology regarding couples’ relationships 
(Catherall, 2006); however, it was adopted by our 
participants to name this theme. Here, they applied 
the term more broadly to describe the circumstances 
and facilitators that made them feel comfortable, safe, 
loved, appreciated, protected, expressive, assured, 
and confident. Having emotional safety supported 
the girls’ and young women’s resilience in order to 
be able to navigate the previously discussed gender 
stereotypes and norms, and the associated conflicts 
and contradictions. As part of this theme, the partici-
pants frequently discussed photographs of their 
friends, families, and pets. Friends, family, and pets 
provided social and emotional support to our partici-
pants, and they discussed the importance of trust and 
feeling comfortable around one another. Describing 
Figure 10, for example, one participant said, “these are 
two of my best friends and they both live away and 
this is like a really special memory [. . .] one of our 
favorite pastimes when we were in high school was all 
going surfing together”. Similarly, in referencing 
Figures 11 and 12, family and pets were also dis-
cussed as facilitators of emotional support, and 
often, encouragers of physical activity.

The girls and young women in this study also 
discussed things that challenged their emotional 
safety. Though most participants were quite young, 
they all discussed their physical safety as relating to 
gender and health, and many described experiences 

Figure 9. Example of contrasting gender performances.

Figure 10. An example of friends providing emotional safety.
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where they had been made to feel uncomfortable. 
The girls and young women frequently made state-
ments like, “we feel like we have to be more careful 
when we’re alone”, demonstrating their perception 
that women are often exposed to harassment and 
danger. While these examples were rarely overtly con-
nected to physical activity or nutrition by the 

participants, it’s not difficult to see the possible con-
nections. As girls and young women feel challenged 
by travelling alone, simply getting to or from oppor-
tunities, or pursuing independent forms of activity like 
walking or hiking could be limited. Additionally, they 
perceived an absence of women as coaches and men-
tors, so it is understandable that girls and young 

Figure 11. An example of family as emotional safety.

Figure 12. An example of pets as emotional safety.

Figure 13. Example of practice, confidence, and pride.

Figure 14.  Additional example of practice, confidence, and 
pride.

Figure 15. Further example of practice, confidence, and 
pride.
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women may lack emotional safety and support in 
many contexts where physical activity might typically 
be encouraged.

Subtheme: practice, confidence, and pride
The girls and young women in this study frequently 
discussed and photographed activities that required 
practice and illustrated moments of confidence and 
pride. Regarding the images in Figures 13–16, for 
example, one girl said, “It’s cool that these photos 
are all of us [. . .] being alone, but we look fearless”, 
while another agreed, “just proving that we can do 
things and not just sit around”. It seemed that devel-
oping a sense of familiarity and building confidence 
allowed the girls to overcome fears, challenges, and 
gender role contradictions. This was most frequently 
connected to physical activity and active accomplish-
ments and examples where the participants felt 
proud. It seems, in moments when girls and young 
women feel emotionally safe, they are able to better 
navigate some of the previously discussed gender 
norms and potentially challenge or subvert the domi-
nant gender discourse.

Visual theme: being outside in nature

The final theme that was developed with the girls and 
young women is Being Outside in Nature. Interestingly, 
the importance of being outside was only occasionally 
overtly discussed by the participants. One said, for 
example, “growing up I loved to play soccer and 
I don’t think it was about the soccer, I think it was 
about me wanting to be outside and wanting to be 
active”. This importance of being outside, was some-
thing that appeared visually, through the photos, as 
shown in Figure 17, through a growing pile of 

“outdoor” photos being grouped by the participants. 
This is also evidenced by the photos that have already 
been presented, many of which were taken outside; 
as such, this theme is presented primarily visually. In 
many cases, participants took photos of natural ele-
ments and selected them for discussion. A participant 
discussed the photo in Figure 18, saying, “our yard 

Figure 16. Another example of practice, confidence, and 
pride.

Figure 17. A growing pile of photos labelled “outdoors”.

Figure 18. Example of natural elements photographed.
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outside is really gorgeous because there are always, 
you know, there’s some sort of flowering bloom”. 
Similarly, a participant described the photo in Figure 
19, saying, “I like the [. . .] contrast, there’s a grey sky 
and the dark branches”. Other images that depict 
nature are visible in Figures 20 and 21. While these 

images were not always overtly connected to gender 
or health, they held significance for the participants, 
and illustrate the importance of connecting with nat-
ure to the girls and young women.

In several other cases, the participants connected 
being outside in nature directly to their health, parti-
cularly regarding physical activity. Describing the 
photo in Figure 22, a young woman said, “yah it’s 
just [. . .] being active [. . .] throwing snowballs at 
each other [. . .]

just being outside”. Finally, some participants also 
drew connections between nature, physical activity, 
and confidence. About the photo in Figure 23, one 
said, “it’s like a long hiking trail and I had like just 
finished the hike [. . .] so it was like really, really long 
[. . .] it was a really pretty view”. These quotations 
highlight how being outside often acts as the context 
in which girls are able to find emotional safety, such 
that they can negotiate complex gender stereotypes, 
conflicts, and contradictions, and engage in healthy 
behaviours.

Discussion

Discussions with the girls and young women who 
took part in this project revealed how they concep-
tualized gender norms, and associated complexities, 

Figure 19. Additional example of natural elements 
photographed.

Figure 20. Further example of natural elements 
photographed.

Figure 22. Connecting nature and physical activity.

Figure 23. Connecting nature and physical activity.

Figure 21. Another example of natural elements 
photographed.
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conflict, and contradictions. They acknowledged tradi-
tional norms and stereotypes and ideas regarding 
what they were supposed to do or how they might 
be expected to act. This understanding of norms is 
aligned with photovoice’s theoretical underpinnings 
related to critical consciousness, where through criti-
cal examination of society and a process of self- 
awareness, advocacy for change can take place 
(Freire, 2000; Wang & Burris, 1997). This understand-
ing or self-awareness is further aligned with feminist 
post-structural thought because it can be interpreted 
as awareness of social forces or power relations.

From a feminist post-structural lens, we consider 
analyses of power relations and the production of 
knowledge. Foucault questions history and knowl-
edge, suggesting they depend on social context and 
therefore cannot and should not be separated from 
power relations (Downing, 2008; Felluga, 2015; 
Foucault, 1995). Power, or rather, the effects of 
power, then play a role in how bodies are controlled, 
such that we go about our daily actions, our perfor-
mances, generally, trying to not be disruptive of 
norms. Foucault’s discussion of the panopticon sug-
gests that, like in a prison with a central tower for 
surveillance, we have an impersonal or disembodied 
relationship with power, and a constant sense of eva-
luative gaze (Azzarito, 2009; Downing, 2008; Duncan, 
1994; Foucault, 1995). Acts outside of the dominant 
discourse are then questioned or challenged, which 
was noted by the participants in this project.

The girls and young women in this project took 
pride in challenging norms and doing what might be 
unexpected of them. They enjoyed getting messy, 
being active, playing outside, not worrying about 
their physical appearance, and embraces the com-
plexities associated with subverting the dominant dis-
course. That said, the girls and young women also 
discussed examples of their own conformation or 
perpetuation of norms, and situations in which it is 
not safe of comfortable to break norms, particularly 
regarding physical activity. Dominant discourse can 
only achieve dominance in comparison to an alterna-
tive. It is not problematic to engage in what might be 
considered feminine; it is oppressive when the beha-
viour is questioned or when power relations dictate 
their control. The girls in this project sometimes chose 
that which is feminine. This awareness of subjectivities 
illustrates the agency of these young women.

Women consistently face regulatory discourses 
regarding their bodies (Azzarito, 2009; Bordo, 2003; 
Gerbensky-Kerber, 2011; Mansfield & Rich, 2013; Rich 
& Evans, 2013). Based on negotiations of discourses 
and power relations, they construct meanings of “nor-
mal” and “good” bodies, and comparatively, “bad” or 
“deviant” ones; we therefore experience body disci-
pline as a form of social control (Azzarito, 2010; Bordo, 
2003; Duncan, 1994; Gerbensky-Kerber, 2011; 

Mansfield & Rich, 2013; Wright et al., 2006). The girls 
in this study recognized those societal pressures and 
how certain bodies are privileged in certain contexts 
and connected this to discourse about dieting and 
weight management, and media, where ideal bodies 
tend to be presented and reproduced. This is also 
aligned with photovoice work that has demonstrated 
girls and young women recognize the health of their 
bodies not only in a physical, biomedical sense, but in 
a more holistic and social sense as well (Shea et al., 
2011).

The participants in this study also critically dis-
cussed confronting gender norms daily, and the 
ongoing internal conflict associated with not wanting 
to appear as a stereotype by taking on traditional 
gender roles. This conflict is a result of norms, ideals, 
and the requirement to engage in competing dis-
courses, and the resultant repercussions. They con-
nected these conflicts directly to health, through 
physical activity and nutrition, in the above- 
discussed examples of taking no appropriate amount 
of food, and double standards faced in physical activ-
ity attire. The participants recognized the gendered 
nature of these discourses, and their bombardment 
by contradictory messaging in media regarding body 
ideals and from food and dieting industries. These 
examples highlight the discourse focused on the 
bodies of girls and women, how the relational effects 
of power serve to control bodies through surveillance, 
evaluation, and all illustrate how the bodies of girls 
contend with political, social, historical relations 
(Azzarito, 2009; Butler, 1993; Downing, 2008; Duncan, 
1994; Foucault, 1995).

The theme of Emotional Safety highlights the 
importance of social influence for issues relating to 
health of women and girls, gender, body image, phy-
sical activity, and nutrition, which is consistent with 
previous literature (Carey et al., 2014; Eisenberg & 
Neumark-Sztainer, 2010; Fitzgerald et al., 2012; 
Mackey & Greca, 2007; Rancourt et al., 2014; Slater & 
Tiggemann, 2011; Standiford, 2013; Witmer et al., 
2011). The girls also revealed the importance of prac-
tice and developing familiarity, and opportunities for 
creativity, exploration, and self-expression. While they 
used the term “self-discovery”, a feminist post- 
structural analysis might suggest, rather than disco-
vering, participants are exploring available subject 
positions. In many cases, girls have to choose 
between feminine discourse and pursuits where they 
might be perceived as active or strong. Emotional 
safety helped them to navigate these conflicts.

Finally, while Being Outside in Nature was not dis-
cussed in as much length as the other themes, it 
emerged as significant and meaningful through 
photos. The connection between nature and health, 
particularly regarding climate change, is an emerging 
area of focus for health promotion (Hancock, 2017, 
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2015). While the participants in this study demon-
strated an important connection with nature, pre-
viously literature is conflicted. Nature and outdoor 
pursuits have historically been a male-dominated 
space, though outdoor adventure programming has 
been associated with increased physical activity in 
adolescent girls, as well as resilience and mental 
health benefits (Boniface, 2007; Cleland, 2005; Massa, 
2015; Overholt & Ewert, 2015; REI, 2017). Other 
research has noted the importance of women enga-
ging with the outdoors for empowerment, helping 
girls challenge assumptions, conventional femininity, 
and beauty ideals (Massa, 2015; Whittington, 2006), 
and has used photovoice to explore girls’ outdoor 
physical activity (Sackett et al., 2018). Additional lit-
erature points to feelings of fear and vulnerability 
outside (Boniface, 2007; Dooley, 2016; McNiel et al., 
2012; REI, 2017; Wesely & Gaarder, 2004). In this study, 
images of nature connected the themes of this pro-
ject together, with many images of outdoor pursuits 
representing emotional safety, confidence, and chal-
lenging norms. More research is warranted to further 
explore girls’ and women’s connection with nature as 
a context for health promotion and its potential for 
helping address gender stereotypes.

Strengths and limitations

This project’s primary strength is the use of the photo-
voice methodology. Photos provide rich data and the 
opportunity to engage with participants beyond tra-
ditional research methodologies. Credibility is facili-
tated by the participatory nature of this work, and 
the relevance to the involved community facilitates 
authenticity and trustworthiness of the data. The 
research also addressed previously identified gaps in 
the literature by involving older adolescent girls and 
using a comprehensive approach that considers phy-
sical activity and nutrition as clustered health beha-
viours (Spencer et al., 2015). Finally, using a health 
promotion lens in combination with feminist post- 
structural theory and the photovoice methodology is 
a novel application of research methods.

In terms of limitations, photovoice presents logis-
tical challenges in recruitment, coordinating meetings 
and collecting and managing photo data. These were 
mitigated to the best of our ability by working with an 
existing group of girls from a community organization 
and developing systems for photo submission and 
organization. The data presented in this project may 
also be limited by several participant characteristics, 
including the wide age range and the fact that there 
was a group of three siblings among the participants 
(non-siblings might have shared a wider variety of 
perspectives). As well, the participants in this study 
were limited by lacking racial and ethnic diversity as 
the majority of participants were White. While the 

focus of this project was on gender, we acknowledge 
that health is further complicated by race, and future 
research should aim to explore these topics using 
a more intersectional lens. Three participants also 
had been or were being homeschooled, and as such 
might have carried different perspectives than tradi-
tional public-school youth; however, this may have 
also acted as a strength as they were able to bring 
a critical lens and often unexplored perspective. 
Finally, the community organization from which the 
participants were recruited has outdoor programming 
as a focus, which may have resulted in volunteer bias 
and may explain the emphasis of our participants on 
the connection.

Implications

We believe there are several important implications of 
this work. First, as noted above, photovoice, in com-
bination with feminist post-structural theory offered 
an effective method to conduct participatory research 
in the area of girls’ and young women’s health and 
well-being. We would recommend others adopt both 
this and other forms of creative and visual methodol-
ogies when working with this population to explore 
challenging issues like gender norms. As well, practi-
tioners might adopt similar methodologies in their 
practice with girls and young women to create 
space for critical reflection through creativity, espe-
cially in adopting participatory approaches. In this 
study, we found that girls and young women recog-
nize and are well-versed in gender norms, stereo-
types, and discourses related to gender and health. 
They are mindful of their own implicitness, perpetua-
tion, and challenging of these norms and discourses; 
practitioners should encourage this self-awareness 
and mindfulness by encouraging both the deliberate 
adoption and rejection of stereotypes and norms, 
accompanied with discussion, reflection, and critical 
consideration. Important in this study was social sup-
port of peers and family members, especially in 
opportunities for girls and young women to engage 
in self-expression and creativity. We suggest that 
practitioners help create space for girls and young 
women to connect with one another in these ways. 
Finally, the importance of connecting with nature for 
the well-being for women and girls is an interesting 
and novel finding of this work that may contradict 
previous research. We suggest future research be con-
ducted in this area to explore the sense of connection 
girls and young women may have with nature regard-
ing their health and well-being. We also suggest prac-
titioners not assume girls and young women to be 
disinterested in outdoor pursuits, and to encourage 
girls and young women to explore the connection 
between planetary health and their own well-being.
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Conclusions

The participants’ recognition of and reflections on gen-
der norms and stereotypes connects to both feminist 
post-structuralism and photovoice’s theoretical under-
pinnings. Breaking or conforming to norms, disrupting 
discourse, and challenging expectations, connects to 
concepts like relational power and evaluative gaze. 
Girls in many cases embrace subverting the dominant 
discourse, but in others are more challenged. This con-
nects to the construction and production of their bodies 
and the regulatory discourses of thinness. The girls and 
young women in this study also recognized the rela-
tional nature of power, and how some bodies are privi-
leged in certain contexts. Regarding the contradictions 
faced, participants acknowledged their agency but 
questioned their subjectivity and the subject positions 
available to them. Girls and young women are con-
stantly challenging boundaries, offering a counter dis-
course, and contributing to a shift in societal norms. This 
study adds further insight into how girls and women 
navigate these competing discourses about health, phy-
sical activity, and nutrition. To do so, girls and young 
women need to feel emotionally safe, and nature can 
potentially provide this important context.
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