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Methodological considerations for interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) in visual research: 
a practical guide to using collages
Ruffin Relja and Philippa Ward

University of Gloucestershire, School of Business, Computing and Social Sciences, Gloucester, UK

ABSTRACT
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is a leading qua
litative method in UK psychology and is increasingly adopted by 
researchers across disciplines worldwide. This paper offers a 
practical guide for conducting multimodal IPA research by inte
grating visual methods, specifically the collage technique from a 
consumer study, as an example. Grounded in Gadamer’s herme
neutics, it addresses key paradigmatic and ethical considera
tions and chiefly responds to calls for more robust, evidence- 
based IPA research. We highlight how visual methods, such as 
idiographic collages, enable richer and more layered accounts 
of lived experience than traditional interviews alone. Drawing 
on insights from fields like marketing, law, and ethics, the paper 
also advances methodological thinking in psychology and 
related disciplines. We conclude that multimodal IPA research 
using visual methods, such as collage, can balance the demands 
placed on researchers with the depth, richness, and surprising 
insights this approach can yield.

KEYWORDS 
Collage construction; 
Gadamer; hermeneutics; 
multimodal Interpretative 
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Introduction

Thirty years ago, Smith (1996) introduced interpretative phenomenological 
analysis (IPA), a novel approach to qualitative data analysis in health psychol
ogy. Today, IPA is one of the most established qualitative methods in UK 
psychology and is increasingly adopted by researchers worldwide (Eatough 
and Smith 2017). While primarily rooted in psychology (Smith and Eatough  
2012), its applicability extends across various academic disciplines (Smith  
2017). This versatility has led to its application in diverse fields, including 
advertising (Phillips, McQuarrie, and Griffin 2014), branding (Hand et al.  
2021), business (Dias and Teixeira 2017), computing (Ghaffari and Lagzian  
2018), consumer behaviour (Ritch 2019), education (Noon 2018), entrepre
neurship (Ng et al. 2021), human resources (Berber and Acar 2020), leadership 
(Lewis 2015), management (Groenewald and Odendaal 2021), marketing 
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(Larsson and Viitaoja 2017), music (Renfrew 2016), organizational studies 
(Agarwal and Sandiford 2021), policing (Turner and Jenkins 2019), recruit
ment (Priyadarshini, Kumar, and Jha 2017), as well as tourism and hospitality 
(Deale and Crawford 2018). This underscores IPA’s capacity as a valuable and 
widely applicable approach in the social sciences, including marketing.

As scholars have noted, IPA is more than a method for qualitative data 
analysis – it represents a research stance (Larkin, Watts, and Clifton 2006) or 
a framework (Clarke and Braun 2013) for exploring individuals’ lived experi
ences and sense of self (Smith 2004, 2019). This paper employs IPA in this 
broader sense, facilitating a critical discussion of IPA as both a research design 
methodology and a qualitative data analysis method. This nexus animates 
researchers to create evolving and more ambitious designs. As Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin (2009, 52) note, ‘most studies have adopted straightfor
ward designs: recruiting small, homogeneous groups of participants, and 
collecting data from them once [predominantly using semi-structured inter
views (Eatough and Smith 2017)]. It is possible to be more adventurous, but of 
course, this does make more demands on the analyst.’ In this statement, Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin (2009) allude to the potential for expansive IPA 
approaches, simultaneously acknowledging that their application will demand 
more of the researcher and may require greater consideration, effort, and skill. 
Examples of ‘bolder designs’ include multiperspectival (Larkin, Shaw, and 
Flowers 2019), longitudinal (Farr and Nizza 2019), and multimethodological 
(Spiers and Riley 2019) IPA research, along with multimodal approaches that 
combine, for instance, verbal (e.g. interviews) and non-verbal (e.g. visual) 
expressions of lived experiences (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). This 
paper contributes to the latter research stream.

While IPA’s broad application extends its scope, it also introduces varia
bility in usage, emphasizing its methodological fluidity and exacerbating 
potential challenges to its stability, thus affecting its reliability and rigour. 
For example, Giorgi (2010, 6) argues: ‘It seems to me that many of the 
practices being advocated by those recommending IPA are not scientifically 
sound.’ This paper directly engages with this critique by offering a practical 
guide to conducting multimodal IPA research incorporating visual methods, 
using the collage technique as an example. This provides the means to under
take the structured inquiry that Giorgi’s use of ‘scientifically sound’ invites. In 
doing so, we chiefly respond to Day, Larkin, and Shaw’s (2024) recent call to 
explore the benefits of idiographic collages for articulating lived experiences, 
thereby advancing widely applicable methodological thinking and practice. 
More specifically, this study pursues three research objectives to:

(1) Discuss methodological challenges in visual (IPA) research, using the 
collage technique as an example.
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(2) Present a systematic approach to conducting visual (IPA) research, 
using the collage technique as an example.

(3) Evaluate the benefits of collages and visual methods in multimodal 
(IPA) research.

The rest of this paper is organized around these three objectives. First, we 
introduce the collage construction task and discuss the methodological chal
lenges in visual (IPA) research. Next, we provide a practical guide for con
ducting multimodal IPA research, using the collage technique as an example. 
We then present a worked example to show its application. Afterwards, we 
assess the benefits of collages and visual methods in multimodal (IPA) 
research. Finally, we conclude this paper and provide recommendations for 
future research.

Methodological considerations

Collage construction technique

The collage technique involves participants creating a collage on a specific 
topic. For instance, Chaplin and John (2005) wanted to know how products 
and brands support children’s identity construction. As part of the research 
process, the authors asked children from different age groups (early childhood 
to late adolescence) to create a Who am I? collage, in which they described 
themselves using images and text. One reason for using this method was its 
high accessibility to participants of all ages (John and Chaplin 2019). A collage 
(from the French coller, meaning to glue) is a two- or three-dimensional 
artefact made by arranging and attaching materials like photographs, paper, 
or fabric to a physical or digital surface (Bloom 2011; Scotti and Chilton 2018). 
Collages are regularly used in psychological (e.g. McCloskey and Wier 2020) 
and anthropological research (e.g. Højring and Bech-Danielsen 2022) and are 
also gaining popularity in market research (e.g. Belk, Ger, and Askegaard 2003; 
Bröckerhoff and Seregina 2022; Dakoumi Hamrouni and Touzi 2011; Dekel- 
Dachs and Moorlock 2024; Koll, von Wallpach, and Kreuzer 2010; 
Plakoyiannaki and Stavraki 2018; Shin Rohani, Aung, and Rohani 2014).

In contrast, visual IPA research using collages remains very limited. 
A Scopus database search yielded only two studies. Birnie (2019) combined 
collages and interviews to explore the lived experiences of coaches, though no 
clear protocol for collage use was provided. On the other hand, Day, Larkin, 
and Shaw (2024) took a different approach, asking participants to provide and 
comment on personal photographs, which the research team then used to 
create thematic collages reflecting participants’ lived experiences. A more 
common approach in visual IPA research is using drawings (e.g. Attard 
et al. 2017; Boden and Eatough 2014; Kirkham, Smith, and Havsteen- 
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Franklin 2015; Shinebourne and Smith 2011a). However, as Boden, Larkin, 
and Iyer (2019, 219) note, ‘there has been relatively little exploration of what 
drawings can add to IPA methodology specifically.’ Our paper addresses these 
gaps but focuses on collages rather than drawings or other visual methods. 
This seems appropriate as in market research, both collage and drawing 
techniques are considered projective methods (Relja, Ward, and Zhao 2024), 
allowing participants to transfer unconscious cognitions (e.g. thoughts, beliefs, 
motives) and affects (e.g. emotions, desires) to external entities such as a blank 
canvas or sheet of paper (Boddy 2005; Donoghue 2000; Kalter 2016; Lindzey  
1959; Mesías and Escribano 2018). Furthermore, we propose that the metho
dological guide presented here is adaptable beyond collages, extending to 
other visual methods such as drawings (Kirkham, Smith, and Havsteen- 
Franklin 2015) and photo elicitation (Burton, Hughes, and Dempsey 2017), 
making it a versatile and flexible approach.

Theoretical pluralism

IPA is founded on three distinct principles: phenomenology, idiography and 
hermeneutics (Shinebourne 2011). Phenomenology and idiography reflect 
IPA’s commitment to studying specific experiences as lived – or encountered – 
by particular individuals (Boden, Larkin, and Iyer 2019). In contrast, herme
neutics refers fundamentally to researchers’ interpretations expressed in ana
lytical comments and tentative truth claims (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). 
However, it does not commit to a specific phenomenological or hermeneutic 
school but allows the integration of different traditions (e.g. Husserl, 
Heidegger, Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty) to study the things themselves 
(Eatough and Smith 2008; Smith and Osborn 2003). By building theory 
inductively through the analysis of individual cases followed by a cross-case 
analysis, IPA promotes ‘theoretical transferability rather than empirical gen
eralizability’ (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009, 51).

Previous research highlights the importance of researchers disclosing their 
theoretical stance and its implications for research design, as these choices 
shape data analysis and findings (Brocki and Wearden 2006; Smith 2004). This 
study adopts Gadamer’s hermeneutic approach, alongside Husserl’s phenom
enology and IPA’s idiography, extending recent IPA collage work that utilizes 
Gadamer’s perspective (Day, Larkin, and Shaw 2024) and critically examines 
theoretical decisions. Gadamer’s ideas suggest that a visual (e.g. artwork, 
photograph) ‘has something to say to us . . . either through the question it 
awakens, or the question it answers’ (Gadamer and Dutt 2001, 69–70). He 
further notes that a visual ‘says something to each person as if it were said 
especially to him [sic]’ (Gadamer 1976, 100), underscoring both its personal 
(idiographic) and phenomenological nature (Davey 2011). This back-and- 
forth movement aligns with the hermeneutic circle, where meaning emerges 
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through the interaction of prior understanding and interpretation of part and 
whole (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2018).

Extending current IPA research, which introduced the notion of double 
(Smith and Osborn 2003) or triple hermeneutics (Kirkham, Smith, and 
Havsteen-Franklin 2015; Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009), we propose 
a quadruple hermeneutic process: (1) individuals interpret the experience 
visually; (2) they then reflect on and articulate their experiences; (3) research
ers subsequently interpret the participants’ understandings; and, finally, (4) 
readers analyse researchers’ interpretations of both participants’ reflections 
and visual expressions. However, as Gadamer (1989, 268–69) states, ‘meanings 
represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities . . . but within this multiplicity of 
what can be thought – i.e., of what a reader can find meaningful and hence 
expect to find – not everything is possible.’ This sets idiographic boundaries, 
ensuring that meaning is shaped by participants rather than fully imposed by 
researchers, thereby limiting interpretative agency (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin  
2009). The polysemous nature of visuals – captured in the popular adage ‘A 
picture is worth a thousand words’ – reinforces the need to prioritize partici
pants’ inner lifeworlds over external sign systems (Gadamer 1976). Rather 
than imposing meanings, interpretation must remain grounded in the perso
nal and contextual significance that participants ascribe to their visual repre
sentations. Put differently, visual IPA research must embody what takes hold 
of participants (Davey 2013). However, this does not imply that participants’ 
lived experiences or researchers’ interpretations of them can only be commu
nicated through traditional written methods. Alternative formats, such as arts- 
based approaches exemplified in Day, Larkin, and Shaw’s (2024) visual IPA 
study, are also feasible.

This perspective indirectly challenges Smith’s (2007, 5) critique of 
Gadamerian hermeneutics, which offers only faint praise:

Gadamer is . . . sceptical of the possibility of recreating the intention of the author 
because of the historical gap. Thus, interpretation is a dialogue between past and 
present . . . . The aim should not be to relive the past but rather learn anew from it in 
the light of the present. I think Gadamer is astute, for example, when thinking about the 
response to a piece of art or a literary text . . . . However, when it comes to the analysis of 
texts derived from participants in current human science research projects, to me 
Schleiermacher [and his ‘parallel concern with language and with the author’] suddenly 
sounds contemporary.

As Smith (2007) rightly states, for Gadamer, understanding the meaning of the 
text takes precedence, while grasping the author’s meaning comes second. 
However, this does not diminish the latter’s importance, particularly in con
texts where researchers aim to understand another’s lived experience with 
a specific phenomenon. Here, it is the participant-produced multimodal texts 
that carry meaning. Furthermore, if we accept that we are thrown into a pre- 
existing world full of meaning, then the words and images used in visual 
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research carry their own historical horizons (Heidegger 1962; Smith, Flowers, 
and Larkin 2009, 2022). They all must merge with the interpreter’s horizon to 
foster understanding. Meaning emerges in this in-between space of fusing 
horizons (Gadamer 1989). As outlined above, the first fusion occurs at the first 
hermeneutic level during the participants’ engagement with the collage- 
creation task, and the second occurs in subsequent reflection. Therefore, at 
the third hermeneutic level, the interpreter’s role is to uncover the truth or the 
phenomenon in the Heideggerian sense, fusing their own horizon with those of 
the multimodal texts. Gadamer (1994, 36) encapsulates this idea by stating: 
‘Heidegger taught us . . . that truth must be won as if it were a robbery . . . from 
the concealment and hiddenness of things. Concealment and hiddenness – 
both belong together. Things hold themselves from themselves in 
concealment.’

We concur with Frith et al. (2005), who advocate for integrating verbal and 
visual data rather than separating them, as the former can serve as a meaning 
anchor. Detaching the visual from the verbal narrative risks losing the parti
cipant’s horizon, essentially ‘. . . the range of vision that includes everything 
that can be seen from a particular vantage point’ (Gadamer 1989, 302). What 
remains are the horizon of the visual, such as the collage, and that of the 
researcher. We argue that visual research should be accompanied by discus
sions of the tensions arising from the underlying theoretical perspectives 
researchers adopt.

A key quality marker in qualitative research generally (Yardley 2015) and 
specifically in IPA studies (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022) is maintaining 
a rigorous and transparent analytic process. Visual studies require the explicit 
documentation of each step, from generating raw data to reporting findings. 
Next, ethical considerations in visual IPA research are explored, which are 
closely tied to data generation. A new methodological guide is then presented 
in the following section to support the development of a clear audit trail.

Ethics

Scholars highlight the unique ethical challenges of visual research (e.g. 
Clark 2020; Mason 2002; Temple and McVittie 2005), many of which this 
section discusses in the four ethical themes presented next. While existing 
literature offers valuable insights, ethical decisions remain context-dependent, 
requiring researchers to take personal responsibility for each project and align 
their choices with professional guidelines, ethics committees, and legal frame
works (Pink 2021). This paper does not provide definitive recommendations 
or legal advice but aims to raise awareness and encourage researchers to reflect 
on key considerations across four themes that influence ethical decision- 
making in visual research (Clark 2020; Wiles, Clark, and Prosser 2011). 
Table 1 summarizes these issues.
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First, researchers must navigate complex legal issues such as intellectual 
property and ownership rights (Rowe 2011). Key questions include, for exam
ple, who owns the visuals before, during, and after research? This is particularly 
relevant in collaborative projects where participants contribute images that 
researchers later modify and publish, as seen in Day, Larkin, and Shaw (2024). 
Researchers may also want to verify whether the visuals contain copyrighted 
material, privacy-sensitive content, or depictions of illegal or inappropriate 
activities that could violate legal standards. Some argue that visual research is 
more complex than traditional language-based research due to concerns over 
anonymity (e.g. Wiles 2013), as protecting participants’ identities may risk 
ethical violations (Rose 2016). Nonetheless, as shown in Table 1, using existing 
or creating new visual material presents its own set of challenges, not only in 
terms of anonymity but also on multiple other levels (Rose 2023).

Table 2 compares copyright considerations from traditional and visual IPA 
studies to inform researchers about the UK context. Because the law depends 
on jurisdiction (e.g. UK versus US) and context (e.g. a specific case), this 
treatment is neither comprehensive nor provides legal advice. We aim to 
demonstrate that, although visual research presents additional legal chal
lenges, traditional IPA research is not without legal risks. However, we may 
feel more familiar with its legal frameworks – or at least believe this to be so. 
To avoid copyright infringement or breaches of publishing, employment, or 
funding agreements, researchers must uphold research integrity and ethics, 
including adherence to legal standards. When necessary, researchers may 
engage in personal and professional development activities to enhance their 
knowledge, skills, and behaviours (Vitae 2025).

Second, ethical requirements vary across countries (e.g. the Institutional 
Review Board in the United States), institutions (e.g. university ethics hand
books), professional associations (e.g. the Market Research Society), and fund
ing bodies (e.g. the United Kingdom Economic and Social Research Council), 
potentially leading to inconsistent or inconclusive guidance. Researchers must 
carefully assess and reconcile these conditions.

Third, visual research raises distinct challenges regarding informed consent 
and participant privacy. Key questions include (Wiles, Clark, and Prosser  
2011): (a) Is informed consent always ‘appropriate’ (e.g. in justified covert 
research)?; (b) What does ‘informed’ truly mean in a visual context?; (c) Who 
‘can’ (and should) consent (e.g. research involving vulnerable participants and 
gatekeepers)?; (d) Is it possible to obtain consent from and for ‘all’ entities 
depicted in visuals?; (e) What ethical considerations arise when ‘participants 
produce their own visuals’, both for creators and in relation to those depicted? 
and (f) ‘What’ are participants actually consenting to?

Additionally, researchers must consider anonymity and confidentiality 
(Reavey and Johnson 2008), including issues such as (a) removing directly 
or indirectly identifiable details from visuals, which, in extreme cases, may 
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undermine the intrinsic value of visual data (Wiles, Clark, and Prosser 2011); 
(b) managing sensitive data in settings like focus groups, where participants 
might share information outside the research context; (c) implementing secure 
data storage and access protocols; and (d) agreeing rights, timings and modes 
of disposal.

Finally, visual researchers must critically reflect on their moral principles, 
such as the ethics of care, as well as on values like integrity, professionalism, 
and trust (Wiles, Clark, and Prosser 2011). This includes questioning how 
their methodological choices affect participants and the overall ethical integ
rity of their work.

Once these critical issues have been navigated and resolved, attention can 
turn to implementing the visual research. The following section outlines the 
process of conducting a visual IPA research study using the collage technique 
as an example.

A route map to visual IPA research

This section provides an overview of a novel approach to visual IPA research, 
drawing on established IPA literature (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022) and 
insights from a range of existing collage construction processes (Dekel-Dachs 
and Moorlock 2024; Herz 2010; Van Schalkwyk 2010) to advance methodo
logical understanding. It outlines the key principles of data generation and 
analysis through various stages, while the subsequent section presents 
a worked example with detailed step-by-step guidance. We outline the six 
stages of the visual IPA approach: (1) Creation, (2) Reflection, (3) 
Transcription, (4) Transposition, (5) Interpretation, and (6) Narration. 
Table 3 summarizes the process.

To provide a more straightforward presentation and discussion of this novel 
six-stage approach, we avoid detailed consideration of sampling strategies and 
instead reference existing literature. For example, Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 
(2022) offer guidance on sample sizes (e.g. 8–12 for IPA publications from 
doctoral or postdoctoral researchers) and emphasize the purposefully homo
geneous nature of participant samples in IPA research. However, published 
works may include larger participant numbers (e.g. 30; Vermorgen et al. 
(2020) and samples with greater heterogeneity in features (Brocki and 
Wearden 2006; Fox, Larkin, and Leung 2010; Hewitt, Tomlin, and Waite  
2021; Krzeczkowska et al. 2019).

During the annual ‘Qualitative Methods in Psychology’ (QMiP) conference 
2021, Professor Jonathan A. Smith (personal communication, 16th July 2021) 
encouraged the audience not to focus solely on absolute participant numbers, 
but to consider the study’s design and scale. For example, Smith, Flowers, and 
Larkin (2009) illustrate that interviewing four participants twice yields eight 
interviews that must be analysed in depth using IPA. Furthermore, the authors 
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highlight that ‘in effect, it is more problematic to try to meet IPA’s commit
ments with a sample which is “too large”, than with one that is “too small”’ 
(Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009, 51). Therefore, designing multimodal IPA 
research with smaller samples can yield a richer, larger data corpus than 
a single-method design with the same number of participants (Boden, 
Larkin, and Iyer 2019).

Ultimately, however, research aims and questions, as well as underlying 
philosophical, theoretical, and methodological lenses, will shape the overall 
research design, including analytical focus. What is described in the following 
sections can be considered a ‘prototypical’ route map to conducting multi
modal IPA research using collage (visual), narrative (written), and interview 
(spoken) data as examples. While we acknowledge that in larger and more 
complex designs, analysis can quickly transition from personal to group 
themes (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009), we contend that our method 
provides a more systematic and transparent process for this shift.

Creation

Participants must create a collage or any other visual artefact at the outset. 
Overall, this stage aligns with the first hermeneutic level, where participants 
pre-reflectively and pre-linguistically engage with their lived experiences in an 
embodied way by arranging visual elements on the canvas (Roberts and 
Woods 2018). This requires a toolkit with a clear brief and, if needed, materials 
to complete the task. Herz (2010) highlights key factors for a successful 
process, which we expand upon, recognizing their interplay with ethical 
considerations. First, participants must understand the collage topic, which 
can be open-ended (e.g. ‘Visualize your experience with X.’) or more focused 
(e.g. ‘Visualize the positive aspects of your experience with X.’). Second, 
researchers may define how the canvas is used – whether participants have 
complete creative freedom (open format) or must partition it into predefined 
sections (closed format) to explore specific themes, such as ‘actual self ’ and 
‘ideal self’ (Higgins 1987). Third, participants need clarity on the study setting, 
including where (e.g. at home versus in a lab) and when (e.g. before an 
interview) they will create their collage, and how to submit it. Fourth, 
researchers should specify the level of creative input allowed. Can participants 
actively generate elements (e.g. taking photos, drawing, writing), or must they 
rely solely on external materials (e.g. cutting words or images from maga
zines)? Lastly, researchers must determine the input materials, including 
whether participants select stimuli freely (e.g. from magazines) or work with 
a curated set of images and words, as well as the support materials, such as the 
type and size of the canvas and other tools, including scissors, pens, and glue. 
These decisions should also be tailored to the chosen medium (e.g. physical 
versus digital collage).
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Researchers should also consider strategies to enhance the inclusivity of 
their studies (e.g. Nind 2021). Contexts, materials, and tools may require 
adjustments to help participants with disabilities maintain their independence 
throughout the process (Carpendale 2004). Strategies might include adapta
tions that do not rely on technology, as well as assistive technologies for 
participants with physical or motor disabilities, visual impairments, commu
nication challenges, or multiple disabilities, as described by Coleman and 
Cramer (2015) and Bouck (2017).

Reflection

Once the collage or visual artefact is created, participants are invited to reflect 
on their choices, advancing the research to the second hermeneutic level. Some 
scholars caution that such reflections may lead to retrospective rationalization 
(Roberts and Woods 2018), while others argue they help reduce interpretation 
bias and ensure accurate understanding (Herz and Diamantopoulos 2013). In 
line with Gadamer’s (1976) view that visuals communicate to each individual 
as if they were explicitly directed at them, and IPA’s idiographic focus on the 
‘insider’s perspective’ (Smith 1996), it is crucial to capture what resonates with 
participants who have lived the experience (Davey 2013) before the researcher 
engages in interpretation. Therefore, the participants’ perspectives on their 
visual output, through which they make sense of their experiences, must be 
gathered at this point.

These participant reflections must be integrated into the research design 
and can take various forms, combining multiple data generation methods and 
modalities, such as visual, verbal, and written (Hamilton 2016; Herz and 
Brunk 2017). For instance, the collage or drawing task can be completed on 
the day of an interview or in advance (Dekel-Dachs and Moorlock 2024; Herz 
and Diamantopoulos 2013; Kirkham, Smith, and Havsteen-Franklin 2015), 
blending visual and verbal data. In this case, a separate participant reflection 
may not be necessary as both methods are integrated within a single event. In 
other instances, when participants are asked to create their collages at home 
before the interview, they may also be asked to submit written or audio- 
recorded reflections, with clear guidelines on length (such as word count or 
duration) to manage expectations. This approach may be suitable to accom
modate individual circumstances (e.g. participant availabilities), preferences 
(e.g. natural settings), and logistics (e.g. interview duration), while maintain
ing rich and detailed content data, because the procedure helps to capture 
participants’ immediate lived experiences with the process of creating a collage 
and how the phenomenon was visually perceived. Both the collage and the 
written or audio-recorded reflection can be explored in more detail during the 
actual interview. Additionally, researchers could use a ‘think-aloud’ technique, 
prompting participants to articulate their thoughts as they create the collage 
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(Roberts and Woods 2018). However, this approach may place extra cognitive 
and affective demands on participants, requiring them to manage two tasks 
simultaneously, which could introduce ethical concerns, especially if time 
constraints are imposed (Roberts and Woods 2018).

Transcription

This subsection focuses on transcribing visual data, loosely adapting Van 
Schalkwyk’s (2010) approach. We refer to established IPA principles for 
transcribing verbal data (e.g. audio-recorded interviews) (Smith, Flowers, 
and Larkin 2022). Visuals (e.g. collages, drawings) are transcribed by creating, 
what we call, a wireframe – a simplified version of the visual artefact that maps 
core elements by tracing their locations using shapes such as boxes (for 
graphic elements) or ellipses (for standalone text). Each shape is numbered 
to facilitate cross-referencing within and across datasets (see Figure 1, 
explained in the next section using a sample case). This can be achieved 
using standard software (e.g. Microsoft PowerPoint) or specialised software 
(e.g. Adobe Illustrator), as well as devices such as Apple Pens and iPads, to 
trace visual elements.

Transposition

At this fourth stage, all data is organized into a table with three columns (see 
the first three columns in Table 6, which are explained in the next section 
using a sample case): (a) the visual element’s reference number, (b) its denota
tion – the literal meaning of what is depicted, and (c) the participant’s 
commentary on each visual element. We adopt Van Schalkwyk’s (2010) 
language and call this table a ‘story grid’ as it consolidates the participant’s 
lived experiences or stories. This table (story grid) can be created using any 
standard software, such as Microsoft Word (as in our case), Microsoft Excel, 
Google Docs, or Google Sheets, depending on the researcher’s preference.

To identify the source of each data point, we recommend using labels, such 
as COL (collage), INT (reflective interview), or WRI (written reflection), 
combined with line numbers (e.g. INT210-215). This process enhances trans
parency and supports the hermeneutic reading in the subsequent stages by 
integrating visual, written, and verbal data (parts) into a single multimodal 
data set (whole).

Using the visual elements as the principal anchors, at this transposi
tional stage, we recommend maintaining the chronological and sequential 
order of the quotes as they appear in the research process and original 
text when they are associated with a specific visual element. For example, 
the visual IPA researcher might begin with the transposition of the 
written narratives as they are temporally closest to the collage 
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construction, and then cut passages from the narratives and place them 
next to the visual element. Instead of attempting to group comments 
related to specific visuals thematically at this stage, the researcher will 
maintain the original sequence of the text as it appears, within the 
confines denoted by that visual anchor.

Figure 1. Damian’s collage and its transcript (wireframe).
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Interpretation

With all data reorganized, interpretation begins by following the seven 
analytic steps of IPA research (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022), starting 
at the individual case level. This advances the study to the third hermeneutic 
level, where researchers make sense of participants’ lived experiences. The 
first step involves familiarizing oneself with each case by thoroughly review
ing and re-reviewing all available data. Next, researchers annotate explora
tory comments. We recommend adding a fourth column to the story grid 
labelled ‘exploratory notes’, where researchers can document their analysis 
(see the fourth column in Table 7). Notes can be descriptive (e.g. para
phrases), linguistic (e.g. metaphors), or conceptual (e.g. interrogations of 
data) (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). Researchers may also want to seek 
a ‘visual gem’ (Boden, Larkin, and Iyer 2019):

So the gem is the thing that stands out when you’re reading a transcript [or visual], it’s 
the extract that demands attention and prompts further analytic work. Proportionately, 
gems, almost by definition, are in the minority, so there may be, in a particular tran
script, just one gem, but its value is much greater than the part of the transcript that it 
represents. And what do these gems do? They offer analytic leverage, they shine light on 
the phenomenon, on the transcript and on the corpus as a whole. (Smith 2011, 7)

To facilitate the uncovering of meaning, Boden and Eatough (2014) intro
duced two frameworks, one for analysing drawings and the other for analysing 
their production, which have been adopted in subsequent IPA studies (e.g. 
Attard et al. 2017; Day, Larkin, and Shaw 2024; Nizza, Smith, and Kirkham  
2018). These frameworks can be used to facilitate the exploratory noting of the 
visual elements.

In the third step, researchers construct experiential statements after adding 
notes to the story grid, summarizing key insights (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin  
2022). These are recorded in a new column called ‘experiential statements’. As 
illustrated in the next section, the story grid (see Table 7) now consists of five 
columns: (i) the visual’s identifier (e.g. COL1); (ii) the visual’s denotation; (iii) 
the participant’s commentary with source reference to respective data sets (e.g. 
NAR23-34; INT210-215); (iv) exploratory notes; and (v) experiential statements. 
The story grid, therefore, provides an audit trail that can be read inductively 
(from left to right) or broken down from the more abstract level (experiential 
statements) back to participants’ visually expressed lived experiences.

Step four involves identifying connections across experiential statements. 
This can be done digitally or physically, by cutting and grouping experiential 
statements using techniques such as abstraction, subsumption, polarization, 
contextualization, or numeration (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). A recent 
example of the scattering and clustering of experiential statements can be 
found in Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2022, 92–93). As illustrated by Smith 
and Nizza (2022, 45), clusters can be shown in tabular form, which is the 
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approach we chose for our sample case presented in the next section (see 
Table 8).

In step five, ‘each of our clusters of experiential statements is given a title to 
describe its characteristics. These clusters hereby become that participant’s 
Personal Experiential Themes [short: PETs]’ (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin  
2022, 94). As Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2022, 94; emphasis original) further 
explained, PETs are . . . 

Personal because they are at the level of the person . . . . Experiential because they relate 
directly to the participant’s experiences . . . or their experience of sense-making. Themes 
because they are now no longer tied to specific and local instances within the transcript 
(as statements are). Instead, they reflect analytic entities present within the transcript as 
a whole.

PETs are organized in a new table (for demonstration see Smith, Flowers, and 
Larkin 2022, 95–97), listing the PETs, their sub-themes, and experiential 
statements, with cross-reference to their sources. We illustrate this in 
Table 9 using our sample case, which is explained in the next section. 
Table 9 shows three (A, B, C) PETs (in bold and uppercase letters) with 
respective sub-themes (in bold), illustrative quotes (in italics), and source 
information referring to all three data sets (COL, NAR, INT).

Step six repeats all prior steps for the following individual case until all cases 
have been analysed. IPA researchers should carefully reflect on and justify 
their analytic sequence, as it may shape the study’s tone and influence its 
outcomes despite all efforts to bracket (i.e. set aside) researchers’ pre- 
understandings (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). This process creates 
a single standard IPA table for each participant, including their PETs and 
references to multimodal data (see Table 9).

Finally, step seven involves a cross-case analysis of PETs, developing group 
experiential themes (GETs), and following established procedures (see e.g. 
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022, 100–04).

Narration

In the final stage of the visual IPA approach, researchers must carefully weave 
together text and visual materials in a nuanced, context-sensitive manner 
(Rowe 2011). This requires balancing analytical depth (interpretations), phe
nomenological richness (quotes and extracts), and transparent, persuasive 
data presentation (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022), while also addressing 
ethical considerations such as anonymity and power dynamics. To ensure 
transparency and ground the analysis in participants’ lived experiences (Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin 2022), every extract should be labelled with the partici
pant’s pseudonym, data source, and visual element reference number (e.g. 
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‘Peter, COL5’ for the fifth element in Peter’s collage or ‘Peter, INT324’ for line 
324 in Peter’s interview transcript).

We embrace the theoretical and methodological flexibility that IPA 
research offers (Dennison 2019). Therefore, instead of prescribing how to 
present findings, we encourage multimodal IPA researchers to select 
a format that best suits their research approach, philosophical beliefs, and, 
most importantly, research questions. For example, Shinebourne and 
Smith’s (2011b) IPA study examined the lived experiences and meaning- 
making of alcohol or drug consumers in long-term recovery by combining 
interviews with a drawing method. Three themes emerged: the first discusses 
‘participants’ images of recovery and of life in recovery. The second theme 
presents images of self and perceptions of self. In the third theme, the focus is 
on the experience and the elements of drawing’ (Shinebourne and Smith  
2011b, 285). Conversely, Day, Larkin, and Shaw (2024) designed an arts- 
based IPA study using participants’ photographs to create a collage, through 
which they narrated their findings. Herz and Brunk (2017), on the other 
hand, displayed key brand memory domains identified in their marketing 
study in a table, accompanied by textual descriptions and visual examples 
(snippets) from their collage.

The story grid presented in this section offers a useful starting point for 
tabular, textual, visual, or multimodal presentation, as it integrates lived experi
ences and analytical commentary within a single framework. We also acknowl
edge that many publishers impose strict word limits, requiring a careful balance 
between breadth and depth. By including collage transcriptions in an appendix 
or supplementary material, multimodal text can be presented more convention
ally through cross-referenced codes (e.g. COL1, INT210–115). Where space 
allows (e.g. in theses or dissertations), we recommend first introducing each 
participant and their collages before presenting the group experiential themes. 
This approach aligns with IPA’s idiographic commitment and helps readers 
build rapport with participants. Furthermore, it allows participants to describe 
their visual experiences of the phenomenon in their own words. Table 10 
demonstrates this with the sample case shown in the next section.

An illustration

This section illustrates key aspects of the proposed visual IPA process using 
excerpts from an unpublished study completed by the first author and approved 
by the University of Gloucestershire’s Business School. The study aimed to 
explore the lived experiences of consumers with consumption objects. Sixteen 
participants were recruited for the study. Data were generated using three 
qualitative methods: collage creation (COL), written narrative (NAR), and 
reflective interview (INT), yielding three distinct data sets per participant. As 
indicated below, participants were first asked to create a ‘Who am I?’ collage, 
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which is a modification of the ‘Who am I?’ test used in (child) psychology to 
measure a person’s self-concept (Chaplin and John 2005). The self-concept 
comprises a person’s descriptions and evaluations of themselves, influencing 
their identity development over time (VandenBos 2015). It can include objects, 
such as brands (John and Chaplin 2019) and possessions, which ‘. . . are promi
nently viewed as a part of self and are generally mentioned just after personal 
characteristics such as age and gender’ (Belk 1989, 129). Once completed, 
participants were tasked to write a written reflection (NAR) and were invited 
to an interview (INT) to explore their experiences in more depth.

Damian’s (pseudonym) case is presented here as an example to demonstrate 
the six stages of the visual IPA approach outlined in earlier sections. By 
presenting Damian’s single case, we aim to provide readers with a clear under
standing of the process, which – consistent with IPA’s standard approach – 
can then be applied to other cases before conducting cross-case analysis to 
identify group experiential themes (GETs).

Creation

All individuals who agreed to participate in the study received a detailed 
participant information sheet outlining the core aspects of the research, 
including an agreement which granted the researchers the right to use parti
cipants’ collages, written reflections, and interview transcripts without restric
tion, including for commercial purposes, and without additional permission. 
Table 4 illustrates different factors researchers should consider when prepar
ing their participant information sheets, consent forms, and debrief sheets, 
without claiming to be exhaustive or providing legal advice.

After giving written, informed consent, each participant received a collage 
toolkit. It provided guidance regarding canvas size (A2), acceptable formats 
(digital or analogue), and software (any). Those working in analogue were 
advised to send a scanned version of their collage. Furthermore, it contained 
instructions concerning the sourcing and requirements for photographs (via 
www.unsplash.com) and other visual stimuli. Participants were asked to use 
only Unsplash, a website that provides a variety of images free for both 
personal and commercial use without the need to credit photographers. This 
approach was undertaken to prevent copyright problems and guarantee the 
images could be freely reproduced for publication and presentation. 
Participants were also reminded not to use personal or private photographs 
to protect their anonymity.

Reflection

The collage toolkit introduced above included a briefing on the written narra
tive, asking participants to reflect on the content and the process of creating their 

20 R. RELJA AND P. WARD

http://www.unsplash.com


Ta
bl

e 
4.

 E
th

ic
al

 c
on

si
de

ra
tio

ns
 w

he
n 

dr
af

tin
g 

ag
re

em
en

ts
 w

ith
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
.

Th
em

e
Co

ns
id

er
at

io
ns

Sa
m

pl
e 

te
xt

Le
ga

l
Ty

pe
 o

f a
gr

ee
m

en
t: 

Pa
rt

ie
s:

 
Sc

op
e:

 
Re

st
ric

tio
n:

 
Fe

e(
s)

: 
Ch

an
ge

ab
ili

ty
: 

Pe
rm

is
si

on
(s

): 
 

Pu
rp

os
e:

 
D

ur
at

io
n:

 
G

eo
gr

ap
hy

: 
Ch

an
ne

l(s
): 

Fo
rm

at
 o

r 
m

ed
iu

m
: 

At
tr

ib
ut

io
n:

 
In

te
gr

ity
:

‘tr
an

sf
er

 a
nd

 a
ss

ig
nm

en
t 

of
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

s’ 
or

 ‘l
ic

en
ce

’ 
‘re

se
ar

ch
er

’ a
nd

 ‘p
ar

tic
ip

an
t’ 

‘so
le

 a
nd

 e
xc

lu
si

ve
’ 

‘u
nl

im
ite

d’
 

‘fr
ee

 o
f c

ha
rg

e’
 

‘ir
re

vo
ca

bl
e’

 
a)

 ‘t
o 

co
py

, m
od

ify
, p

ub
lis

h,
 d

is
tr

ib
ut

e,
 p

ub
lic

ly
 d

is
pl

ay
, s

el
l, 

an
d 

lic
en

se
 t

he
 w

or
k’

 
b)

 ‘t
o 

tr
an

sf
er

 a
nd

 a
ss

ig
n 

th
e 

co
py

rig
ht

s’ 
‘fo

r 
co

m
m

er
ci

al
 a

nd
 n

on
-c

om
m

er
ci

al
 p

ur
po

se
s’ 

‘d
ur

in
g 

fu
ll 

te
rm

 o
f c

op
yr

ig
ht

 a
nd

 a
ll 

ex
te

ns
io

ns
 t

he
re

of
’ 

‘w
or

ld
w

id
e’

 
‘a

ny
’ (

pr
es

en
t 

an
d 

fu
tu

re
) 

‘a
ny

’ (
pr

es
en

t 
an

d 
fu

tu
re

) 
‘th

e 
pa

rt
ic

ip
an

t 
w

ai
ve

s 
th

ei
r 

rig
ht

 t
o 

be
 id

en
tifi

ed
 a

s 
au

th
or

 o
f t

hi
s 

w
or

k’
 

‘th
e 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
t 

w
ai

ve
s 

th
ei

r 
rig

ht
 t

o 
ob

je
ct

 t
o 

de
ro

ga
to

ry
 t

re
at

m
en

t 
of

 t
hi

s 
w

or
k’

Ill
us

tr
at

iv
e 

st
at

em
en

t 
fo

r 
pa

rt
ic

ip
an

t 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
sh

ee
t 

an
d 

co
ns

en
t 

fo
rm

: 
In

 c
on

sid
er

at
io

n 
fo

r p
ar

tic
ip

at
in

g 
in

 th
is 

re
se

ar
ch

 p
ro

je
ct

, t
he

 p
ar

tic
ip

an
t i

rr
ev

oc
ab

ly
 tr

an
sf

er
s 

an
d 

as
sig

ns
 to

 th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

er
, f

or
 th

e 
fu

ll 
du

ra
tio

n 
of

 c
op

yr
ig

ht
 a

nd
 a

ny
 e

xt
en

sio
ns

, a
ll 

ex
cl

us
iv

e 
rig

ht
s 

in
 th

e 
co

py
rig

ht
, w

or
ld

w
id

e,
 in

 th
ei

r 
w

or
k(

s)
 p

ro
du

ce
d 

du
rin

g 
th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 p

ro
je

ct
. T

he
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

t 
gr

an
ts

 to
 th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
er

 t
he

 s
ol

e 
an

d 
ex

cl
us

iv
e 

au
th

or
ity

 to
 c

op
y,

 
m

od
ify

, p
ub

lis
h,

 d
ist

rib
ut

e,
 p

ub
lic

ly
 d

isp
la

y,
 s

el
l, 

an
d 

lic
en

se
 th

e 
w

or
k(

s)
, a

s 
w

el
l a

s 
to

 tr
an

sf
er

 a
nd

 a
ss

ig
n 

th
e 

co
py

rig
ht

, f
or

 b
ot

h 
co

m
m

er
ci

al
 a

nd
 n

on
-c

om
m

er
ci

al
 p

ur
po

se
s, 

th
ro

ug
h 

an
y 

pr
es

en
t a

nd
 fu

tu
re

 c
ha

nn
el

, f
or

m
at

, o
r m

ed
iu

m
. T

he
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

t w
ai

ve
s t

he
ir 

m
or

al
 ri

gh
ts

, i
nc

lu
di

ng
 th

ei
r r

ig
ht

 to
 b

e 
id

en
tifi

ed
 a

s t
he

 a
ut

ho
r a

nd
 th

ei
r r

ig
ht

 to
 o

bj
ec

t t
o 

de
ro

ga
to

ry
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t 
of

 t
he

ir 
w

or
k(

s)
.

Re
gu

la
to

ry
Te

ns
io

ns
 m

ig
ht

 s
ur

fa
ce

, f
or

 e
xa

m
pl

e,
 w

he
n 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 d
o 

no
t w

ai
ve

 th
ei

r r
ig

ht
s 

to
 b

e 
id

en
tifi

ed
 a

s 
au

th
or

s,
 a

s 
th

is
 c

ou
ld

 c
om

pr
om

is
e 

an
on

ym
ity

. H
ow

ev
er

, p
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l b
od

ie
s,

 
in

cl
ud

in
g 

th
e 

M
ar

ke
t 

Re
se

ar
ch

 S
oc

ie
ty

 (2
02

3)
, m

ig
ht

 e
xp

lic
itl

y 
pe

rm
it 

th
e 

di
sc

lo
su

re
 o

f p
er

so
na

l i
nf

or
m

at
io

n 
ab

ou
t 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 –
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s 

– 
if 

th
ey

 h
av

e 
gi

ve
n 

in
fo

rm
ed

 c
on

se
nt

. R
es

ea
rc

he
rs

 a
ls

o 
ne

ed
 to

 c
he

ck
, i

n 
ad

di
tio

n 
to

 re
le

va
nt

 la
w

s,
 th

ei
r e

m
pl

oy
er

’s 
re

gu
la

tio
ns

, g
ui

de
lin

es
, a

nd
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t c

on
tr

ac
ts

 to
 e

st
ab

lis
h 

w
ho

 o
w

ns
 th

e 
co

py
rig

ht
s 

to
 t

he
 w

or
ks

 c
re

at
ed

 d
ur

in
g 

th
ei

r 
em

pl
oy

m
en

t.
Cr

iti
ca

l
Be

yo
nd

 t
he

 p
re

vi
ou

sl
y 

m
en

tio
ne

d 
co

nc
er

ns
 a

bo
ut

 a
no

ny
m

ity
 a

nd
 c

on
fid

en
tia

lit
y,

 re
se

ar
ch

er
s 

sh
ou

ld
 c

on
si

de
r s

im
pl

ify
in

g 
le

ga
l c

la
us

es
. U

si
ng

 p
la

in
 la

ng
ua

ge
 in

 a
dd

iti
on

 t
o 

le
ga

l 
ja

rg
on

 c
an

 im
pr

ov
e 

th
e 

cl
ar

ity
 o

f i
nf

or
m

ed
 c

on
se

nt
, h

el
pi

ng
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 fu

lly
 u

nd
er

st
an

d 
w

ha
t 

th
ey

 a
re

 a
gr

ee
in

g 
to

 a
nd

 w
hy

. 
Sa

m
pl

e 
st

at
em

en
t 

in
 e

as
y 

la
ng

ua
ge

: 
In

 e
xc

ha
ng

e 
fo

r y
ou

r p
ar

tic
ip

at
io

n 
in

 th
is 

re
se

ar
ch

 p
ro

je
ct

, y
ou

 g
iv

e 
al

l r
ig

ht
s 

to
 y

ou
r w

or
k(

s)
 c

re
at

ed
 d

ur
in

g 
th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 p

ro
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

er
. T

he
 re

se
ar

ch
er

 c
an

 c
op

y,
 c

ha
ng

e,
 

pu
bl

ish
, s

el
l, 

di
sp

la
y 

pu
bl

ic
ly

, s
ha

re
, a

nd
 li

ce
ns

e 
th

e 
w

or
k(

s)
 in

 a
ny

 w
ay

 t
he

y 
w

an
t, 

fo
r 

as
 lo

ng
 a

s 
co

py
rig

ht
 la

st
s 

an
d 

be
yo

nd
. Y

ou
 a

lso
 g

iv
e 

up
 a

ll 
yo

ur
 m

or
al

 r
ig

ht
s, 

su
ch

 a
s 

be
in

g 
na

m
ed

 a
s 

th
e 

au
th

or
 o

r 
ob

je
ct

in
g 

to
 h

ow
 t

he
 w

or
k 

is 
us

ed
 o

r 
ch

an
ge

d.

(C
on

tin
ue

d)

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 21



Ta
bl

e 
4.

 (C
on

tin
ue

d)
.

Th
em

e
Co

ns
id

er
at

io
ns

Sa
m

pl
e 

te
xt

Pe
rs

on
al

Th
e 

sa
m

pl
e 

st
at

em
en

t a
bo

ve
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

dr
af

te
d 

in
 a

n 
at

te
m

pt
 to

 g
iv

e 
th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
er

 m
ax

im
um

 fl
ex

ib
ili

ty
 th

ro
ug

h 
th

e 
w

id
es

t c
ov

er
ag

e.
a 

H
ow

ev
er

, w
e 

ac
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

th
at

 th
is

 s
hi

ft
s 

th
e 

po
w

er
 b

al
an

ce
, a

nd
 s

om
e 

re
se

ar
ch

er
s 

m
ig

ht
 fe

el
 t

ha
t 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 a
re

 b
ei

ng
 ‘e

xp
lo

ite
d’

. 
W

e 
re

co
m

m
en

d 
be

in
g 

tr
an

sp
ar

en
t w

ith
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 a

nd
 re

co
gn

iz
in

g 
th

e 
im

po
rt

an
ce

 a
nd

 b
en

efi
ts

 o
f t

he
ir 

co
nt

rib
ut

io
n(

s)
. E

xp
la

in
 w

hy
 t

he
 le

ga
l a

sp
ec

ts
 a

re
 n

ec
es

sa
ry

, e
sp

ec
ia

lly
 

re
ga

rd
in

g 
th

e 
pu

bl
ic

at
io

n 
pr

oc
es

s,
 w

hi
ch

 m
ak

es
 k

no
w

le
dg

e 
av

ai
la

bl
e 

to
 o

th
er

s 
an

d,
 th

er
ef

or
e,

 h
el

ps
 to

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

an
d 

ad
dr

es
s 

th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

 p
ro

bl
em

 ‘m
or

e 
fu

lly
’. 

Re
se

ar
ch

er
s 

co
ul

d 
al

so
 c

on
si

de
r 

m
or

e 
ad

va
nc

ed
 p

ar
tic

ip
at

or
y 

re
se

ar
ch

 a
pp

ro
ac

he
s,

 m
ak

in
g 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 t
o 

co
-a

ut
ho

rs
. T

hi
s,

 t
he

n,
 c

ha
ng

es
 n

ot
 o

nl
y 

ou
r 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
of

 r
es

ea
rc

h 
pa

rt
ic

ip
an

ts
 a

nd
 t

he
ir 

ro
le

s 
in

 k
no

w
le

dg
e 

co
ns

tr
uc

tio
n 

bu
t 

al
so

 in
flu

en
ce

s 
th

e 
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

an
d 

di
ss

em
in

at
io

n 
of

 k
no

w
le

dg
e,

 a
s 

w
el

l a
s 

le
ga

l p
ar

am
et

er
s.

N
ot

e(
s)

. a Th
e 

gu
id

an
ce

 g
iv

en
 in

 t
hi

s 
ta

bl
e 

an
d 

th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 t

he
 e

nt
ire

 a
rt

ic
le

 is
 n

ei
th

er
 c

om
pr

eh
en

si
ve

 n
or

 s
ho

ul
d 

it 
be

 t
ak

en
 a

s 
le

ga
l a

dv
ic

e.
 R

es
ea

rc
he

rs
 m

us
t 

al
w

ay
s 

m
od

ify
 t

he
ir 

ap
pr

oa
ch

 
ac

co
rd

in
g 

to
 t

he
ir 

lo
ca

l (
an

d 
ot

he
r 

re
le

va
nt

) l
aw

s 
to

 s
ui

t 
th

ei
r 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

ci
rc

um
st

an
ce

s.

22 R. RELJA AND P. WARD



collages, particularly on how they represent their sense of self. Participants were 
encouraged to comment on the elements they used, the meanings these elements 
carried, and any thoughts or emotions that emerged during the creative process. 
A suggested word count of approximately 300 words and tips on making notes 
during and after collage construction were provided. Once completed, the 
written narratives were submitted alongside the collages, enabling the researcher 
to engage with the materials before the reflective, in-depth interviews scheduled 
at times and locations most convenient for participants.

As discussed, in-depth interviews are the most established method for 
generating rich, phenomenological accounts of lived experience in IPA 
research (Smith and Nizza 2022). A semi-structured interview schedule was 
developed to guide the conversations (see Table 5 for example). Its questions 
(e.g. future self; Shinebourne 2010), themes (e.g. identity; Smith 1995), 
sequencing (e.g. present, past, future; Fleuridas, Nelson, and Rosenthal  
1986), and the overall structure (e.g. from easy to tough questions; Rubin 
and Rubin 2012) draw on established frameworks for designing qualitative 
interviews.

Essentially, the schedule was designed to explore participants’ lived experi
ences with consumption objects as reflected in their self-concepts. The initial 
part of the interview focused on participants’ lived experiences of the collage- 
making and narrative-writing process, offering a concrete, accessible entry 
point. This helped participants ease into the interview before transitioning to 
more abstract, identity-related questions, which could be perceived as more 
challenging (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). After that, the interview moved 
back to the topic of the collage, asking participants to group sections of their 
collages into themes (meaning units) and assign a title to their work. These 
questions were placed at the end because discussing identity-related topics 
could have (re)shaped their previous understandings.

Transcription

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and purposefully in line with recom
mended practice (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). The transcription followed 
a modified version of the conventions proposed initially by Poland (1995). 
Participants were allowed to review their transcripts for accuracy and to with
draw any content they did not wish to be published or disseminated (Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin 2009). This process was not intended as a form of triangula
tion or member checking (Hagens, Dobrow, and Chafe 2009; Thomas 2017), as 
these practices are not aligned with our interpretivist paradigm. Instead, this step 
aimed to ‘validate the transcripts, to preserve research ethics, and to empower 
the interviewees by allowing them control of what was written’ (Mero-Jaffe 2011, 
231). In contrast, the written narratives submitted by participants did not 
require transcription (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009).
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Collages were transcribed after the withdrawal period had ended. The 
transcription process began by creating a blank A2-sized digital canvas 
using software such as Adobe InDesign or Microsoft PowerPoint. Onto 
this, all visual elements from the original collage were transferred using 
geometric shapes – grey-shaded rectangles for images and white ovals for 
text. Each shape was then labelled systematically using Arabic numerals 
for images and Latin letters for text. This enabled consistent referencing 
of specific collage elements throughout the study. The referencing format 
combined the abbreviation ‘COL’ with the corresponding image number 
and text letter. For instance, COL1L refers to the first image and the 
twelfth textual element in Damian’s collage and transcript, as shown in 
Figure 1. It denotes the background image of a green hedge that covers 
most of the canvas, along with the associated text: ‘never take a risk 
without a hedge’, which is examined in more detail below.

Table 5. Interview schedule to explore the lived experiences with consumption objects.

1. INTRODUCTION  

2. ASKING EASY QUESTIONS 
2.1 Your first two tasks in the research process were to create a collage and to write a narrative. How did you find 

that? 
Possible prompts: e.g. fun, challenging . . . 

2.2 Can you talk me through the process of creating your collage? 
Possible prompts: e.g. How did you manage the research process? How did you proceed? Time allocation? 

2.3 What can you tell me about your collage? 
Possible prompts: e.g. Which objects did you choose and why? What is the style, tone, colour, and content of the 
collage? Follow up on participant’s written narrative.  

3. ASKING TOUGH QUESTIONS 
3.1 Can you tell me something about you as a person? 

Possible prompts: e.g. Characteristics, including attitudes, motives, behavioural tendencies, strengths, and 
weaknesses. 

3.2 What would your partner (or best friend) tell me about you? How would they describe you? 
Possible prompts: e.g. Characteristics, including attitudes, motives, behavioural tendencies, strengths, and 
weaknesses. 

3.3 Thinking about yourself in the past: What (personality) characteristics other than the ones you have today did 
you consider important? 
Possible prompts: e.g. What characteristics were important to you? Have they changed looking back e.g. 5–10  
years? 

3.4 Thinking about yourself in the future: What (personality) characteristics will you have? 
Possible prompts: e.g. What characteristics are important to you? Will they change looking ahead e.g. 5–10 years? 

3.5 How might the question ‘Who am I?’ have affected your decisions which objects to include in your collage?  
Possible prompts: e.g. self-expressive, sense of belonging, attachment . . . 

3.6 What name/title would you give your collage? What are the main themes (meaning units) in your collage? 
Possible prompts: e.g. can you group parts of your collage and give them meaning?  

4. TONING DOWN 
4.1 How do you feel? 

Possible prompts: e.g. happy, sad, confused, stressed . . . 
4.2 Do you have any questions? 
4.3 Is there anything that I should have asked you but didn’t?  

5. CLOSING THE INTERVIEW 
Debriefing
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Transposition

The fourth stage of the visual IPA process entailed transposing materials from 
all three data sets (COL, NAR, INT) into a single story grid for each partici
pant. Table 6 illustrates an abbreviated form of Damian’s story grid.

Interpretation

While all seven IPA steps are addressed, this paper focuses on the first five as 
applied to Damian’s single case; steps six and seven follow standard proce
dures outlined elsewhere (e.g. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). A sequence 
for analysing the 16 cases was defined inductively: all collages were laid out 
and ordered based on ‘striking elements’ – visual features that immediately 
stood out (Roberts and Woods 2018, 632). We acknowledge that this initial 
sense-making may have influenced our pre-understanding of the data.

Step one: reading and re-reading
We began by immersing ourselves in Damian’s case through repeated readings 
of his collage, narrative, and interview transcript. In doing so, we engaged in 
a hermeneutic dialogue (Boden and Eatough 2014) between data sets, gradu
ally shaping our understandings, in line with Gadamer’s (1989) hermeneutics. 
We also revisited the audio recordings to enhance recall and remain attuned to 
the participant’s voice (Smith and Nizza 2022). Emerging pre-understandings 
were documented as reflexive field notes, intended to be bracketed and 
revisited later (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009).

Step two: exploratory noting
Using Damian’s story grid, we recorded three types of exploratory notes in 
Column 4 of Table 7, formatted as follows (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009,  
2022): Descriptive notes (plain text) captured literal meanings and para
phrases. Linguistic notes (underlined) focused on metaphors and stylistic 
devices that helped express experience and bridge description and interpreta
tion. Finally, conceptual notes (italicized) offered interpretive questions and 
theoretical reflections, for instance, identifying that happiness depends on 
both internal (planning) and external (chance) factors. In this hermeneutic 
process, the data prompted questions that we (tentatively) answered from our 
own horizons (e.g. consumer theories, such as ‘locus of control’ in the example 
above).

Step three: constructing experiential statements
In Column 5 of Table 7, we synthesized the notes into experiential statements – 
concise formulations capturing psychological meaning. This step marked the 
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shift from description toward interpretation by linking lived experience to 
psychological theory (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009).

Steps four and five: Identifying connections and forming personal experiential 
themes (PETs)
Next, we clustered experiential statements (see Table 8) into Personal 
Experiential Themes (PETs) using abstraction, subsumption, and contextua
lization (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009, 2022). For instance, abstraction led 
to the theme ‘Why do consumers respond the way they do: to develop 
resilience’, while subsumption supported ‘How consumers respond: need for 
control and security’. Table 9 presents the resulting PETs for Damian.

Step six: moving to the next case
We treated each participant as a single case and repeated the process illustrated 
for Damian’s case for the remaining 15 cases.

Step seven: cross-case analysis and group experiential themes (GETs)
In the final step, we compared PETs across all 16 participants to identify 
Group Experiential Themes (GETs). All individual PET tables were spread 
out to facilitate a hermeneutic dialogue with the data, allowing us to observe 
patterns, divergences, and silences across the group.

Narration

The write-up of this multimodal IPA study, which incorporates visual methods 
such as collage, adheres to established principles of traditional IPA research 
(Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022), which we do not reiterate here. Instead, we 
briefly demonstrate how visual, textual, and verbal data can be combined to 
construct a rich and unfolding narrative (Nizza, Farr, and Smith 2021).

Given the layered hermeneutic engagement discussed earlier, we view 
participants not only as ‘insiders’ of the phenomenon under investigation 
but also as co-creators of meaning. Accordingly, we recommend that visual 
IPA studies allocate sufficient space to participants’ voices, represented 
through verbatim extracts from all three data sets. This may include 
a concise pen portrait or participant profile, along with the participant’s 
explanation of the collage, the length of which can be adapted to suit specific 
publication guidelines. Table 10 illustrates a sample write-up of Damian’s case.

Evaluation

This section presents participant feedback from the unpublished IPA study, 
which utilized a ‘Who am I?’ collage to explore the lived experiences of 16 
consumers with their consumption objects. The results presented here align 
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with insights from existing visual research conducted using predominantly 
collage construction.

Many participants found the collage-making process empowering 
(Scotti and Chilton 2018), enabling deeper self-reflection and exploration 
of their identity. Several noted that it helped them to articulate and 
contextualize aspects of themselves they had not fully recognized before 
(Gerstenblatt 2013).

I’ve really enjoyed and learned about myself. This has allowed me to share things about 
myself that I don’t have actually vocalised before. (Briana, INT1066-1073)

The creative act of selecting and arranging images gave participants a sense of 
agency (Roberts and Woods 2018), allowing them to craft their narrative 
actively. This embodied process was engaging and evoked emotional responses 
(Bond, Ramsey, and Boddy 2011), often revealing parts of their identity they 
had not consciously intended.

The interesting thing is, when I did my collage, for example, sport was not in it and I was 
not even thinking about sport, and I recognized my life completely changed . . . (Tobias, 
INT487-497)

Several participants noted that the interview process influenced their 
responses, suggesting that the collaborative, contextual nature of the research 
shaped their experience (Bagnoli 2009). Additionally, some highlighted the 
therapeutic value of the process (Scotti and Chilton 2018), raising the question 
of whether collage-making alone would have the same effect or if the reflective 
interview played a crucial role.

The questions you ask . . . they were great and they really helped me to draw out what 
I needed to say. (Laura, INT1824-1832)

Table 8. Clustering of Damian’s experiential statements.

A 
Early hardship is a key motivator in shaping his ‘security/secureness’ trajectory 
Experiences loss of agency due to an uncontrollable external event 
Struggles to control what is uncontrollable 
Chemotherapy is to be endured – it is incomprehensible to those outside it 
B 
Happiness requires proactive planning 
The healthy Damian cares for the sick – this dual self fosters self-care and control 
Creates a safety net to cushion negative impact 
Acknowledges mortality and loss of future self – subtle acceptance as a coping mechanism (control) 
Consumption of regulated drugs is central part of his life – it helps to control an uncontrollable 

situation 
C 
Support is transferred in a reliable exchange network 
Support is a shared experience based on trust 
Actively manages his health by consuming products, including gifts 
Consumption fosters a sense of agency, supplying both psychological and physical resilience 
Consumption provides epistemic benefits
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However, some participants also faced challenges in visually representing 
themselves (Shinebourne and Smith 2011a), mainly due to task constraints, 
such as image sources and the collage topic. The inability to use personal 
images pushed them to think abstractly and find symbolic representations of 
their identity. Some found the ‘Who am I?’ question overwhelming, not 
because of the medium but due to its existential depth. Despite these chal
lenges, most participants viewed the tasks positively, as they encouraged 
deeper reflection.

Table 9. Table of personal experiential themes (PETs) from Damian’s analysis.

A. WHAT CAUSES CONSUMER RESPONSES: DISTRESS
Emotional distress at lack of control
Experiences loss of agency due to an uncontrollable external event 
On . . . , everything changed. Since then, I haven’t lived a self-determined life (NAR32-34; COLX, COL16, see also: 

COL34)

Struggles to control what is uncontrollable 
No one notices when my energy runs out – until I collapse or . . . need a break. Day in, day out, I give my all (NAR36-38; 

COLX)

Physical distress and endurance
Early hardship is a key motivator in shaping his ‘security/secureness’ trajectory 
I never want to go back (INT1570-1573; see also COL1L; NAR4-5)
Chemotherapy is to be endured – it is incomprehensible to those outside it 
The term RTX . . . won’t mean anything to you . . . The chemotherapy I’m receiving is abbreviated as RTX (INT1295- 

1300; COL29)
B. HOW CONSUMERS RESPOND: NEED FOR CONTROL AND SECURITY
Need for control
The healthy Damian cares for the sick – this dual self fosters sense of self-care and control 
through the security I built during the healthy, good times (INT1656-1657)
Acknowledges mortality and loss of future self – subtle acceptance as a coping mechanism (control) 
I live each day as if it were my last. And that it’s not just some empty phrase, but the reality I live in (INT1286-1288; 

COLX)
Consumption of regulated drugs is central part of his life – it helps to control an uncontrollable situation 
Which . . . save me . . . They really mobilize the last reserves (INT1319-1322; COL27)
Need for security
Happiness requires proactive planning 
Happiness arises when opportunity meets good preparation (NAR29-30; see also COL10I; INT968-989)
Creates a safety net to cushion negative impact 
the safety net that lies beneath everything (INT1725-1726; COL1L; see also: NAR31)
C. WHY DO CONSUMERS RESPOND THE WAY THEY DO: TO DEVELOP RESILIENCE
Psychological resources
Actively manages his health by consuming products, including gifts 
the many health books I’ve been given (INT1306-1309; COL28)
Consumption fosters a sense of agency, supplying both psychological and physical resilience 
what keeps me going (INT1320; COL28)

Consumption provides epistemic benefits 
It’s really quite fascinating (INT1330-1331; COL27)

Social resources
Support is transferred in a reliable exchange network 
Social relationships protect Damian – and Damian protects others 
[providing support] . . . means I have security from all these people (INT1645-1649; COL1L; see also COL2A; COL3A; 

COL3B)

Support is a shared experience based on trust 
by implication, I also know (INT1648) 
Network and trust create gravity (COL4C)
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I was not allowed to use pictures of me . . . This made me think on a different level using 
pictures which are not mine . . . Actually, it [the collage] turned out to be more detailed. 
(Jasmin, INT261-266,1080–1085)

At the beginning, I found it difficult, because the everlasting question, that is difficult to 
explain, is ‘who you are’. (Luka, INT16-18)

While participant feedback was largely positive, visual research can be time- 
consuming (Kalter 2016). Researchers often rely on participants’ self-selection, 
making them active contributors or, more aptly, co-creators of meaning, 
thereby democratizing research (Reavey 2011). However, a visual approach 
carries the risk that some may perceive the task as overly simplistic (Van 

Table 10. Sample write-up from Damian’s case.

Pen portrait 
Damian is a white, 49-year-old male from Germany. During the interview, Damian self-identified as severely 

disabled (Damian, INT1797-1798) and elaborated on his circumstances, which are also embodied in Damian’s 
collage presented in Figure 1. He works full-time as a key account manager at a company he has been 
employed with for more than 18 years. Before joining his employer, Damian had run various small businesses in 
the 1990s. His family biography is rich and eventful, affecting his upbringing and, eventually, his identity. 
Damian wanted to include his culturally diverse background in his collage, but he did not find images that 
could tell his story (Damian, INT2253-2257). For example, his father was born in the former Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia after his family was exiled due to the upheaval in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Damian 
himself was born and raised in Germany. He has two brothers and one sister, against which he had to assert 
himself (Damian, INT891-893). At various points of the interview, he mentioned his low-income family 
background (e.g. Damian, INT594; INT1565-1578) and that he had worked hard towards his social mobility. 

Collage 
Damian’s collage is entitled ‘my life’. It visualizes Damian’s lived experiences at various stages of his life. For 

example, the collage references past experiences (e.g. upbringing; COL7E) as well as core values (e.g. 
perseverance; Damian, COL23V) and traits (e.g. creativity; Damian, COLK25). Interestingly, the trait of ‘curiosity’ 
is the only textual element in Damian’s collage that has been emphasized using a bold typeface in red font 
colour (Damian, COLP21). It seems that all other words in Damian’s collage have been rendered invisible – 
along with the meanings they carry. This could indicate Damian’s struggle to tell strangers his very intimate 
story (INT13-21). Towards the end of our interview, Damian admitted that he felt tense; he elaborated: ‘This was 
by far the most personal conversation I ever had in my life with an outsider’ (Damian, INT2480-2483). He 
explained: ‘I am doing this [interview] with a degree of honesty that is unusual for me’ (Damian, INT908-909). To 
contextualize Damian’s quote, it is helpful to understand the two meaning units he identified in his collage. 
Embedded – and perhaps deliberately concealed – within the larger image representing where his social self 
lies, his personal vulnerability, or personal self. As noted earlier, Damian self-identified as severely disabled 
(Damian, INT1797-1798), though he did not elaborate on his specific health condition. He emphasized: ‘Those 
illnesses are very much mine. [I’m] always trying not to let others participate in them’ (Damian, INT1792-1795). 
He further described his lived experience with illness: ‘For me, the worst of this experience is the loss of control, 
because I cannot win against it’ (Damian, INT1454-1456), and framed the loss of self-determination as ‘the 
biggest challenge in [my] life’ (Damian, INT1483-1486). By choosing to render the words in his collage invisible 
and/or illegible, Damian asserts control over the narrative. The imagery remains polysemic and ambiguous, and 
the words similarly resist clear interpretation. To others, its intimate meaning is obscured – almost 
camouflaged. However, to Damian, the collage is highly intelligible and deeply meaningful. When we discussed 
the level of detail in his collage, he reflected: ‘I could not have done it [the collage] differently . . . No matter 
what I had left out, it would have always . . . felt incomplete to me’ (Damian, INT1509-1512). 

Analytic commentary 
Given Damien’s life-course approach to the task and the centrality of managing distress in his experiences, it is 

perhaps understandable that he centres on his capacity to adapt and cope despite adversity, challenges, or 
trauma. That ability rests on a combination of factors that include the environmental, social, and psychological. 
The resilience he seeks is a dynamic and interactional process that sees Damian deploy a range of protective 
mechanisms, such as reducing stress alongside fostering self-efficacy and agency as a means of active coping. 
The following section explores Damian’s lived experiences along three themes that emerged from the 
combined data set: (1) what causes consumer responses: distress; (2) how consumers respond: need for control 
and security; and (3) why do consumers respond the way they do: to develop resilience . . .
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Schalkwyk 2013) or even mildly offensive. These challenges may act as barriers 
to participation for both participants and investigators, warranting careful 
consideration by the researcher.

Because I wanted to do a good job, . . . I did about four hours of work. (Alicia, INT174-178)

[As a graphic designer,] I found it—and this is a joke—a little bit offensive that you asked 
me to do it [collage] on PowerPoint. (Ruby, INT20-22)

Conclusion

In this paper, we propose a robust methodological approach for conducting 
multimodal IPA research incorporating visual methods, using the collage 
technique as a practical example. We position IPA not merely as 
a qualitative data analysis method but as a broader research stance (Larkin, 
Watts, and Clifton 2006) or a framework (Clarke and Braun 2013) for explor
ing individuals’ lived experiences and sense of self (Smith 2004, 2019). Our 
work responds to Day, Larkin, and Shaw’s (2024) recent call to examine the 
potential of idiographic collages rather than theme-based constructions while 
also aligning with Giorgi’s (2010) appeal for a methodologically ‘sound’ 
approach. In doing so, it demonstrates sensitivity to context, a strong commit
ment to rigour, and transparency in the analytic process – meeting several of 
Yardley’s (2015) quality criteria for qualitative research. In addition, it makes 
several important contributions (Yardley 2015).

First, the paper advances theoretical understanding by exploring the rele
vance of Gadamer’s (1989) hermeneutics in visual IPA research. We highlight 
unresolved tensions in IPA theory (Day, Larkin, and Shaw 2024; Smith 2007), 
arguing that visual research particularly demands a reflective engagement with 
its philosophical underpinnings. This positioning ensures that paradigmatic 
concerns are considered and a rigorous foundation is provided for this novel 
form of qualitative psychological inquiry.

Second, we make a methodological contribution by offering a systematic 
process for conducting visual IPA research, illustrated via collage. Drawing on 
established IPA practices (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022) and informed by 
diverse collage methods (Dekel-Dachs and Moorlock 2024; Herz 2010; Van 
Schalkwyk 2010), we propose a six-stage process: (1) Creation, (2) Reflection, 
(3) Transcription, (4) Transposition, (5) Interpretation, and (6) Narration. 
This approach draws strength from work in other domains, ensuring that 
transdisciplinary benefits are realized.

Third, we demonstrate the approach’s impact on its beneficiaries 
through empirical insights from individuals who have experienced it. 
Using Nizza, Farr, and Smith’s (2021) quality indicators, we show how 
multimodal IPA using visual methods enriches traditional interview-based 
IPA. For example, developing personas, engaging in a holistic discussion 
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of collages, and presenting GETs together can help build a compelling, 
layered narrative. Moreover, visual methods help participants articulate 
their experiences and sometimes facilitate new realizations – what was 
absent from a collage became a significant insight. Through this process, 
researchers and participants co-construct meaning, revealing what 
Gadamer (1994) described as bringing existential meaning (truth) out of 
hiddenness. Hence, as Kalter (2016) notes, such projective techniques can 
uncover ‘aha moments’ in qualitative research. Using visual, textual, and 
verbal data in combination also helps researchers to understand lived 
experience ‘more fully’ (Boden and Eatough 2014), because they add 
layers of meaning to the ‘thick descriptions’ obtained in traditional semi- 
structured interviews (Boden, Larkin, and Iyer 2019). The proposed ana
lytic process – transposing multimodal data into story grids – encourages 
close reading and rigorous interpretation. Researchers working within 
alternative theoretical frameworks or designs may adapt this method – 
for instance, by using collage transcriptions and PETs to construct GET 
collages from deconstructed data – if this approach aligns with their 
theoretical or methodological foundations.

In summary, multimodal IPA using visual methods such as collage offers 
notable advantages over traditional IPA. However, in line with Smith, Flowers, 
and Larkin (2009), we recognize that multimodal studies increase the demands 
on researchers, who must pay closer attention to time and reflexivity, as well as 
the necessary methodological and analytical skills. This is because multimodal 
research – compared to traditional verbal approaches – can often be more 
complex and multidimensional. Nevertheless, these demands are balanced by 
the depth, richness, and insight such an approach can yield.
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