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Abstract. Background and aim: Understanding the patient’s experience of mental illness can foster better
support for this population and greater partnership with healthcare professionals. This study aims to explore
the application of visual methods in the psychiatric field and, in particular, the experience of people suffer-
ing from psychotic disorders, because it is still an open question that has not been only partially empirically
examined. Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using two visual methods (auto-photography and
photo-elicitation) associated with the narrative that emerged from an unstructured interview, in a clinical
setting of adult Mental Health in Italy, between October 2019 and February 2020. A total of 5 patients and
5 corresponding referring healthcare professionals were identified and enrolled. Patients were asked to pro-
duce photographs following 4 thematic areas: “Fun”, “T'ime”, “Something indispensable”, “Place where I feel
good”. Results: A total of 85 photographs were produced. Visual methods have proved to be a useful technique
in qualitative research in the area of adult psychiatry. From the interviews it emerged that visual methods
have allowed psychotic patients to use a new language to be able to communicate their emotions. Conclusions:
The healthcare professionals involved also confirm the potential of this tool which, when combined with the
traditional interview, is able to deepen the patient’s knowledge by overcoming the verbal barriers that often
make it difficult to reconstruct the individual experience of illness.

Key words: Visual methods, Photo-elicitation, Qualitative methods, Mental health services, Psychiatric
patients, Experience of illness

Over time, especially within anthropological
studies, techniques that are able to level oft differ-

Chronic mental illness is a serious public health
problem with difficulties in screening, treatment, drug
adherence and quality of life for patients and their
families (1-3). Understanding the patient’s experience
of mental illness can foster better support for this pop-
ulation and greater partnership with healthcare profes-
sionals (4).

ences caused by social and individual disadvantages
have been developed (5). These techniques, defined as
visual, have been incorporated with increasing enthu-
siasm within sociological studies as an alternative
empirical tool to the traditional method dichotomies
(qualitative-quantitative) (6-8). Visual techniques are
those techniques used as an in-depth communicative
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language (9). Although they have been widely used
in research, two main techniques that can be used for
social research might be point out: photo-stimulation
(or photo-elicitation) and auto-photography (10,11).
The first technique can be defined as a variation of the
semi-structured interview, in which photos are submit-
ted instead of questions. The researcher will not have
to ask for a series of information (as in the case of the
interview) but remain very generic (What do you see in
this photo? Who do you think these people are? Etc).
It is possible, in a second phase, to divide the collected
material into variables related to the main hypothesis
(creation of an ad hoc grid). With the transition to dig-
ital it is possible to show the photos directly on the
electronic device (pc, tablet, etc.) and it is no longer
necessary to print them. This, of course, involves dif-
ferences both with respect to the collection of the data
and its treatment (12). The second visual technique is
known as auto-photography. Auto-photography is a
method of ethnographic research capable of creating an
ecosystem in which researcher and reader see the world
studied through the use of photography of its symbolic
value, of its way of doing “clear and clean (13). Auto-
photography can also give participants the opportunity
to express themselves through the chosen images (7).
Certainly one of the most important advantages recog-
nized to visual techniques lies in the fact that through
photography the interviewee has the opportunity to
search for symbolic meanings that allow him/her to
talk about himself/herself but not in the first person.
These benefits have also been made known in psychi-
atric rehabilitation areas, where the language of photo-
therapy is used to bring out the experiences of fragile
people (14). The Vancouver Photo Therapy Centre
in Canada has been studying phototherapy for more
than 35 years. In his text, “Photo Therapy: techniques
and tools for the clinic and interventions in the field”,
Weiser considers the approach to photography as any
language of art that provides support for non-verbal
interaction with the user; in essence, photography
becomes a catalyst for personal analysis and a search
engine for one’s own subconscious when words alone
are not enough to express moods (15). In the psychiat-
ric field, the use of techniques such as photography has
a long history behind it: already in 1856 the London
psychiatrist Hugh Welch Diamond, considered the

father of psychiatric photography, used to photograph
his patients to monitor their progress (16). Later this
technique took on more varied forms, and in the field
of mental health photography has evolved today essen-
tially in the form of three methods: “photo art therapy”,
“therapeutic photography” and “phototherapy” (17).
Art therapy is a visual technique widely used in the
field of mental health. It can take various purposes: for
the patient with communication problems, drawing
means expanding his/her possibilities of interaction
with other, thus forming a channel of expression and
communication through drawing; it can also be use-
ful to bring out problems during an assessment which,
otherwise carried out with traditional techniques, could
remain hidden (18). Techniques such as self-portrait
also help to bring out the individual characteristics and
experiences of the person, as these are highly expressive
techniques (19). More recent studies have validated
the already consolidated theories on the use of visual
techniques in mental health (20-24). Tuisku et al., to
demonstrate what useful sources can be the expressive
techniques flanked by classical methods of assessment,
propose a mixed method research (22). On the basis
of this statement, it is in fact verified that dissociative
disorder is generally under-diagnosed and that typical
symptoms are often described under different psychiat-
ric diagnoses; this makes it difficult to identify a specific
disorder (25). The authors asked several patients with
dissociative symptoms to paint themselves in the way
they perceived themselves, and then authors carried
out a semi-structured interview aimed at exploring the
drawings obtained. The use of visual techniques would
seem to represent, especially if associated with other
qualitative research methods (such as the interview),
a valid tool that amplifies the patient’s expressive pos-
sibilities, revealing important and sometimes hidden
meanings, an area in which the person’s problems are
not always clearly explained and often require further
investigation or clarification (23,26). Very few studies
are available investigating understanding patients eve-
ryday life through photo-voice methods (4). This study
aims to explore the application of visual techniques in
the psychiatric field and, in particular, the experience of
people suffering from psychotic disorders, because it is
still an open question that has not been only partially
empirically examined.
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Methods

The goal of the research is to carry out daily life in
psychotic patients through the use of visual methods,
as well as the perceptions of the operators involved.

This monocentric qualitative study was conducted
within this framework of meaning, using of two of the
visual methods pertaining to the field of visual soci-
ology, i.e. auto-photography and photo-elicitation
(5,27-30), applied to the clinical setting of adult Men-
tal Health in an Italian context, (Emilia Romagna
Region, Ausl-IRCCS of Reggio Emilia), between
October 2019 and February 2020.

The research was articulated along two main lines,
consequential to each other: a first part, oriented to
users, saw the use of the auto-photography technique
associated with the narrative that emerged from an
unstructured interview; a second phase, with the use
of photo-elicitation and semi-structured interviews,
aimed at referring operators for each patient inter-
viewed, in a 1:1 operator-patient relationship. In both
phases, the interviews were conducted in person and in
a 1:1 ratio between researcher and interviewee.

Two main questions guided the research con-
ducted in this study:

1. Does the possibility of using visual techniques
(photo), describing one’s condition, allow to
overcome the barriers that psychotic patient
often encounters in the description of his/her
daily life?

2. How do healthcare professionals relate to this
innovative way of listening?

More generally, the objectives were the following:

c. Investigate the daily experiences of young
patients suffering from psychotic disorders
and therefore, more indirectly, aspects of the
different dimensions of the disease;

d. Probe any points of proximity / discrepancy

between patient and referring operator.

Both of the aforementioned points therefore
envisaged the use of photography in a double ‘decli-
nation’ of auto-photography and photo-elicitation in

the awareness of the complexity of the object of inves-
tigation, as brilliantly described by Prosser (31): «We
accept that making pictures can be a threatening act
(amply demonstrated by the metaphors photography
invokes: we ‘load’, ‘aim’ and ‘shoot’) that yields an arti-
ficial product, an artefact of the idiosyncratic relation-
ship among photographers and subjects, the medium,
and the cultural expectations it generates».

The study population, as regards the “Patients
group”, was sampled in the territorial contexts of the
two Mental Health Centers (CSM) of Reggio Emilia
and Scandiano (RE) of the Ausl-IRCCS of Reggio
Emilia, in compliance with the following inclusion
criteria:

*  age between 18 and 35 years.

+  diagnostic classification in the category of psy-
chotic disorders;

*  gender balance;

*  possession of smartphone with camera;

*  'The following were also considered as exclu-
sion criteria:

*  comorbidity with documented cognitive fra-
gility;

*  comorbidity with documented eating disor-
ders;

* acute phase of illness (hospital, residential or
semi-residential setting);

*  criteria beyond the aforementioned inclusion
criteria.

*  With respect to the “Healthcare profession-
als”, the criteria identified and adopted were
the following:

*  work in one of the aforementioned CSMs as
a doctor, or nurse, or professional educator, or
psychiatric rehabilitation technician, or psy-
chologist;

*  be a referring operator (unique or part of a
micro-team) for at least one of the participat-
ing patients.

A total of 5 patients and 5 corresponding referring
healthcare professionals were identified and enrolled.
Patients were asked to produce photographs following
4 thematic areas (with the indication of a maximum of
5 photos per area):
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. Fun.
e Time.
*  Something indispensable.

*  Place where I feel good.

A total of 85 photographs were produced, which
were then selected by the researchers exclusively on the
basis of a shared perception criterion for the purpose
of analysing the results (specifically, 3 photographs per
area). Furthermore, it was decided not to select photo-
graphs depicting people.

The interviews, with prior written consent, were
fully audio-recorded, transcribed and thematically
analyzed with anonymization of personal data and
coding for each participant. The data, in compliance
with the privacy statement, are stored in the archives of

the Ausl-IRCCS company in Reggio Emilia.

Results

Fun!

As for the “fun” area, the interpretation of users
interviewed highlighted a perception of fun as an
area of “openness” to oneself and to others. Three

Figure 1. Personal pleasure

photographs were selected that highlight this aspect

and were divided into 3 themes:

*  fun intended as a personal pleasure (Figure 1);
*  fun with the family (Figure 2);

+  fun as an openness to others (Figure 3).

In the images of the different areas, the theme of
fun intended as personal pleasure often appears.

The user’s first comment referring to this photo
was: “It’s my motorbike, my Hornet, my very first
motorbike, it’s still a bomb, yes yes!” And then again
“Eh ... look what a beautiful sun there in the photo.”
Undoubtedly it evokes in the user a feeling of fun and
pleasure, of happy moments that he tries to carve out
at least once a week “To dedicate at least one day a
week, Sunday when I'm free, it’s important to have one
of those photos there, that is to have fun to be ready to
start a ... the start of the week with the charge, ready
to go”. When we showed this image to the operator,
she was pleasantly satisfied as, in her opinion, it per-
fectly represents the fun according to the user “The
bike at 100% ...” and subsequently referring to all the
photographs of the ‘area of entertainment said: “...he
is someone who loves to try everything, not only as a
sport but also intellectually”

When the photograph of the Christmas decora-
tion was shown, the user said: “It’s a day of celebration
and when I'm in a good mood I can feel that life is
a precious gift.” And then “Now that Christmas ... a
sense of family that, I don't have a sense of family in

Figure 2. Fun with the family
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Figure 3. Fun as an openness to others

my home, but I would like it very much”. With this
photograph, a symbol of Christmas, the user tries to
remember the funny moments spent together with his
family, moments that are not always easy to find but
that represent an important memory. However, when
the same photograph was shown to the operator, she
felt a sense of disorientation as she reports that con-
flicts between members appear during family celebra-
tions: “mmm ... [short pause] Yes, this also leaves me a
bit ... because ... mmm ... that is, I know that Christ-
mas is lived in the family ... that is, let’s say that being
the family party sometimes conflict emerge..”.

This image represents a book to learn Chinese and
the user states that: “... I think that the language is a bar-
rier that can be “dismantled “through knowledge and
precisely after having done this series of studies during
the high-school eh, it’s nice to be able to understand a
text in the original language too.” and then again “This
photo represents my “recent” passion, let’s say, that is to
study Chinese as a self-taught person. [Smiles] “.

The user experiences her enjoyment through pas-
sions in fact he also states: “... I enjoyed associating
these topics with the passions of my life, let’s say.”

The reference operator found that this photograph
fully reflects the consideration of the user’s enjoyment:
“she is also interested in other languages, so ... yes, yes.
She wanted to attend these courses... so yes, yes ... .

Time

In this area the theme of study and the relation-
ship with books often appeared (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Time to study

The user’s first comment on this photo was “It’s a
disappointment” referring to the fact that he is unable
to dedicate the time he would like to it. “I haven’t read
for a while because I can’t concentrate either at home
or in the library..”. The user in his initial presentation
told of having attended several schools and universities
so he certainly had a strong relationship with books.
Through this image he also talked about relational dif-
ficulties “
don’t go there anymore for a variety of reasons, because

... that is, I don’t go to the library anymore, I

... because now I find it hard to be around people ...”
and of the fact that “... I am working on it with the

»

therapist ...” in order to one day go back to a library
to study.

When the image was shown to the operator, he
described a cultured person who used his knowledge to
manage the disease. Then the desire to study led him
to stop therapy ... so the time spent on books, study,
trying to get a degree like this is so much discourag-
ing from a drug therapy...”. Subsequently the operator
talked about the relationship between the user and the
time of the study “... the time that has gone on books,
libraries and these things here is so much and has an
ambivalent meaning, because it is also time that has not
always been used well ...[in relation to the disease]”,

The description of the image by the user does not
express the malaise related to the study, as is evident
from the operator’s narration. Like theyre telling the
two sides of the same coin.

With this image the user used symbolism to talk
about her perception of time “... have time to find my
style and mmm and understand how I am made...”. We
return to a theme already found in a previous photo,
the care of herself that passes through the hygiene of
the person and her clothing to feel accepted by others
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“... it is always a symbolic photo that represents the
care I would like to have of my person and even if... I
am neglected, but as I would like to take care of myself,
spend my time taking care of myself.”. She later
entered into a sphere more intimate”... and understand
how I'm made... little clothes, I do not say that they
represent, but having a style can also help.”, and then
talk about the relationship with others (Figure 5).

In the photo of the t-shirt the operator found
the symbolism of an earlier photo in which a bottle
of perfume appeared and brings it back to a concept
of daily care of one’s person “... I could see it in the
sense of taking care of one’s clothing every day that is,
therefore, like perfume ...”. The operator said that the
user when she is not well does not take care of herself,
so the t-shirt and the perfume express ... self-care in
her daily life which for her is an index of well-being
...". The photo expresses a daily action that leads to an
expression of psychological well-being.

In this image the user affirmed .. it’s a symbolic
photo” (Figure 6). When the interviewer asks why she
put it in the “perception of time” area, she explains
that the biggest gift a person can give is time. Then
through the symbol of the gift comes to a transmitted

Figure 5. Take time for yourself!

affectivity “.. the time that a person gives you, chooses
to give to you...”.

When we showed the operator the image, not
guessing a symbolism related to the images of the gift
box.

Something indispensable

In the area of indispensable things, three photos
were selected, representative of the inner state of the
patients recruited for the research, who immortalized
objects considered as indispensable things:

Pharmacological therapies to avoid relapses
(Figure 7);

Family Bond (Figure 8);

Dark glasses as a filter to the world (Figure 9).

The first pic represents for our patient a mean
to no longer have relapses: “drugs are indispensable,
because I do not want to have another relapse in my
life...”, it is having been defined that in the past he
has had repercussions caused by the interruption of
drug therapy intake. The interviewer asks if having
no relapses indicates: “... I want to feel good that
means?” and he replies “yes, yes, I don’t want to be
hospitalized.”

Also in his initial presentation he had talked
about relapses and therapies: “... I tried several drugs
but they weren't good...” and speaks of extreme ges-
tures: “... several suicide attempts...” and cares through
drugs and interviews with therapist “.. a therapist... is
giving me a big help...”. His concept of well-being is
represented by a pharmacological and relational aspect.

Figure 6. Time as a gift
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Figure 7. Pharmacological therapies to avoid relapses

Figure 9. Dark glasses as a filter to the world

Showing the photo to the reference operator, we
received a reaction of satisfaction: “I am pleased, I am
pleased that he recovers the drugs ...”, he says, in fact,
that the patient has previously been discontinuous in
taking pharmacological therapies: “... so much so that
he always suspended them...”. Also in the initial pres-
entation the operator describes the difficulties: “there
was a bit to be fought with regard to pharmacological

Figure 8. Family bond

adherence ...” and relapses: “... he stopped the drug and
was sick again...”.

He hypothesizes that the reason that led him
to consider drugs as an indispensable part of his life,
depends on the creation of a relationship of trust with
physician: “... indispensable for life also because of the
trust it has in operators... rather than the drugs them-
selves...”.

So both the user and the operator recognize in
this image a therapeutic value given by the human and
pharmacological relationship.

In the second photo we find two mugs represent-
ing two characters from a Walt Disney movie “Beauty
and the Beast”. Apparently two unimportant and
impersonal objects that however for the patient inter-
viewed have an extreme and profound value because
they represent the bond with her sister. The interview-
ee’s view of interpersonal relationships is clear: “these
are two cups that I bought for myself and my sister,
because of course I could not put my sister [in the pic-
ture] and so I put the two cups”.

It was difficult to understand the meaning of the
photo, at first, for the operator. Later, with the help
of the researcher who revealed the meaning of sym-
bolism, immediately understood and confirmed how
much she cared about their relationship with the sister.

The third photograph shows an object with a high
symbolic value, the photo of the image captured by the
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patient, in fact, depicts a pair of sunglasses. The inter-
viewee explains: “... represents my way of seeing life,
observing without anyone entering my world because...
it is said that the eyes are the mirror of the soul and for
this reason I am afraid that others may also get there ...”.
In addition, he added: “... that I am a mirror of the soul
and I am afraid that they may look into me... because
I don't like them... however at the same time you can
observe others without they ... they notice it, but with-
out the direct look let’s say... I'd like to meet new people.”

The operator who follows her, during the inter-
view, tells us that she knows this need very well: “...
uses them as a screen, to defend herself... so as not to
feel invading... observed.” The girl takes them even on
bad days, sometimes even indoors.

Place where I feel good

The users were asked to photograph “a place where
you are fine”, and three photographs were selected
from all those taken by them. We have not given any
particular indications for this issue, so users have had
ample room for work.

The themes that address the three selected photo-
graphs, and which have been considered more signifi-
cant and transversal to all users, are:

* asafe place (Figure 10);
*  aplace that evokes serenity (Figure 11);
*  aplace in the open air (Figure 12).

Figure 10. A safe place

The selected photo, belonging to user 3 (U3),
depicts the corner of a one-bedroom room where the
bed and shelves above it are clearly visible full of books
and personal objects.

The user who took this photograph wanted to
represent a place where she feels comfortable, a place
that expresses safety, a kind of “comfort zone... staying
outside makes me uncomfortable so when I get home
I'm better off and I'm always there. In other parts of
the house I'm not there so they’re places where I feel
pretty safe and comfortable.” With this phrase the user
wanted to emphasize the need to “return” to a safe
place such as her bedroom, since the external environ-
ment is a source of discomfort for her.

Analysing the various photographs taken by users
for the area “a place where I am well” it emerged that
the bedroom (or only the bed) is a recurring sub-
ject in all five cases analysed and interviewed; on the
part of all five users emerged the need to photograph
a comfortable and safe corner of their home, for all

Figure 11. A place that evokes serenity
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Figure 12. A place in the open air

represented by the bedroom especially as a source of
privacy and relaxation.

User operator 3 interpreted the photograph
shown with apparent simplicity, centring the theme
that the user wanted to express: “Yes it seems a bit like
the lair of imagination in short. Where she gets lost,
fantastic a lot, she builds these parallel stories.”

The second selected photo represents the inte-
rior of a church by day, whose naves are completely
deserted and no people appear.

User 1 (U1) chose to take this photograph as for
him the church evokes peace and serenity: “... just enter
the church of Reggio, with all the chaos that there is,
especially on Fridays when there is market, so, I enter
there, a silence of Our Lady ... a silence... and there I
sit, don't please, I sit down and I'm just looking...”. The
church itself as a place of worship is taken into account
not only as a religious element (“... a place where I am
well is any church, because I am a believer, not a practi-
tioner, I am not who knows what fanatic...”), but rather
as a place that expresses its spiritual dimension through
its need for silence and solitude, which evokes serenity
and peace. The theme expressed by this photograph is
transversal to other users: all respondents have photo-
graphed places, although not religious, that generally
express tranquillity. The need for users to find a moment
of peace emerges, which can be found in a quiet place,
to make full contact with themselves and detach them-
selves from a “frenetic” dimension as everyday life can be.

The operator interviewed, seeing the photograph,
investigated more than anything else the religious
dimension of the photograph, linking it to periods when
the user was not psychically compensated and his psy-
chosis was expressed with mystical-religious delirium.

The selected photo was taken by user #4: she
explains that in general she likes to stay in the middle

of greenery, take walks, especially sharing them with
her boyfriend. “..

where maybe time can be stopped since it is a place

it gave me a feeling of freedom,

where we are well and maybe appreciate, I do not
know, as mentioned before the wonders of the world,
of creation”. Here emerges a deeper emotional mean-
ing: even user 5 shows the bond that tends to look in
open places intended as a link to nature: “Here we talk
about a park, we talk about greenery, nature... although
there is a lot of smog here in Emilia with us, it is always
nice to stay in the middle of the greenery.”

Other users have associated the place in the open
air especially to represent a place to carry out pleas-
ant activities, such as walking with the dog or playing
football.

The operator who was interviewed about the
selected photo was puzzled about the user’s choice, as
he reports that he would not have imagined that he
would take so many photos outside, focusing instead
on people and affections.

Conclusions

The field research, as well as the analysis of the
collected material, has given rise to some considera-
tions and food for thought. First of all, compared to
what emerged from the interviews with users, visual
techniques in the psychiatric field seem to have been
perceived as useful, as they allow the user to use a
new, more direct language, in order to be able to com-
municate his emotion, which is sometimes expressed
through a mimesis of reality and /or symbolism. The
healthcare professionals involved also confirm the
potential of this tool which, when combined with the
traditional interview, is able to deepen the patient’s
knowledge by overcoming the verbal barriers that
often make it difficult to reconstruct the individual
experience of illness (32).

Our results suggest that a photo-voice method
offers a useful lens from which to examine experiences
associated with living with a psychotic disorder, in
accordance with another study (4,24,33).

In addition, the data collected through the inter-
views show that the proposed experience (joint use of
two visual techniques) has been considered positive by
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both users and operators. To probe the perception of
usefulness of the techniques, at the end of each indi-
vidual interview, it was asked to tell the emotional and
cognitive load present in the use of this communica-
tion methodology.

According to many users, images manage to
“focus” on aspects that are difficult to argument and
allow, at the same time, to ensure the right time of
content processing (an aspect often overlooked dur-
ing verbal interactions). In accordance with the study
of Balbale et al. the application of photovoice enables
participants to use photography to document their
needs, experiences and perceptions (34).

Through the photos the illness - that is, the
subjective feelings related to the condition of illness
- finds the right space to be able to express itself with-
out neglecting details. Similarly, the disease - i.e. the
pathological aspect objectively detectable in medi-
cine - is reconsidered by the same operators who can
expand the set of tools available (including the most
traditional psychiatric interview) in order to more fully
organize the therapeutic path. In essence, and on the
basis of the opinions of the operators involved, the use
of visual techniques is able to bring together more ele-
ments that manage to highlight aspects otherwise sub-
merged; more generally, in the awareness of limits and
variables (such as the smallness of the enlisted sample,
predefined timing, variables associated with the clinic)
this study has been configured as a creative exploratory
mode to look at the subjective experience of young
individuals suffering from psychosis.

In accordance with other studies, our research
suggests that the use of methods that involve patients
and healthcare professionals can be helpful to evaluate
and improve healthcare (34-36).

The issues related to daily life that have guided
the use of VTs, free from the most usual purely anam-
nestic aspects of investigation aimed at investigating
the symptomatology of their disease, were taken into
account by the users interviewed with a high inter-
est. The data collected in this study, therefore, can
be useful for the construction of future therapeutic-
rehabilitation projects, considering patients suffering
from psychosis it is difficult to think about the future
by putting in place more intimate and personal aspects

and ambitions. The images taken and their explana-
tions can make a contribution to the operators to build
together with the person in care an individualized path
in a “sartorial” way (37), “in small steps”, for overcom-
ing the limits dictated by the disease, starting from
their passions, their desires and characteristics that
emerged through the use of self-photography and nar-
ration. Finally, this methodology, as suggested by the
literature, favours the partnership among service users
and providers in mental health services (38).
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