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Newcomers’ perceptions and experiences of their reception
Avenues of reflection on the Photovoice method

The participant emphasizes the “dramatic” aspect of the photo to highlight the state of disrepair of the park.

What you need to know

What is this research about?

The Photovoice method is based on the
participants taking photos and then coming
back to them in interviews. This method
was developed in the field of women’s
health in China, based on theories of the
development of critical thinking, feminist
theories and documentary photography
(Wang and Burris 1997). As the method
brings the participants to play an active
role in the research, it is often used in
action research, on various subjects,
particularly with more vulnerable
populations.

For a research project aiming to explore newcomers’
perceptions and experiences of their reception in two
Montreal districts, the research team used the Photovoice
method. The questions guiding this research were: What
spaces are perceived as welcoming or less welcoming by
newcomers? What characterizes, according immigrants, a
welcoming district? This document proposes avenues of
reflection on the advantages and challenges of this method
in the search for answers to these questions.

How was the research carried out?
This project was carried out between the fall of 2019 and the winter of 2020. The sample is composed of 15 immigrants
who settled less than ten years ago in Montreal (Mercier-Hochelaga-Maisonneuve and Ville-Émard/Côte-Saint-Paul) and
who have diverse national origins, statuses, ages and occupations. The research protocol is based on that of the team
of L. Veronis (UOttawa) for districts of Ottawa and Gatineau.
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What have we learned from the research?

How can you use this research?

Two facts attracted our attention as we carried out the
research: on the one hand, a result which clashes with
the literature on “welcoming communities” (Esses at al
2010); the importance of spaces with an esthetic value
and with emotional potential in the development of
newcomers’ feeling of social well-being in the district;
and on the other hand, the different modes of adaptation
and appropriation of the methodological approach by
the participants. These observations provide the
opportunity to comment on the Photovoice method.
This method had several advantages:
1. The use of this method permitted the emergence of a
new angle of research. As supports for the participants’
emotional-artistic expression, the photos brought out
important esthetic, symbolic and emotional aspects of
their relationship with the district.
2. The participants took charge of the methodological
approach: they used the photographic medium to play
with the surroundings of the objects and of the built
environment and used metaphors to emphasize the
scope of their comments about their district.
3. By taking ownership of the method, the participants
also took ownership of the field for the research, their
district, by seeing it in another way and being committed
to it differently.
However, there were limitations to the method:
1. The desire to present a pleasing photo can curb the
photographing of other significant spaces and limit the
visibility of more systemic dimensions (job opportunities,
social justice, discrimination etc.)
2. A form of social disqualification can occur during the
research: the possession or not of a camera, the quality
of photos depending on the type of camera, etc.

Field actors and academic researchers can be inspired
by the advantages of the Photovoice method to develop
action research projects. They can use the method to
bring out other angles of analysis and to offer a more
active participatory role to the subjects of the research
compared to classic interviews. The limitations we have
outlined should be considered, however, right from the
beginning.
Moreover, the partners in the community used the
results to organize a virtual exhibition in the district as an
instrument for local intercultural rapprochement. This
method promotes, thus, the transfer of knowledge.

Who is leading this research?
Anna Goudet, a doctoral candidate in urban studies
(INRS-UCS), Catherine Paquette, a master’s student in
urban studies (INRS-UCS), Chedly Belkhodja and
Mireille Paquet, professors (UConcordia), Florence
Bourdeau and Myriam Richard, project leaders (TCRI),
the members of the Réseau Action Immigration (RAI) and
of the committee for intercultural rapprochement of
Ville-Émard/Côte-Saint-Paul.

Learn more
The complete report will be available soon at:
https://bmrc-irmu.info.yorku,ca/#
The following article has been submitted for publication:
Goudet, A. and C. Paquette, Quand la «voix» des
nouveaux arrivants est exprimée et entendue grâce à la
photographie : réflexions sur la méthode Photovoice.
Nouvelle Revue Synergies Canada.
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