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ABSTRACT
This is an exploration of how image based communication is being transformed by the
“mobile-phone-as-camera”. Based on a pilot study done in 2008, the ways in which people
interact with mobile media on a visual level to generate shared meanings were studied.
Drawing from a grounded theory approach this preliminary exploration maps out possible
avenues for investigating the ways in which meanings are decoded and encoded within
images produced by those using mobile phones. In considering these aspects, points of
discussion in focus on notions one is both reader and author, are there any commonalities
emerging in decoding mobile phone images which enable readers to glean shared meanings
without the use of words?

BACKGROUND
Camera Phone Usage
Since 2000, there has been a gathering of momentum in mobile phone photography studies,
however at the moment, many focus on usage, rather than what meanings are being created.
Studies by Daisuke Okabe (Okabe, 2004, Okabe, 2005) and Mizuko Ito (Ito, 2005) have been
key in understanding the early adoption of such technologies by Japanese users. The use of
mobile phone cameras in Japan so far has the longest history, and this has provided a strong
foundation upon which other studies can be built.
It is emerging that many practices by mobile phone users are very much a product of their
culture, for example Japanese users have the term keitai, which, translated into Japanese
means “a portable,” or “something you carry with you.” (Ito, 2004) This has come to stand for
a particular youth culture, not yet seen in other cultures, which is focused around the social
practices connected to mobile phones (Daliot-Bul, 2007). Equally studies done by Barbra
Scifo in Milan of Italian youth uncovered the practice of squillini (Scifo, 2005) where teens
indicate interest in one another by short rings to another where they don’t expect the receiver
to pick up. In such a fluid environment which had been designed for distance communication,
and where ironically localization appears to be occurring more than globalization (Scifo, 2005)
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meaning, interpretation and analysis of images needs to be explored taking into consideration
the culture as well as geographic location of those taking part in a study.
Findings of these studies and many others indicate; that people do not send images as much
as previously expected, sharing takes place in face to face situations, (Kindberg T, 2005,
Chalfen, 2006, Fleck R, 2005), and that women are using camera phones more than men
(Chalfen, 2006). Such research into usage provides a framework in which to build other
studies that explore more complex aspects of mobile phone photography such as how to
approach actual nature of the images themselves as coded objects in themselves.
Exploring Intimacy
A key aspect that affects the meaning of many images produced using mobile phones is
that the pervasive properties of the mobile phone camera have made it a much more intimate
device than the traditional camera. With a traditional 35mm SLR camera or larger the very act
of taking a photograph can be intrusive, due to size, the way in which the photographer’s
face is protected as they take the viewfinder up to their eye and the dynamics of power
between the photographer and their subject (Clarke, 1997). Photographers like as Diane
Arbus were aware of the effect this had on their subjects, and used a camera which had a
waist level viewfinder in an attempt to overcome this. As a result, art critics and historians
recognise her images often are more candid than those taken on other formats (Bosworth,
2005).

(Winogrand, 1967)
The “at hand-ness” (Fleck R, 2005) of the camera in a mobile phone, combined with its ability
to send images means that quite often images are taken in spur of the moment situations
where other camera formats have not been available, leading to captured moments which
often reflect an unguardedness either on behalf the subject, or that the photographer, who
gives us an insight into their “here and now”.
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The very design of cameras in mobile phones, particularly those which have a clamshell
shape, mean quite often difficult for a spectator to distinguish whether someone is taking a
photograph, texting a friend, viewing photographs or playing a game, and in this way many
images taken with mobile phones exhibit an intimacy not seen in other formats. The darker
side of this can be seen by signs such as this appearing in places where camera phones may
be covertly used in less than honourable ways which could compromise the subject.

(Consumer_Electonics_Association)
Negative aspects aside, in research done at Surrey University’s Digital World Research
Centre Amparo Lasen further clarifies the intimacy of mobile telephones by also suggesting
that they are affective technologies, those technologies through which we mediate expression
of emotion, and in turn become emotionally attached to (Lasen, 2004). Studies have also
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shown that many people also become attached to the photographs that they store on their
phones (Fleck R, 2005).
Constructing meaning in personal photographs
“The intelligibility of the photograph is no simple thing; photographs are texts
inscribed in terms of what we may call ‘photographic discourse’, but this discourse,
like any other engages discourses beyond itself, the photographic text, like any other
is the site of a complex intertextuality, an overlapping series of previous texts ‘taken
for granted’ at a particular cultural and historical juncture” (Burgin, 1982)
In the creation and consumption of mobile phone images, where social interaction is being
mediated by pervasive technologies, those participating switch between role of reader and
the role of author as images are conveyed back and forth. There is an inherent understanding
of context and this adds to the meaning. If such images are taken out their context, is the
intended meaning lost, or do people respond to other indexical signs within the image to hit
upon a similar meaning, and does that meaning coincide with the photographer’s intentions?
Most studies into mobile phone photography
focus on people who are not trained
photographers (Kindberg T, 2005, Chalfen,
2006, Daliot-Bul, 2007, Dyson, 2005, Lasen,
2004, Nancy A. Van House, 2006, Fausto
Colombo, 2005, Fleck R, 2005, Scifo, 2005).
Many have never heard of the word
semiotics, or the concept of encoding or
decoding an image with meaning, yet
subconsciously they do so. We need to
remain aware that the although people in
western societies are used to deconstructing
images through constant exposure in the
media and advertising, a majority of these
images are constructed, and often by a team
of advertising executives, art directors and
professional photographers. Every tiny detail
has been carefully considered in order to
ensure maximum impact on the viewer who
has been primed to read such images, as we
can see with Roland Barthes’ infamous
deconstruction of the Panzani ad (Barthes,
1977b).
What happens when people apply the same decoding aspects to mobile phone photographs,
which have NOT been constructed by professionals? What are the signifiers pertinent to
mobile phone photography that people are picking up on and responding to? A different
process occurs with snapshot photography, particularly that of mobile phone photography,
where the images produced shows us a captured moment from someone else’s personal
point of view, often taken and sometimes sent to others impulsively and with little forethought.
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Patricia Holland writes of how consumerism of the 20 century, alongside the advocacy of
analysing oneself by Freud has lead to current practices in personal photography:
“ It has developed as a medium through which people confirm and explore their
identity, that sense of selfhood which is an indispensible feature of modern sensibility
– for in western urban culture it is as individuals that people have come to experience
themselves.” (Holland, 2006)
It is not only the content and subject matter of the photographs which need to be taken into
consideration when analysing mobile phone images, but also the physical context of the
photographer themselves (often they are doing something else at the time); the ephemeral
nature of the digital image; and the assumption that many photographs are taken to show
others who geographically and temporally may never share the same space as the
photographer. By gaining insight into how people are authoring and reading such images,
new modes of visual communication can be leveraged for a wider range of social uses.

Collecting Mobile Phone Images as Data
Sites like flickr, moblog, facebook, bebo etc provide access to thousands of mobile phone
images, enabling for large sample sizes, however in depth knowledge of what is going on in
each photograph is often hard to determine and the stories behind the photographs are not
always provided. Captions provide some insight, but not enough. There is also no indication
of whether the photograph was sent to someone else, whether it is still on the user’s phone,
or what other circumstances may have taken place, ie is it part of a series? Or is it a one off?
Sometimes users do caption their photographs, or geodata is picked up from the image and
this is very useful, but it does often lead to more curiosity and more questions about the
image, for which we may never get answers. For example with “ N&N Phase K tower side “
(overleaf), we can assume we can make a pretty accurate guess at the photographer’s
intended meaning, but will never be quite sure. Flickr is an excellent tool for research in that
we know the image was taken in West Pottergate in Norfolk in 2004, that it has been viewed
31 times and it was uploaded by someone called Wilster K, but we don’t have any idea of
what other people think of it
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The comments on the next image below provide a little more insight, where we see that
“pad232” interprets the cat’s expression as being upset. We can also tell that they have not
read the title of the image and this leads to their misinterpretation of the cat’s gender, but the
full story is still not clear.
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The other point to be made is that images on social networking sites have been knowingly
(we hope) posted in the public domain. Whilst participants of phone camera studies still
choose the images they show to researcher, many images that were used in this study were
not in the public domain, and were not images that participants had posted sites like flickr,
citing reasons such as the image wasn’t good enough, or it was too personal. With the
interpretation of images where everything is subjective and issues of authorship and
interpretation come into play (Barthes, 1977a), how to go about uncovering shared meaning
is a daunting prospect. Textual analysis whilst useful, gives a very one-sided point of view. To
address these concerns, and investigate ways around them, a small exploratory pilot study
was undertaken in mid 2008.
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METHODS
This study was aimed at defining strategies, which could underpin methodological
approaches in more comprehensive studies of shared meaning within the intimacy of camera
phone images. The main objectives were to gain in depth access to the stories that each
photograph tells, to present the same photographs to others who may not know the stories,
and then record what they perceived the meaning to be in order to compare it with the
intended meaning.
Participants
Ten participants who were part of an extended social group were used. Unlike other phone
studies where the shared context is location (Daliot-Bul, 2007, Ito, 2004, Scifo, 2005), the
shared context in this study was a social group who keep in contact via MMS, facebook, IM,
email and face to face encounters. The reason for this was to prioritize social networks over
geographical location, based on studies which indicate that those in the same social network
have similar points of reference for generating shared meaning (Tindale RS. Meisenhelder).
The group was spread geographically across Sydney (3) London (3) and Dundee (4), and all
knew at least two other, if not all members of the group. Prior to the study group members
engaged in camera phone usage and sending of images.
This mix of geographic locations across people who
share the same social network was illuminating in
identifying when participants could contextualize an
image correctly in terms of location showing when
this was a factor in terms of interpreting the image.
For example, the image on the left was most clearly
understood by those in Australia.

Procedure Overview
The study was based on Grounded Theory (Glaser, 1967) with the rationale that the data
collected would be a theoretical sampling in order to investigate emerging phenomena and
provide a framework for developing theories. The study was broken down into three stages
and used a mixture of methods with the intention of using grounded theory to qualitatively
analyse the data.
The first stage concentrated on collecting photographs from participants and interviewing
them about each photograph to understand why it was taken and the contributing factors to
its creation. In the second stage participants were shown a sample set of images which was
indicative of the larger range of images. At this point they were asked to indicate what they
though was happening in each of the sample photographs. In the third stage participants
ranked a larger sample set of images against the descriptors generated in the previous stage.
All three stages elicited qualitative data which was coded and analysed within according to
grounded theory approaches.
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Stage 1: Photo-elicitation
In the first stage participants were asked to select in between 10 and 40 existing images that
they would like to contribute to the study. Due to the intensive nature of the study, as it did
ask for a large commitment in time and the subjects were volunteers, a wide latitude was
given in image number. Although the more images the better, there was a desire to ensure
participants did not feel pressured. Personal experience on behalf of the researcher, as a
seasoned photography/ design lecturer has shown that asking for a large amount of visual
work from people who are not confident in what they produce can result in very little being
provided. In total 145 images were contributed to the study.
It was made clear that copyright would remain that of the photographers and images would
not be used for any other purpose than to examine meaning in such images. To balance the
ethical issues such as participant anonymity and data protection with the possible desire for
participants to be credited for their photographs in publications/ presentations, the participant
consent form allowed for a variety of options:

CONFIDENTIALITY
If information about you is used for publications or presentation, we will ensure that no
reference to your identity is made, without your permission. If a photograph of you is used for
presentation or publication, your name will be changed. With reference to the use of your
likeness for presentations, please tick one of the following boxes:

 I agree that my likeness (e.g. photographs) can be used for presentations/publications.
 I do not agree that my likeness (e.g. photographs) can be used for
presentations/publication
With reference to the use of photographs that you have taken for presentations/ publications,
please tick one of the following boxes:

 I agree that my photography can be used for presentations/publications and I would like to
be credited for any of my photography that is used for presentations/publications.
 I agree that my photography can be used for presentations/publications and I would like to
remain anonymous for any of my photography that is used for presentations/publications.
 I do not agree that my photography can be used for presentations/publications.

Page 9 of 26

Simone O’Callaghan
Ad Hoc Visual Sociology Sessions
ISA Forum Barcelona, 2008

Using photo-elicitation techniques which comprised of discussing each image in semistructured interviews with the participant who took the photograph, detailed information about
each image was uncovered. This information was the type that would not be gleaned from
sites like flickr or moblogger or facebook and covered:
• The story behind why the photograph was taken
• When/ where the photograph was taken
• Why the photograph was taken
• Whether the image was sent to anyone and who
• Whether it is still on their phone now
The images that were provided by participants were sorted loosely into groups based on
subject matter. Initially seventeen groups were identified, using precedents established in
photographic practice, referencing accepted photographic genres such as landscape, self
portrait etc or common subjects of traditional photography (these are detailed in the
discussion section). At this stage the categories were flexible and would eventually be
determined by coding done by participants.

Stage 2: Detailed coding by participants.
In Stage 2 participants were shown a sample of 17 images, with one from each of the
categories defined in the previous stage. On a form participants were asked to write down
words which they best thought described Why each photograph was taken, and what they
thought was going on in the photograph. This was done in order to identify what people
perceive or think is happening so that can be correlated with the data collected in stage 1
from each of the photographers who told the stories of their photographs.
In this way, using Free Choice Profiling techniques coding by participants of the 17 sample
photographs took place. Free Choice Profiling, first utilized in the 1980’s has been useful in
determining perceived flavours in ports (Williams, 1983), honeys (Gonzales-Vinas M.A, 2002)
and cheeses(Bárcenas, 2003), where tasters created lists of descriptive words which they
then later ranked for each port, cheese or honey. Rather than being a yes/ no questionnaire
or having terms defined by the researcher, the participants determined the terms to be used
(hence the term “free choice profiling). This then has the potential to have a wider range of
definitions and terms, or coding, which may not occur to the researcher. This method can be
seen as wholistic rather than reductionist because the process focuses on areas of
consensus rather than areas of difference.
Dr Francoise Wemelsfelder (Wemelsfelder, 2001) has been a pioneer in taking the
methodology further with the use of visual material, particularly in studies of animal welfare. In
her studies participants have been shown videos of pigs and then asked to describe the
emotions that they think the pigs are displaying. Whilst it could be problematic when applied
in this way due to the risk of anthropomorphism, the actual process and Wemelsfelder’s use
of visual material has lead to adapting the methodology and evaluating it’s efficacy in this pilot
study when applying it to the study of shared meaning in images.
In standard Free Choice Profiling participants are usually asked generally on their perceptions
of a subject, however in this case the technique was modified to enable participants to identify
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what they thought they were looking at. The reasons for this were twofold. Camera phone
photography can abstract images so much, that it was important to understand what
participants thought they were looking at as well, as this would shape why they thought the
photograph was taken. This was particularly pertinent with an image of a cappuccino where
one participant thought they were looking at a lampshade, or of the NYE fireworks from
Sydney Harbour Bridge, one thought it was an atomic bomb, and a group of wedding
photographers was mistaken for a band. Another reason for the what section was to make
the participants, in their own minds, differentiate between what was going on in the
photograph, and why someone may have taken the photograph. This would then make
coding the photographs more straightforward.
The terms that were generated by participants were then examined and grouped according to
how often they were used. There were many words which participants had in common, and
this was an initial indicator that in some cases the intended meaning was probably being
understood. This stage highlighted the need to acknowledge that sometimes people just can’t
work out either why a photograph was taken or actually what they are looking at. Two
participants admitted not knowing what was going on in the photograph or why anyone would
take such an image. This is important because it is highly likely that other participants felt this
too, but may not have had the confidence to express it.
Stage 3: Ranking of terms
This stage involved participants ranking
a larger sample of 40 photographs
against terms that had been generated in
phase 2. These were the original 17
images plus a cross section of the
remaining images.
It was decided that a single set of terms
would be used across all participants,
rather than in other Free Choice Profiling
studies where individuals only rank their
own terms. The reason for using the
same set of terms across participants is
that this study is examining shared
meanings that emerge in decoding
images, and by using the same set terms
for each participant, they prioritising of
similar terms is done by them and not the
researcher. This way as much meaning
and interpretation as possible is that of
participant and not the researcher.
Participants were be given scoring sheets (pictured right) which showed 40 images and
asked to rate, based on gut feeling on an unmarked linear scale the incidence of which each
of adjectives appears for each image. The reasons that this was unmarked is because in

Page 11 of 26

Simone O’Callaghan
Ad Hoc Visual Sociology Sessions
ISA Forum Barcelona, 2008

keeping with Free Choice Profiling, the researchers did not want participants to get caught up
with numerical rating systems and conscious prioritization of terms. The aim was to
understand the immediate reaction that participants had.
Unknown to participants each line was 12.5 centimeters long (a value determined by the
statistics software) and afterwards measured and a millimeter value entered into a
spreadsheet which then enables quantitative analysis of the data. This stage of the study is
one which elicits both qualitative and quantitative data, and whilst statistical analysis has
been used in many Free Choice Profiling studies, the combination of methods and
exploratory nature of this study has elicited such an unexpected richness of qualitative data,
that in keeping with the grounded theory approach, it is the main focus of analysis. Basic
statistical analysis has been done to identify patterns in interpretation, however detailed
analysis will be followed up at a later stage.

ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION
The semi-structured interview technique for photo-elicitation in the first stage which was
informal and conversational in approach, allowed for additional useful information to be
revealed such as:
• The photographer’s feelings towards what they were photographing
• The use of camera phones in situations where a traditional camera was not available
• The creative and aesthetic considerations/ reasons that people employ using phone
cameras
• Difficulties encountered when trying to send images internationally
• Issues with phone service providers in Australia, the UK and North America.
• Other phone habits such as bluejacking, posting to flickr etc
Bluejacking is known as the practice of “hijacking”
other people’s phones using Bluetooth. Bluetooth
enabled phones have an option to search for other
Bluetooth enabled devices and then “pair” with them.
Pairing occurs when a request is sent, and then
accepted by the other user. The availability and way
in which this occurs differs from country to country
and whilst this is becoming more difficult to do in the
UK with tightened security on the networks, in
Australia it is still quite easy to do. One Sydney
based participant enjoyed surprising unsuspecting
fellow commuters on public transport with images
from her phone, as many people inadvertently
accepted her requests without really understanding
what was happening. Her favourite pastime was to
send an image of her cat (pictured right) to elderly
people.
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Anecdotal conversations with participants found an underlying theme with those who do use
their phones to take photographs, where camera phone photography in general, and the
sending images is viral, where if the photographer knows others who are doing it, they are
more likely to do so themselves rather than in isolation. For example, a participant in Australia
had only recently started taking photographs with her phone at the insistence of her boyfriend
who loved receiving picture messages. Until her relationship with him she had not used her
th

camera phone to send photographs. However, on July 11 2008, her boyfriend has
“upgraded” to an Apple iPhone, which in Australia does not support picture messaging, and in
the past two months her phone camera photography has dropped considerably.
An unexpected source of qualitative data
was the file names that people used for
their images. Only 20% of the participants
used the file default file names
determined by the device, such as
DSC00045.JPG or 10022008007.JPG
and even with these participants, not all
file names were original. Some file names
in particular where very descriptive,
indicating to the researcher why the
image had been taken, as seen by
“Coffee Cock.jpg” pictured left.
File names also gave an insight into the nature of the individual with two participants who
worked as project managers for IT based companies either grouping or naming their files by
date, a practice common for this industry to overcome issues of version control. For example
th

th

14072008024.jpg was the 24 image that this person took on the 14 of July 2008. At this
point however, this data although interesting is not the focus of this study, but is a factor t be
aware of when collecting data, and is an area for future detailed investigation.
This study comes from a background embedded in the practice of photography first and
foremost, with an understanding of the photographic practices and precedents in the history
of photography, particularly at the points when dramatic shifts took place in camera format. In
studying mobile phone images, when it came to coding the photographs it was debated
whether to apply coding strategies that had been used in other camera phone studies, the
most pertinent being that of Kindberg et al. (Kindberg T, 2005) Although Kindberg et al have
developed a plausible sounding “6 part taxonomy” for grouping images taken with mobile
phone cameras it was decided not to use this taxonomy, as it does not acknowledge that
photography itself is an act of creativity. Nor does it show an understanding of photographic
practices, failing to address inherently photographic groupings that arose in this study such as
night photography, or that many images taken with mobile phones are a result of
experimentation with cameras of limited capabilities.
Kindberg’s study worked on grouping by intention of the photographer, coming up with the
groups: Mutual Experience, Absent Friends or Family, Personal Reflection, Mutual Task,
Remote Task, Personal Task. In this way their taxonomy also does not properly engage with
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phenomena such as people photographing aspects of nature they find pleasing, or capturing
something just because they like the colour, though they could be grouped unsatisfactorily
under Personal Reflection.
In this study where aim is to eventually investigate the way in which participants responded to
meaning in the photographs, Kindberg et al’s taxonomy is too restrictive in providing a broad
cross section in terms of photography per se. In grouping the images into photographic
genres and established subject matter, most did fit into more than one group defined in this
study, however taking a grounded theory approach to sorting and coding the data (Charmaz,
2006), this initial cataloging was to determine a sample set of photographs to show
participants in the next stage of the process with the view that at this stage categories and
coding were malleable. Below are indicative samples from each group, showing similarities
between photographs taken:

Art/ Design
Elements

photographer: E. Fraser

photographer:
photographer:

wished to remain anonymous

C. Sommerville

Cityscapes

photographer: E. Fraser

photographer: C. Sommerville
photographer:
E. Howson

Cars &
Motorbikes

photographer: E. Howson

photographer: E. Fraser
photographer;
C. Rowley
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Couples

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer: E. Howson
photographer:
wished to remain
anonymous

Experimental

photographer: E. Fraser

photographer; C. Rowley

Flowers

photographer: E. Howson

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer;
C. Rowley

Food & Drink

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer: E. Howson

photographer: E. Fraser
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Friends &
Family

photographer: E. Fraser
photographer: E. Howson

photographer:
C. Sommerville

Landscapes

photographer: E. Howson

photographer: E. Fraser

Night
photography

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer: C. Rowley
photographer:
wished to remain
anonymous

Social
Events

photographer: C. Rowley

photographer: E. Fraser
photographer:
wished to remain
anonymous
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Signs

photographer: E. Howson
photographer:
C. Rowley

Statues &
Monuments

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer:
photographer:
C. Rowley

wished to remain anonymous

Sunsets

photographer: C. Rowley

photographer:
E. Howson

Self Portraits

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer: C. Rowley

photographer: E. Fraser
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Travel

photographer: E. Fraser

photographer:
E. Howson
photographer:
C. Sommerville

Work in
progress

photographer: C. Sommerville

photographer:
E. Howson

In the second stage where participants coded images, the terms they used were sorted into
groups based on how often they occurred. Many terms showed variations on the same theme
and often an image would elicit similar terms from different participants. The example below
shows how a number of participants responded to the same image indicating the way in
which terms were generated, as well as showing that inherently photographic issues and
aesthetics of the image are factors for consideration even at the least lucid of moments:

What?
CR: Dinner party, friends, camaraderie
CS: The pub
EF: Party !
EH: A party Gathering of friends
KS: Friends at a party
SD: Friends get together
SG: A party at home
Why?
CR: Memory, play, affection
CS: Remember the moment
EF: Record event, aesthetic image.
EH: To record the event, To show someone else, They
were drunk, To test the phone camera flash
KS: Sent to an absent friend from the group
SD: playing with movement and composition, keepsake, memoir of time together
SG: A drunk will photograph anything
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Overall the incidence of terms was recorded and incidence of occurrence recorded, with
those (and variations) with the highest incidence used for the final ranking forms. Many of the
terms generated for what photographs were about, were nouns very specific to the individual
images (eg: baby, or very fast train) and could not be applied generally to other images, so
they were not counted in the incidence of terms. In these cases they were more as
confirmations that participants could identify what they were looking at.
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It was decided that a single set of terms would be used across all participants, rather than in
other Free Choice Profiling studies where individuals only rank their own terms. They were
chosen based on how often they were used by participants in describing the sample set of
photographs in stage 2. The reason for using the same set of terms across participants is that
this study is examining shared meanings that emerge in decoding images.
Although there are still quite a few variations on theme it was
Terms used for ranking
photographs (stage 3)

decided to leave them in the final group as to determine which
was the best one to use would be the researcher prioritising

To Remember
Reminder
Memory
To Document
Record
Proof
Colour
Composition
Texture
Pretty
Design
Pattern
Cute
Night photography
Testing camera
Lighting
No other camera
Relationship
Family
Friend
Travel
Discovery
Home
Drunk
Boredom
Happiness
Pride
Progress
Project
Achievement
Show Others
Send to a friend
For Wallpaper
Because someone else asked
To keep
Party
Celebration
Event
Season
Can’t really tell
No idea
Accidental Image

one word over others. At this point it would be more useful for
participants to do this, and to see whether words such as “to
document” and “record” were really used interchangeably or
whether participants responded to slight variations in
semantics. This way as much meaning and interpretation as
possible is that of participant and not the researcher.
rd

The ranking of the terms by participants in the 3 stage
indicated ways in which people were interpreting the images
which lead to grouping the final list of terms according to
themes based on meanings embedded within the photograph.
It also emerged that there is a strong case to indicate that the
meaning of the image is often, but not always tied in with
intention of the photographer. However this is a two sided
approach examining both the ways in which images are
encoded and then decoded by the viewer, and there are a
number of aspects affecting the way in which meanings are
ascribed to images.
Four main areas of meaning emerged when analysing
participant responses. They have preliminarily classified as
Visual Exploration, Self Context, Connecting with Others and
Personal Archiving. The group, Personal Archiving is one
which was actually first identified by Daisuke Okabe (Okabe,
2005) in his study of social practices in Japan pertaining the
camera phone. However the data found in the current study
reflects Okabe’s findings when applied to identifying meaning
within camera phone photography, and hence it has been
used in this context as well.

Personal Archiving
In his studies of Japanese mobile phone users, Okabe discusses the propensity for people to
capture aspects of their daily lives, suggesting “Cameraphones enable personal visual
archiving and authoring, a street level everyday visual viewpoint” (Okabe, 2004). As with
other formats in photography, the capturing of memories or visual mementoes was important,
however more specific to mobile phone photography is the emerging practice of creating
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visual reminders for oneself or others, which both Okabe (Okabe, 2004, Okabe, 2005) and
Fleck et al (Fleck R, 2005) have observed. Participants in this study also engaged in this
practice. The image on the left of a wine bottle is indicative of this, where the participant had
gone out to dinner and enjoyed a good bottle of wine so photographed it. She kept this image
on her phone and has shown shop assistants in
bottle shops in order to quickly ascertain if they
have the wine she is looking for in stock. Similar
images and stories were collected in this study.
This particular participant had gone one step
further and actually had a folder on her phone
devoted to images of wine labels. Such
organisation shows innovation on behalf of the
individual and was not identified as a norm
amongst participants, excellent though the idea is.
Photographer: K.Slater

Visual Exploration
Many terms that participants generated in stage 2, and responded to in stage 3 were ones
pertaining documentary photographic practices – to record, document, proof, capture.
Interestingly, however, the high incidence of terms such as colour, texture, lighting,
aesthetics, design and art indicated that participants did not consider all images to be
documentary. This is important because many mobile phone studies come from a position
which implicitly assumes that images produced on mobile phones are predominantly made to
record things.
This area of meaning acknowledges that most people engaging in camera phone usage are
exploring a visual medium. This could be broken down into two main areas in which visual
exploration occurs:
i.

Photographic concerns - People using camera phones are still very conscious of the
limitations that many have in terms of quality, lenses and ability to handle lighting
conditions. In many cases, bound by curiosity, there is a propensity to experiment
and see just what the limited camera can “handle”. This is particularly evident in low
lighting conditions. The “at-handness” of a camera phone indentified in other studies
(Nancy A. Van House, 2006, Fleck R, 2005) was a factor in this study as well with
participants citing that they took photographs with the camera phone because they
had no other camera, though if they had they would have used it instead.

ii. Aesthetics (image/ subject) – In the photoelicitation stage, all participants admitted
that there were images that they had taken purely because they were looking at
aspects of colour, design, texture, patterns or composition. Sometimes this focused
on the subject of the photograph itself with less emphasis on the final composition of
the resultant photograph, whilst other times participants observed ways in which
framing certain objects could result in an aesthetically pleasing photograph. A phrase
that was used by a number of participants was “because it was pretty”. This is
something that other phone studies do not address and reflects a basic desire to
capture perceived beauty in the world around us.

Page 21 of 26

Simone O’Callaghan
Ad Hoc Visual Sociology Sessions
ISA Forum Barcelona, 2008

The image of the snail here is a prime example, where the
person who photographed it did so because: “it was all
golden on it’s shell and I just loved the colour and swirly
pattern!”. When ranking this image other participants scored
it highly for words such as colour, pattern and design.

Self Context
Many photographs that were contributed to this study
provided insights into the personal worlds of others, often
prioritising the more positive aspects of people’s lives. Such
images become a means of showing others that one is
Photographer: C.Rowley

moving forward, achieving things and progressing through life.
The high incidence and ranking of terms such as

achievement, progress and pride were key indicators of this. In a large number of cases the
interpretation of such meanings by participants was in keeping with the photographer’s
intended meanings.
Many such images were of people’s work in progress, renovation projects, new purchases,
life events (such as birth and marriage) and objects which indicated a progression and
successful aspects of life. These images were ones most likely to be sent to others. Friends
and family play a key role in phone camera photography, both as subjects of photographs
and as receivers of images that have been sent, with babies and young children featuring
most in family based images.

Food and cooking were high profile subjects in
images in this study. These however could both be
seen as extensions of personal successes and
aspirations because they were either in the context
of expensive restaurants or unusual places where
participants had eaten at, or recording the wonders
they had cooked up in the kitchen.
Photographer: K.Slater

“Place” was another concept that was embedded in many images indicating that the person
who took the photograph was successful enough to be travelling to “exotic” places.
Considering that telephony is about communication over distance this is not surprising,
however the choices participants made in submitting images were interesting. Many images
had signifiers that highlighted that the places the photographs of were taken were vastly
different to what participants would call “home”. When “home” was a subject of photographs,
it was within the context of house renovations and changes that suggested moving forward in
life.
The emotional, or sometimes otherwise, state of the photographer was shown to be important
in the understanding of shared meanings. This aspect seems to be distinctive to camera
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phone photography in particular. Boredom and drunkenness are two states that people
identified when discussing and ranking images that that had taken with camera phone. Both
those who had taken the photographs and those who were decoding the images identified
these states as belonging to the photographer, not the subjects or nature of the photograph
itself. Initial results indicate people can quite easily recognise an image that has been taken
when the photographer was either drunk or bored. Drunk photographing can be seen as an
1

extension of the “drunk dialling” phenomena, giving rise to behaviours that would not occur
with other formats of photography.
Being bored and the photographs that emerge from
this state also is behaviour specific to mobile phone
photography. In this study participants who did take
photographs when bored usually did so when waiting.
Usually they were alone and did not wish to appear
so, for example waiting for someone else at a cafe.
However this was not always the case with one
participant being on a visit with someone else to a
garden which he found more interesting than she did,
and so while he was engrossed in plants that did not
interest her for quite as long as they did him, she
photographed things to stave off boredom. Images
from this incident were harder for others to identify as
her being bored and were attributed meanings that
she did not intend.
Happiness and Pride were also emotions that participants identified, again on behalf of the
photographer, rather than indicative of content. The incidence of these two emotions were
much lower than the other two states and most often they were associated with family and
aspirations of the photographer, or status items such as a new car.
Connecting with Others
The data from stages 2 (where participants generated terms) and 3 (where they ranked
them), suggests that the fate of the photograph was a consideration when determining
meaning. Most participants when viewing images others had taken believed that the
photographer had an idea of what they would do with the photograph afterwards, such as to
use it for wallpaper, to send to a friend, to show others, sharing, to keep, or to show off.
Curiously this was at odds with the data collected at the photoelicitation stage where people
admitted that when they took a photograph they often did not know what they would do with it
afterwards.
Although the medium is ultimately a device which can send images as well as take them in
practice sending was less prevalent than “to use as wallpaper” or to show others. This, and a
number of other studies others (Fleck R, 2005, Okabe, 2005, Kindberg T, 2005) have
identified that sending is not as high a priority as behaviours which reflect personal archiving
1

This phemomena, most recognised in youth culture occurs when someone is very drunk, and losing their inhibitions
ring people they might not otherwise call. Often ex-lovers are the recipients of such calls, and as can be imagined,
the results of such calls are often less than ideal.
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practices. In this study the main reason participants gave for not sending images were that it
just didn’t occur to them, or technical issues (both in terms of carriers and the handset
usability) made it too difficult/ confusing.
In fact the most common reason that participants believed others take photographs with their
camera phone is to show to others in face to face situations where the phone acts as a digital
photo album. This was also evident in the semi structured interviews, where many people
said that they showed others the photographs they had taken in face to face situations where
the device itself is used to display the images. Okabe has identified this practice as Intimate
Sharing (Okabe, 2005), highlighting yet another aspect of intimacy in mobile phone
photography where the small size of the device means that those viewing it must be in close
proximity to one another.
Out of the ordinary events and sightings were
compelling reasons that did act as catalysts for
sending images to others and is a reflection of the
mobile phone camera format with participants
capturing unexpected moments and sharing them
with others. Images that were funny were most
common, with other participants being able to read
and interpret the intended meanings of the
photographer. These results can be most clearly
seen by the table, which highlights the incidence of
terms on page 19.
Photographer: K.Slater

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK
This study was an exploratory investigation into the ways in which shared meaning in mobile
phone imagery is generated, identifying methods for more detailed study. The three stage
process worked very well in terms of identifying intended meaning and comparing it with
interpreted meaning. The use of Free Choice Profiling, which to the researcher’s knowledge
has not been used in this way before, enabled the identification of patterns in the responses
of participants to each image. This allowed for the responses of the photographer of each
image to be compared with a range of other people those reading the same images.
However, the amount of data produced by this method elicited far more than expected, and
as a result detailed analysis is still ongoing. In larger studies the list of terms used needs to
be far less, as for in this study 200, A4 pages of data per participant was generated. This
resulted in 2,000 lines per participant needing to be measured. Such volumes of data mean
that a large amount of time needs to be dedicated to setting up statistical analysis for detailed
quantitative results.
In determining aspects of shared meaning, this study has initially indicated that in switching
between role of author and reader in mobile phone photography, there are not definitive
universalities in meaning.
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In semiotic terms (Barthes, 1977b), the denoted meanings, those which are obvious or
straightforward, such as photographing something because it was funny, were easily read by
most people. At this first level of signification (Emmison_Smith, 2000), meaning was self
contained within the image itself. However, where the meaning is more complex relying on
factors outside what was pictured in the photograph, there was less likelihood of similar
interpretation across participants.
It was identified that there are practices and subsequent interpretation of images specific to
the format of mobile phone photograph, where the intimate nature of the mobile phone
facilitates these practices, gaining access where other cameras may not be accepted. In
these cases, second level of signification, or connotation, derived from cultural
understandings, values and context, comes into play and initial indicators do point to
evidence supporting ideas that those engaging in mobile phone photography share a set of
understandings about the inherent nature and limitations of the medium, which sensitises
them to reading other images taken with mobile phone cameras. These findings however are
not conclusive and further studies with much greater detailed investigation are required.
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