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Picturing Humanitarian Healthcare:
Learning from those in front of the camera
For several years now, there has been a trend of so-called perceptions research conducted by
academics and/or humanitarian aid organizations. Beyond a kind of accountability measure, the
research has also attempted to gain an understanding of recipients' perceptions of humanitarian
action writ large. Deeply visual as that research may have been (i.e., perceptions and visions of aid),
it's only now that we are starting to see a new sort of perceptions research: on recipients' perceptions
of their (and their community's) visual representations. In this issue, two such studies are featured
both as an introduction to them, and as an invitation to consider their implications for visual culture
and practice within humanitarian healthcare.
Ethical issues regarding humanitarian photography have been the subject of discourse and debate
since the camera was mobilized in the service of humanity during the second half of the nineteenth
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since the camera was mobilized in the service of humanity during the second half of the nineteenth
century. Moral reasoning informing those debates are an interesting history unto themselves: from
possibly offending the dignity of a publication's readers by circulating pictures of emaciated children
during the Boer War, to concerns over offending the dignity of those pictured in photographs during
the World Wars. Criticisms of humanitarian visual culture have been levelled by all manner of
academics, artists and practitioners from within and outside the humanitarian sphere.
Living memory going back to the Biafra crisis, 1967-8, may recall public outcry over the images, now
seen as exploitative, of malnourished children to help grow the legitimacy (and donations) of aid
organizations. Debate grew more intensely in the 1980s with accusations from within the
humanitarian sector of their becoming 'merchants of misery' for dealing in sorrowful images (Lisner
1981). Following many of these (recurrent) debates, different visual content was called for as a
possible solution. For instance, turning attention from images of atrocity or suffering to those deemed
more positive: e.g. smiling aid recipients. There have also been expectations that technology, such
as hyperlinks or 3D images, would help solve ethical issues by providing alternative or more nuanced
perspectives.
Regardless of the promise of content or technocratic 'solutions', the reality is that the means of
producing and circulating these visual representations remain outside the hands of those being
represented. Perhaps instead of looking to technology or aesthetics for the answer, a turn to
reflecting on ethical practice - in consultation or even collaboration with affected communities - may
hold a key.
A heartening, a long-overdue series of projects have recently emerged that respond to
ethical concerns raised in discussions such as those put forth by Philippe Calain - our featured
member In Profile - and others. Two research projects featured in this edition of
Reflections specifically focus on learning about experiences and opinions of people traditionally in
front of the camera lens. There is no doubt that these projects respond to the (often frustrating)
recurrent debates regarding visual depictions of suffering. More than that, they also respond to
growing number of voices of people from affected communities or communities featured in aid
organizations campaigns. In this sense, new technology may indeed hold great promise: one thing
for certain with the advent of social media, is that aid recipients are more capable than ever to have
access to their (or their community's) representations. And they have more (through still limited)
avenues to respond to them.
Reflecting on these important studies from a humanitarian health ethics lens, we may still ask: whose
voice dominates, what accounts are being depicted, how are they framed, and to what ends are
these visual representations being produced and shared?
Sincerely,
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Sincerely,
Sonya de Laat, PhD
Co-Editor of Reflections,
Postdoctoral Fellow in Humanitarian Health Ethics,
McMaster University

Click here to contribute to the Picturing Humanitarian Ethics BLOG!

In Focus: Philippe Calain

Featured Commentary
by Siobhan Warrington
Save the Children has a long-standing commitment
to reviewing its image-making policies and practices.
Since its first image guidelines in 1991, the
organisation has regularly reflected on its practice
and set down its ethics and principles in relation to
image making and the use of its images. In late 2014
Save the Children commissioned a qualitative
research project to listen to and learn from those who
contribute their images and stories to Save the
Children’s visual storytelling.
The research explored:
https://us12.admin.mailchimp.com/campaigns/show?id=1539457

Philippe Calain is a Senior
Researcher at the
Research Unit on
Humanitarian Stakes and
Practices, based in the
Swiss section of Médecins
sans Frontières. Trained
as a medical doctor and a
specialist in infectious
diseases and tropical
medicine, he has over ten
years of experience in
international public health.
His current research
interests include public
health ethics, research
ethics, the ethics of
humanitarian assistance,
and the humanitarian
consequences of
extractive industries.
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The research explored:
What motivated people to agree to Save the
Children filming or photographing them or their
children?
How did people experience and perceive the
image-making process?
How did people feel about their portrayal in the
resulting Save the Children communications?
The research was carried out in the UK, Jordan,
Bangladesh and Niger. 202 children, women and men
participated in the research: 53 contributors; 130
non-contributors (women and men who are from the
same or similar communities as the contributors); and
19 Save the Children staﬀ members.
As with any aspect of development, contributors’
experiences and perspectives must count when it
comes to reflecting on and learning from current
image-making practice, as well as identifying areas
for change and improvement. The research revealed
examples of good practice and positive experiences
of Save the Children’s image making, along with
challenges, concerns and preferences from the
perspectives of contributors, non-contributors and
Save the Children staﬀ.

5 recommendations
The research demands greater recognition of
contributors as stakeholders in the image-making
process. There are five recommendations areas,
designed to provide practical ways to achieve this
and to embed greater agency and accountability into
the image-making process:
1. Invest in collaborative and creative approaches
to image making
2. Uphold contributors’ rights and fulfil the duty of
care
https://us12.admin.mailchimp.com/campaigns/show?id=1539457

In 2013, he published on
the tension between
medical and humanitarian
ethics with regard to visual
depictions of suﬀering
bodies. For Calain, it is
particularly challenging to
honour fundamental
medical ethics of
autonomy, beneficence,
non-maleficence and
justice towards an
individual patient when, as
a humanitarian, there is a
moral imperative to draw
attention to community
emergencies and social
injustices. If medical
ethics were to be strictly
adhered to, morally
contentious photographs
would only be justifiable
for educational or forensic
purposes. According to
Calain, the
valuable opportunity
aﬀorded by photography a platform for aﬀected
communities to have a
voice and for spectators
to build empathy - would
be missed.
The tension is not easily
overcome; quite rightly
Calain did not attempt to
provide any simple
solution. Instead, he
oﬀered a ranked set of five
qualifiers to justify the use
of morally contentious
photographs: giving voice,
speaking out, advocacy,
legitimacy and resource
mobilization. Without the
room to go into them here,
these are invaluable points
of reflection in decisionmaking around image
creation and use. They are
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3. Informed consent to be understood as an
essential, multi-stage, process
4. Commit to sensitive and eﬀective
communication with contributors before, during
and after image gathering
5. Ensure that human dignity is upheld in the
image-making process, not just in the image
itself
At the time the report was launched in June 2017.
Jess Crombie, who commissioned the research,
established The People in the Pictures working
group. In 2018 this became a BOND working group
(https://www.bond.org.uk/groups/people-in-thepictures). BOND is the UK network for organisations
working in International Development. The group
meets on a quarterly basis to explore and discuss
issues relating to ethical image making and support
best practice approaches.

creation and use. They are
also instructive in their
own right in insofar as it
helps “realise how the
subject of pictorial
displays progressively
become instruments” as
one moves through the
ranks (283).
In that publication, he
called for more empirical
data on the attitudes and
values
regarding representations
of suﬀering, not only by
professionals working
in humanitarian settings,
but also from those living
within them. The studies
featured in this issue
of Reflections opens up,
hopefully, what will be a
long thread of such
knowledge.

RADI-AID RESEARCH REPORT
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A new study reveals how aid communication is perceived in African countries.
By David Girling
In the Radi-Aid Research study, participants in six Sub-Saharan African countries spoke about their
perceptions of aid campaigns and other visual communications from international NGOs (INGOs) and
development organisations.
The research involved 74 people from 12 focus groups in aid-receiving communities in Ethiopia, Ghana,
Malawi, South Africa, Uganda and Zambia. They discussed imagery from campaigns by Amnesty
International, Care International, Cordaid, The Disasters Emergency Committee, Dubai Cares, Oxfam, Save
the Children, Unicef and War Child.
Key findings from the study include:
• There is a need for aid communication to show more diversity in terms of age and race.
• Respondents acknowledge that aid communication is complex, with no single solution.
• It is important that respect and dignity is preserved in the portrayal of people in aid
communication.
• The majority of respondents thought the images in adverts oﬀer an accurate representation of the
situation in Africa.
The participants in the study were presented with a set of images used in INGO advertising campaigns and
given room to discuss what kind of imagery they liked best, what they would choose to use themselves,
and what they find problematic in this kind of aid communication. The responses were quite varied, which
pointed towards an important finding in itself, namely that INGO fundraising and communication is
complex, and that diﬀerent people are drawn to diﬀerent types of images, depending on their personal
experiences, values and culture.
Still, certain trends were evident. For example, most respondents said they would use negative images in
their fundraising ads, and they felt that the pictures they were shown were an accurate depiction of reality.
The majority of respondents demonstrated a high level of media literacy and recognised that negative
imagery often prompts emotional reactions that lead to increased donations, and that using such images is
a deliberate strategy employed by many NGOs. However,it was clear that what people would choose in an
advert did not necessarily correspond with what they liked the most.
Across the board, respondents called for NGOs to diversify their strategies. As well as children, they
wanted to see images of parents and grandparents, local development workers and doctors, for example.
They highlighted the importance of maintaining the dignity of the individuals portrayed, especially when
depicting children and called for more sharing of stories to give those presented in images identity and
agency. Respondents also talked about where they would draw the line, and many agreed that images of
nudity and violence should not be used. It was also clear that some images that are used by INGOs to get
a specific message across– for example the image of an older African man drinking beer – may get lost in
translation when viewed by a person in a completely diﬀerent context. Many of the interviewees reacted
negatively to this image, even though the intentions behind the campaign were good.
INGOs have a responsibility when using images in their campaign adverts and need to think about the
dignity of those depicted as well as the overall reactions they will evoke by viewers. By opening up to
diﬀerent and more balanced approaches, INGOs can help to change perceptions of Western citizens
regarding people and countries in the Global South.
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“This research is important as it gives people in aid receiving countries the opportunity to voice their
opinions on the type of imagery used to depict their continent. Instead of stigmatising poverty and
focusing on problems, we hope that aid organisations will respond by showing the positive outcomes
of development programmes too.”
- David Girling,
Senior Lecturer at UEA’s School of International Development
and author of Radi-Aid Research

From 2013-2017 these awards have been handed out.
About Radi-Aid:
Radi-Aid was an annual awareness campaign created by the Norwegian Students' and Academics' Assistance Fund
(SAIH). Emerging from the satirical campaign and music video ‘Radi-Aid: Africa for Norway’, the campaign has focused on
arranging the Radi-Aid Awards (2013-2017), celebrating the best - and the worst - of development fundraising videos. Along
with this, Radi-Aid produced several satirical, awareness-raising videos. In 2017, they developed the Social Media Guide for
Volunteers and Travelers. In 2018, they produced the Radi-Aid Research project outlined above in collaboration with David
Girling.
The goal with Radi-Aid is to challenge the perceptions around issues of poverty and development, to change the way
fundraising campaigns communicate, and to break down dominating stereotypical representations.

Read More
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Events & Opportunities
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From our colleagues at CERAH:
The Humanitarian Encyclopedia goes online!
The Humanitarian Encyclopedia is an interactive platform to better understand humanitarian concepts
and practices.
Visit today.

Learn more about HumEthNet & the Humanitarian Health Ethics Research Group.
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