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Photovoice in Mangere 
 
The young people from Clendon who worked on the project were Rolande Lafaele-
Pereira, Joseph Langkilde, and others in association with Hector and Victoria. The 
working group was supported by Raewyn Cook and parents of participants as well, 
helping to ensure that everyone was well looked after in the meetings. 
 
Aside from the introductory sessions mentioned above a series of three meetings was 
held at Mangere to do the analysis and create the powerpoint presentation for the 
Wellington meeting. In the sessions the group worked actively to describe the 
significance and meaning of each selected photograph and to articulate these in a 
suitable form for the powerpoint. The young people were ‘hands on’ with the writing, 
layout and overall design of the presentation and the adult researchers strove to 
remain supportive but not directive of the participant’s efforts. The whole effort was 
carried out under considerable pressure with short timeframes and the juggling of 
numerous other commitments by both the participants and the researchers. Despite the 
challenges the finished presentations were ready in time for MYD to scan them prior 
to the research meeting.  
 
The actual Mangere presentation fronted by Roland and Josef and focussed on the 
group experience of life in their community. There was a balance of criticism and 
approval of the neighbourhood represented by a number of key themes. 
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Commentary 
 
Clearly a number of common themes run through the two research projects and the 
presentations developed from them and while there are differences, we concentrate on 
the similarities as set of messages to policy makers responsible for these locations. At 
a high level the broad aim to record and report youth perspectives on what made the 
neighbourhoods good or not so good places to live, produced a focus on built and 
social environments.  
 
Both presentations highlight the prevalence of liquor, fast food and gambling outlets 
in their communities as contributory to challenges that they face over the health and 
behaviours of their residents. The clustering of such health-demoting businesses close 
to schools and in other public spaces used by youth, was highlighted in photographs 
and text, signalling concern at the influence that they could have through access and 
promotion on young people. This view is strongly congruent with public health 
approaches to harm reduction from problematic consumption, which seek to regulate 
and reduce the density of outlets particularly in impoverished neighbourhoods. 
 
The large number and wide diversity of churches in each location was commented on 
favourably by the presenters. Churches were seen as community spaces in which 
important social activities and relationships were featured, as well as signs of spiritual 
health and help in times of trouble. 
 
There was an important focus on the appearance of the community with graffiti and 
rubbish seen as negative indicators of the state of social relations. The existence of 
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specific public locations (such as the Clendon Community Centre) that were free of 
tagging was noted and represented as signalling that community control of this 
problem was possible.  
 
In both presentations there are photographs and text that show concerns over the state 
of the physical environment either about pollution or about the poor quality or 
rundown state of facilities such as playground. However both groups saw these 
concerns as prompts to action to improve or develop local amenities, such as parks 
and other open spaces, rather than as a cause for despair. This theme also extends to 
existing opportunities although there is a divergence between the groups on this point 
with Mangere suggesting that work is needed to expand the appeal and accessibility of 
it facilities to cater for a wider range of young people, while the view from Clendon 
was that Te Matariki (the community centre) was working well for young people.  
 
Photographs of social service centres such as Work and Income New Zealand and 
Child Youth and Family acknowledge the hardship present in the communities. The 
comment in the Clendon presentation about the need for more social workers 
indicates the need but also signals an orientation to community rather than 
institutional solutions. 
 
The insights from the young people give some strong directions to the communities 
and those responsible for the wellbeing of people in these neighbourhoods. We have 
learned important things about youth lives in each location that bear with considerable 
significance on the formative stages of the main research projects. There is 
considerable sense of belonging and pride in the locations expressed and this builds 
into an optimism, commitment and energy that supported and guided can be a crucial 
part of the actions that help to lift and develop these locations. We note that, as 
intended, these projects have a life beyond the presentations to the MYD research day 
although amongst other things this has raised the possibility of the groups taking them 
to Involve 2006 in Christchurch in November. Several further rounds of presentation 
in south Auckland are planned, firstly to CCSG and Nga Manga (including their wider 
youth memberships) and after that to the community Boards for both Clendon and 
Mangere. This process will entail debate and deliberation out of the first meetings as 
the communities decide on strategy (and tactics) for the presentation to their local 
representatives. It may result in modifications to both the presentations and the teams 
presenting, all of which build capability especially among the young people to act and 
problem-solve for better local environments.  
 

Insights from the projects 
 
In terms of engagement of the young people our experiences were mixed as might be 
expected given the busyness of their lives and the short time-frame that we were 
working to. Aside from the routine requirements of school, work, sport, church, 
family and other social commitments, the period of the research coincided with a 
major dance competition that both groups were participating in. While the participants 
joined the research with their eyes wide open it was perhaps a revelation to them to 
experience how much work is entailed in a photovoice project.  
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This is an important learning for the research team and we would allow for this by 
extending time allocation to better anticipate the level of commitment required. While 
there was full engagement from the Clendon team throughout the project, with all 
participants contributing to all stages, at Mangere much of the analytic stage fell to the 
two presenters. The Mangere group as a whole progressed as far as the selection of 
photographs from each participant’s full film and a number provided the presenters 
with rationale for the selection.  In addition, Roland and Josef also chose to talk to 
other young people from the Mangere community to gain their perspectives on the 
selected photographs and some of these discussions were included in the powerpoint 
presentation. However the creation of the powerpoint fell to Roland and Josef who 
worked long hours beyond the others to complete it. The reason for this was the very 
tight timeframe we were working to. 
 
While our projects have not at this stage involved adult data gathering and analysis, 
the nesting of the work in the community organisations and the broader research 
framework, is valuable. The agreement that the powerpoints will be presented to 
CCSG and Nga Manga, and the involvement of agencies such as Manukau City, 
Community Board members and a community police officer in the project underline 
the ongoing potential of the research to work for community level improvements is 
strong. The roles of community people and parents in particular were important and 
positive and Victoria and Hector invested quite a lot of energy in ensuring that young 
participants were well-supported. In one instance this entailed meeting with parents 
for a ‘cup of tea’ to ensure that questions they had about the project were fully 
answered. Other examples entailed being ‘on tap’ to chat with parents about progress 
and issues as the pressure built a little toward the presentation deadline.  
 
The community adults were part of the project from the outset and were crucial to 
keeping each group, including their families, in the loop and happy with the project. 
This was particularly true for some participants where the norms and expectations for 
the behaviour of young people did not necessarily include working with university 
researchers and flying to meetings with cabinet ministers and government officials.  
 

Relationships between the research team and the parents of the participants have been 
crucial in the ways reported above. The parents have as the youth feedback (and out 
report title) suggest been kept from ‘meddling’ in the research per se but have played 
vital roles as providers, advisors, supporters, and admirers throughout the project. The 
active engagement of the young people in the work was in large measure derived from 
the blessing bestowed on the project by the parents. The long slow process of building 
trust and good process over a number of years and multiple projects is beneficial to 
the researchers through providing us with opportunities and access that we would ever 
otherwise attain. We hope that the benefits are mutual with the building of skills and 
experience within the community repaying at least some of the goodwill we have 
experienced.  
 
Kimi and Raewyn are experienced and trusted community figures who operate in 
highly sophisticated ways between community and outsiders like researchers, at once 
advocating for communities and ensuring their safety and wellbeing. Likewise the 
parents of participants work between the young people and the research to look after 
the community and family interests that they represent. 
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Another dimension of community involvement relates to the way in which the 
projects contributed to the youth dynamics in the two locations. There were incidental 
contributions of comments, ideas and even a group photograph (see Mangere 
presentation) from young people who were not specifically part of the participant 
groups. Similarly there was a considerable ‘buzz’ of interest around the work, with 
other young people interested in the outcomes, excited by the fact that their peers 
were going to Wellington, and expressing a wish to be involved in subsequent stages 
or projects. There was also an acknowledgement, passed through the community 
networks, that there were young people outside of the range of the groups that we 
worked with who knew the project and approved of the general aims. 
 
Our communications with participants in both groups at the conclusion of the projects 
indicate that they enjoyed the work and felt comfortable with their sense of control 
over the way the research process operated. They were proud of their research and 
powerpoints but very nervous about the actual presentations which they “survived” to 
say they learned much in the process. We have received very positive feedback on the 
research process from the young people at Both Clendon and Mangere, via their 
parents and from Kimi and Raewyn. Parents in particular complimented the work for 
the way it had “empowered” the young people; Jaylene and Vivienne (Clendon 
parents) told of how they had been expecting to be involved with the work only to be 
told by their children to “back off because this is our project”. At Mangere, Raewyn 
reported similar comments from participants and noted that arrangements were now in 
process for the presentation by the young people of their powerpoint to the 
Community Board. Kimi reported that the young people had been greatly boosted by 
the project, were energised by the trip to Wellington and working eagerly towards the 
community presentations of their study. Raewyn has expressed an eagerness to 
incorporate the existing presentations into some funded youth activities that she is 
involved in organising as examples of how young people can get their voices heard 
and improve their local environments. She is particularly keen to develop photovoice 
projects with other groups of young people in different parts of the Mangere ward in 
order to increase the breadth of understanding that she has to work with and 
encourage development in multiple sites. Beyond the content and insight entailed in 
the exercises reported here Raewyn reported having learned a lot and found a 
technique in which her community has now developed some skills which can be 
transferred and built upon. 
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Meta-view of potential for Photovoice in youth 
development work 
 
 
In research terms, each iteration of the application of photovoice tests the value and 
possibilities of the approach and increases the understanding that the research 
community has of its utility. As pointed out above in the discussion of the small 
existing literature on the technique there is considerable variability in application 
already and our firmly pragmatic approach adds to that. In this section we turn to 
consider general and particular understandings of photovoice available through the 
combined insights of the literature and our application of the technique reported 
above. 
 
As noted above, Wang and Burris (1997) have provided a broad analysis of the impact 
and effectiveness of photovoice work with communities and this informs our critical 
reflection on our own research. Given the similarities of our work to that reported by 
Foster-Fishman et al. (2005), we propose to utilise their matrix to assess the impacts 
produced and processes implicated in the success of our projects.  
 
Impacts and processes in successful photovoice (Foster-Fishman et al., 2005) 
Impacts Competency building Critical awareness Resource creation 
Processes Empowerment  Critical reflection Safe discussion 
 
In terms of impacts, beginning with competencies we would argue that in both groups 
of participants, skills, knowledge and experience were enhanced by working on the 
projects. An early comment from the young people was to the effect that while they 
were happy to come to the initial meetings (especially attracted by the food and 
curiosity) that they did not have a strong idea of what it was they were embarking 
upon until the process began to unfold further. As a result a number of participants 
found themselves short of time as their many other commitments pressed in on their 
available hours. Some were content to pass up the project in favour of the other 
activities, but those that stayed learned a great deal about time management, 
collaborative process, (minor) conflict resolution and as deadlines approached, 
working under pressure. As can be seen from the presentations included above, with 
researcher guidance the technical skills developed or honed in the work, allowed the 
production of a complex, multimedia narrative.  
 
As reported earlier, participants at the start of the photography stage of the project felt 
challenged and developed a discriminating eye for suitable images to capture. This 
critical awareness of conditions within each neighbourhood was fed by the discussion 
process discussed below, but also enhanced this reflection process in its turn.  
 
The projects have created resources that have been acclaimed for their content (and 
delivery) by the sophisticated audience in Wellington. Equally significant is the 
contribution that these research outputs are having in the development of the Youth 
Zone at Matariki the community centre at Clendon, and to the redevelopment of 
particular resources such as the Moana nui a Kiwa recreation centre at Mangere. The 
presentation of the findings to the respective community boards can be expected to 
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yield other broader improvements to problematic aspects of neighbourhood 
environments highlighted in the powerpoints. Less tangible resources have also been 
created in terms of strengthened networks, youth-adult partnerships within CCSG and 
Nga Manga, awareness of change processes, and recruitment of new energy into 
working for community improvement. While the term “empowerment” is somewhat 
overused and may be regarded with a jaundiced eye in community quarters, it remains 
a fact that it was the word used to describe the young people at the end of the project 
by Jaylene, a Clendon parent. She stated that she was happy for me to use her 
comment that the photovoice process was “so awesome” for the young Clendon 
participants.  
 
Reflecting on process, while research necessarily has a focus and method, keeping the 
investigative frame non-prescriptive and as open as possible is a crucial first step to 
achieving such desirable outcomes. Having automony over what to photograph and 
the selection from the raw data of the particular images for discussion, are important 
elements of the empowerment process. Working with skilled facilitators was vital to 
building collaborative relations that allowed individual voices to be heard, while 
pursuing the co-operative production of the presentations. As noted above while the 
photograph is not an objective record and is amenable to diverse interpretations, its 
stability is an important part of ensuring that it is the participants’ stories that are told. 
The Wellington experience clearly contributed to the empowerment process because 
the presenters were treated respectfully and appreciatively by their audience. The 
young people are clearly moving forward, keen to engage in further dissemination of 
their resources, confident that they will be heard and that their efforts will yield some 
gains for themselves and their communities.  
 
It is clear that the critical process of selecting, describing, discussing, debating the 
meaning and significance of the images, has entailed participant investment in the 
work that adds value to the overall process. There is rigorous analytic effort 
embedded in the powerpoints as described above; the environmental approach to 
issues such as healthy eating, appropriate alcohol use, manageable gambling and safe, 
accessible recreation spaces, is not simply ‘commonsense’, it requires critical work. 
 
The research team worked hard to provide a safe supportive environment for all 
aspects of the research process. As a result we have felt the growth and engagement of 
the young people involved in the work as they moved from tentative agreement to 
participate, through the work of carrying out the research and reporting the findings, 
and eventually to the action phases of community work that lie just ahead. They are 
proud of their efforts and determined to contribute to building the strengths and 
quality of the places the live in and love. 
 
On the basis of our experience with the Clendon and Mangere projects, as well as our 
work at Northcote we believe that it is a tool that can add greatly both to our 
understandings of youth issues in specific locations, and to actions that improve the 
environments that impact on youth lives. We argue that the projects can be seen as 
contributing to the YDSA through all its major goals and especially via Goal 4, 
particularly as it relates to community settings, but also in relation to other social 
environments including peer groups, whanau and families. In addition the significance 
to community organisations, particularly schools and churches, local government and 
central government (for example via MYD) is also clear; youth voices can positively 
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ground and enhance local development. The projects have also contributed through 
adopting strengths-based approaches to research (Goal 1), by building youth 
capability and experience (Goal 2) and by enacting youth participation (Goal 3). The 
research has produced valuable knowledge about the experience of being a young 
person in the two neighbourhoods and also improved understanding of a technique 
that seems highly appropriate to inclusive research with youth. 
 
Our projects have configured the basic photovoice format in ways that suited the 
participants and the locations we were studying with them. In particular our 
innovation of engaging the young people actively in the articulation of issues and their 
incorporation into the powerpoint presentations, departs from the more formal 
research-oriented processes such as those used by Radley et al. (2005) and Strack et 
al. (2004). We did not record the analyses worked through by young people as data 
for the study of the technique but rather followed the action research aims of the 
project that assumed the integrity of this work and focussed on its clear articulation in 
the presentations themselves.  
 
So much for the strengths and positive outcomes of the work but it is clear that the 
process has not been without its discontents as well. Complex and potentially 
dangerous characteristics of their communities have been set aside as too risky to 
investigate by the photovoice method at this particular time. This disadvantage of the 
technique has been reported by other research groups (Wang et al., 2004) and we were 
alerted to it when we applied for permission proceed from the Massey University 
Human Ethics Committee where the issue of identifiable images of people, was 
raised. When we discussed this with our participants we cautioned against the 
collection of such shots particularly if it could represent a risk to either the subject or 
the photographer. This meant that genuine concerns around crimes such as vandalism, 
drug use, and violence were not canvassed.   
 
Where such images were seen as potentially appropriate, we developed an informal 
protocol (polite request to take the picture) and a short ‘permission slip’ that 
participants could use when such photographs were agreed to. We were clear that this 
caveat needed to apply to other subjects (houses, cars etc) in order not to compromise 
either the community or the researchers. Obviously such restrictions limit the array 
and depth of potential issues that can be covered but in future contexts with different 
groups of young participants it may be possible to approach some very sensitive 
issues quite directly.  
 
Another weakness, held in common with other qualitative research approaches lies in 
the realm of generalisability; how broadly can the ‘one off’ perspectives of a group of 
six or twelve represent the experience of a neighbourhood of thousands? Can the 
technique provide for ethnic diversity given the range of groups present in each 
neighbourhood? How are silenced and hard to reach groups best accessed and 
engaged? Again other researchers have grappled with these issues and like us been 
moved to acknowledge the limitations of such angled snapshots of life in a 
neighbourhood. Streng et al. (2004) make it very clear that their latino project speaks 
only for that group and those in school at that; Kroeger et al. (2004) likewise highlight 
the specificity of what they have found inside the school setting. 
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There is a real danger also that promoting photovoice as some kind of pancea to 
diverse social ills may create unrealistic expectations that when unfulfilled leave 
participants and communities disillusioned and feeling worse about their situation 
than before the research was proposed. Strack et al. (2004) make this point forcefully 
and it is implicit in the Freirian framing of photovoice by Wang et al. (2004) where 
attention to embedding the work from the outset in local political economies is 
advocated. All of the feedback that we have received from the communities indicates 
that the appropriate grounding of the projects in the local context has resulted in 
ownership and ongoing utilisation of the work of the young participants.  
 
Another problem, again more generic to qualitative research, is that proliferation of 
photovoice assignments, even within the bounds of clearly defined needs assessments 
may lead to such diversity of views bordering the subjective or even self-expressive, 
to the extent that incoherence is the outcome. We would caution that the use of 
photovoice needs to be built within a planned and structured framework that can deal 
with diversity and has processes in place for promoting dialogue and coming to 
consensus about proper interpretation of photovoice data and actions built from it. 
Again Wang et al. (2004) with their multiperspective project on youth violence which 
included local authority personnel, citizen and youth stakeholders, all taking pictures 
and contributing to the research, have pioneered an informative framework in this 
regard. In the case of our projects the positive adult-youth partnerships engendered 
provide an ongoing avenue for discussion and debate that assist in developing 
consensus about the meaning and implications of the data, and the actions that should 
flow from the findings. 
 
We concur with the other authors referred to above to argue that with all of these 
issues acknowledged, our projects and the photovoice technique as such, represent a 
potent addition to the tools available to needs assessment in real social settings, to 
advocate for public health and other public good, action-oriented research projects 
and to build capability within communities to achieve specific local development 
goals. In the case of our projects one of the key messages so iconoclastic to the broad 
negative views of Clendon and Mangere, is that these are good places to live in, that 
people have a strong sense of belonging to and that these views are manifest in a 
determination of the community organisations to work for their improvement. 
 
The project provided a range of experiences to us as researchers on the broad issue of 
the participation of young people in research that can impact on policy and practice. 
We found the notion of a “ladder of engagement” (Gray, 2002) a helpful one in that it 
conceptualises a range of participation in decision-making (and research) by young 
people from youth-led or directed, through youth oriented to more conventional 
models of youth inclusion. In our project we found different levels of contribution for 
young people, community mentors (including parents) and the research team. In 
relation to young people, engagement ranged from those who simply knew of the 
project and in various ways signalled their approval, to those who contributed data 
and comments, and those who analysed, articulated and presented the materials with a 
high degree of ownership, leadership and empowerment.  
 
For community adults, again there were a range of positions with parents for example 
approving participation, agreeing to the trip to Wellington, activating the youth 
networks to find participants, facilitating the establishments of the participant groups, 
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supporting the young participants in general ways and actively collaborating in the 
analyses. For the researchers there were also multiple factors to be managed, 
particularly around the tension between guiding and leading the young people, but 
also the working of the externalities such as timeline, presentation standard and 
keeping the new environment of the MYD research day safe and enjoyable for 
participants. In addition we put energy into obtaining parental permission to travel in 
particular, but also into debriefing with participants and the communities, and follow 
up in terms of future presentations such as those to the community groups and the 
possible trip to Involve 2006 in Christchurch.  
 
As can be seen from this complex of issues and tasks the matter of good quality or 
successful youth participation in research is fundamentally about relationships and 
communication. We would argue that it is the years of building such connections that 
we have shared with these communities that made for the good outcomes that we have 
achieved to date.  
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Conclusions 
 
Photovoice is a valuable tool for working with young people in positive strengths-
based approaches that can build capability within youth communities to identify and 
engage with important social challenges. As with any approach, the context within 
which it is applied will greatly influence the experience and outcomes of its use. 
Within the framework of our projects the young participants honed skills in 
documentary photography (albeit in a minor way), experienced the focussed attention 
required for coherent research and deliberated on questions about the experience of 
life in their neighbourhood in ways that are rarely possible in the routine bustle. 
Participants gained skills through the group work, the writing, design, creation and 
editing of the powerpoints, and from successfully presenting them to an interested and 
high-powered audience. The young people were also exposed to researchers who 
greatly valued their expertise, and through their presentations, added their often 
silenced voices to wider, community driven initiatives for youth in their locations. 
They experienced a level of leadership and representation of their community that 
provided them with resources and capabilities that they can continue to apply for the 
benefit of their peers and themselves. The research relates closely to existing 
literatures on participatory youth research, and photovoice in particular and 
contributes both in terms of content and process to the policy documents around youth 
wellbeing and development that MYD is working to.   
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Appendix 1 
 
Te Ropu Whariki is a Maori social science research group based in Auckland that 
operates in partnership with the Centre for Social Health Outcomes Reseaerch and 
Evaluation (SHORE) as an externally funded research centre of Massey University 
located on Symonds St in central Auckland. Whariki, led by Helen Moewaka Barnes 
has a fulltime staff of 15 along with a number of associates, and is involved in a range 
of researcher-initiated and contract research projects particularly in the fields of 
evaluation, public health and community development. Whariki outputs include a 
wide array of published papers, technical reports, conference presentations, 
community meetings and other forms of dissemination, a selection of which can be 
located at www.whariki.ac.nz  We are also active in training emerging researchers and 
have 3 Maori PhD and three Masters students among our staff. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 




