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In this day and age, we are constantly engaging with visual 

media in form of images across the internet on different 

platforms. We are not just consumers of the images but also 

producers of these images that have become an integral part 

of how information is communicated, and the attention 

attracted. They don’t just illustrate a story or situation; they are 

carriers of information themselves and influence what we think 

of or how we view a specific event or story. They influence how 

we view the world and make sense of what is happening. 

Because of this, we must be mindful of how we use them and 

what message they communicate. 

Diversity celebrates difference but it also ensures that we all 

feel seen. Diversity should be encouraged because it fosters 

equality, counteracts discrimination and disenfranchisement, 

and represents society – both on a local and global level – as 

it is. It is often assumed that photographs are objective and 

depict reality as it is. But photographs are always subjective; 

they are made with and used with the intention to show or 

highlight a specific narrative, activity, or project. Editing and 

post-production tools also influence how we view and 

understand a photograph. The context in which the image is 

shown influences the way images are interpreted. 

Furthermore, the audience, their background, and their ability 

to decode images also play a role in how it is viewed and 

understood. 

These topics were the starting point for the development of the 

thematic discussion on the SuSanA forum. Our goal was to 

raise awareness for these issues through discussion and by 

providing examples of what these images could look like as 

well as point out where images used within development aid 

and specifically within the WASH sector are lacking. 

 

Within development aid and humanitarian relief, images serve 

multiple purposes: They are used to highlight and give 

attention to a specific cause, to raise financial support and for 

PR purposes and they are used within reports and academic 

literature. Images are a tool for social change for marginalised 

groups. Furthermore, there is an incentive to create images 

that evoke sympathy and compassion in the viewer. This is 

generally achieved by depicting vulnerable populations and 

communities or showing people in vulnerable situations. The 

photo in turn is taken in a way that highlights this. Visual 

representations and specifically photographs are never 

neutral. The photographer as a person has his own cultural and 

societal background, experiences, and points of view. 

But this can be problematic for multiple reasons as stereotypes 

exist for example in various forms. When it comes to visual 

culture and development aid, the emphasis lies on showing 

those most vulnerable which are generally understood to be 

women and children. However, it many NGOs have moved 

away from focusing on hardship and poverty towards showing 

more positive images on how people benefit from the programs 

and projects. Gender stereotypes are prevalent in the media, 

women have also become the focus of not just many 

development projects but also of the images themselves. 

Gender stereotypes for example are harmful because they 

disorient an individual’s perception. Studies have indicated that 

young children’s interpretation of gender is largely influenced 

by the environment and media around them. Many of the 

images, specifically those used for advertising and PR, are 

often produced for the global north, an audience that is not a 

homogenous group either, and each react differently to these 

images due to their own backgrounds, their race, and their 

ethnicity. Due to the purpose that the images serve, it can be 

easy to fall into the trap of repeating stereotypes and cliches, 

not only in relation to race, gender, ethnicity, religion, culture, 

or class but also by reinforcing a neo-colonial view of the 

Global South.  

 

Taken together, the elements listed below, as well as other 

elements of image composition such as post-production tools, 

influence how the image itself is understood and how the 

people in the image are perceived. Therefore, it is important to 

always take into consideration how the images are used and 

for what purpose. Images should reflect the diversity of a 

society and not fall into cliches or stereotypes. 

It is not just about who is shown in a photograph but also how. 

Images can reflect societal hierarchies, existing stereotypes 

and reinforce them. But there is no blueprint or a clear set of 

do’s and don’ts when it comes to image composition. Context 

is key and should always be taken into consideration when 

selecting images. Yet certain tendencies can repeat 

themselves to the point where we become unaware of their 

negative and harmful influence. Therefore, it is important to be 

mindful and deliberate when taking pictures and selecting 

images for print or the web. 

1 Introduction 

2 Portraying Diversity and 
counteracting Stereotypes 

3 The Use of Images 
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• Ask if people want to be photographed, including children 

themselves and not just their parents 

• Share the intent and purpose of the photographs to all 

participants in a clear and comprehensible way 

• Provide translation of consent forms or work with 

translators in case of language barrier 

• Allow the participants to see the photo, so they know what 

it looks like and what they look like in the photo 

• Take their feedback into consideration 

• Speak with those shown in the photographs to allow them 

to express themselves and to hear their story 

• Make the media content that they were a part of available 

to them 

• Let them take the images themselves if possible 

• Work with photographers from their communities or that 

have a shared background, language, etc. 
• Maintain and know your boundaries at all times especially 

when working with marginalised individuals  

Image Size and Frame Selection 

The frame selection is an important element of the overall 

image composition: 

• To make sure that those shown in the photograph are 

depicted equally, they must be each shown in a similar 

manner, this can be achieved by showing them on the 

same pictorial level or visual axis (Example 1)  

 

The Camera Perspective 

The perspective from which a photograph is taken, influences 

how the people in the photograph are viewed: 

• At eye level with the viewer is a neutral point of view 

• Taken form below, the person or people in the photograph 

can appear threatening or menacing. Yet they can also 

come across as confident, but this depends on the 

situation show and what they are doing (Example 2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• A photo taken from above (Example 3) gives the 

impression that the people or the person shown are 

vulnerable and helpless 

- A photograph taken from above also suggests that 

there is a hierarchy in place and the viewer of the 

photograph is at the top 

- While this can evoke empathy or sympathy from the 

viewer, it takes away from the subjects’ self-

confidence and agency 

- Furthermore, as the viewer, we are literally looking 

down on them, suggesting that we have more power 

and they are helpless, depending on who is shown, 

this can reinforce and affirm stereotypes and cliches 

about people and groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exception: In some instances, it makes sense to take a 

photo from above or from below (Example 4). This could 

be the case when trying to show a bigger scene that 

cannot be captured in another way (from above) or when 

trying to emphasize that someone or something is very 

tall or very high up (from below) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3a Taking the Photograph 

Example 1. ©pexels 

Example 2. ©pexels 

Example 3. ©unsplash 

Example 4. ©pexels 
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The Image Composition 

• People that are positioned in the front dominate the scene 

and become the center of the photograph; they are the 

first thing the viewer sees 

 

 

• The same applies to people that are actively doing 

something, e.g. speaking or explaining something, are in 

movement; they are also perceived as more dominant 

than those that are passive because they are listening or 

watching 

 

 

The Visual Axis 

• The visual axis is the imaginary line from one person to 

another person or an object in an image, they guide the 

viewers focus and their attention; if a person or people in 

a photograph all look toward a specific object, person or 

action, the viewer’s focus will also be guided towards what 

they are looking at. 

 

 

• This person or object thus received special attention and 

becomes the focus of the image, therefore it is important 

to take this into consideration in the composition of the 

image; is the person/people or object meant to be the 

center of attention and if so, why? 

 

It is of course not possible to show the multitude of diversity 

within one photograph or image. Instead, diversity should be 

represented across the entire media spectrum: within 

publications, on the website and on social media through the 

images used. This does not mean that one should not pay 

attention to diversity and representation within a single image. 

Paying attention ensures that stereotypes and cliches rooted 

in race, class, gender, religion, culture, or ethnicity are 

avoided. What this generally means is to pay attention to the 

way the image is constructed and to who is shown within the 

image and how. The list below outlines some of the things to 

look out for and to take into consideration.  

Who is in the photo or image: 

• Who is active and who is passive? 

• Who is speaking to whom and who is listening? 

• Is it a group of people or a single person? 

• What is their assumed gender identity? 

• What is their assumed ethnicity or race or religion? 

• What is their assumed age? 

• Do they have visible disabilities? 

• Do the photos used throughout a publication or website 

show a wide range of diversity in terms of race, gender, 

ethnicity, class, religion, etc.? 

• Does the photograph affirm or break with stereotypes 

based on race, gender, or class? 

• Does the photo affirm or break with societal hierarchies 

and stereotypes? 

• How are women shown in comparison to men and vice 

versa? 

 

• What is the purpose of including an image or a 

photograph? 

• Make sure that the photographs always relate to the text 

if people are included to ensure that they are not just used 

for illustrative purposes but that the photograph serves a 

specific purpose 

• Use captions that explain what is shown or possibly is a 

quote from the people or the person in the image 

• Avoid overusing images of children, women and others in 

vulnerable positions or situations. 

3b What to consider when selecting images 

3c Using Images or Photographs 

Example 5. ©pexels 

Example 6. ©pexels 

Example 7. ©pexels 



 

4 
 

Guide on the Use of Images 

by Neue Deutsche Museumsmacher:innen and SuSanA 
(November 2021) 

 

Ademolu, Edward, and Siobhan Warrington. “Who Gets to Talk 

About NGO Images of Global Poverty?” Photography 

and Culture, vol. 12, no. 3, Routledge, July 2019, pp. 

365–76. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17514517.2019.1637184  

Barber, Aja. Consumed: On Colonialism, Climate Change, 

Consumerism & the Need for Collective Change: The 

Need for Collective Change; Colonialism, Climate 

Change & Consumerism. Brazen, 2021. 

Bogre, Michelle. Photography As Activism: Images for Social 

Change. Taylor & Francis Group, 2011. 

Chant, Sylvia. “The ‘Feminisation of Poverty’ and the 

‘Feminisation’ of Anti-Poverty Programmes: Room for 

Revision?” The Journal of Development Studies, vol. 

44, no. 2, Routledge, Feb. 2008, pp. 165–97. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220380701789810  

Crombie, Jess and Siobhan Warrington. The People in the 

Pictures: Vital Perspectives on Save the Children’s 

Image Making. Save the Children, 2017. 

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document

/people-pictures-vital-perspectives-save-childrens-

image-making/ 

Derman- Sparks, L. Anti-bias curriculum: Tools for 

empowering young children. Washington DC: 

National Association for the Education of Young 

Children, 2001. 

Dogra, Nandita. Representations of Global Poverty: Aid, 

Development and International NGOs. I.B. Tauris, 

2013. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2011.560472  

Dogra, Nandita. “The Mixed Metaphor of ‘Third World Woman’: 

Gendered Representations by International 

Development NGOs.” Third World Quarterly, vol. 32, 

no. 2, Routledge, Mar. 2011, pp. 333–48. 

Duganne, Erina, et al. Global Photography: A Critical History. 

Taylor & Francis Group, 2020. 

Hall, Stuart, et al. Culture, Media, Language: Working Papers 

in Cultural Studies, 1972-79. Taylor & Francis Group, 

1991. 

Hickel, Jason. “The ‘Girl Effect’: Liberalism, Empowerment and 

the Contradictions of Development.” Third World 

Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 8, Routledge, Sept. 2014, pp. 

1355–73. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.946250  

Hughey, Matthew W., and Emma González-Lesser. Racialized 

Media: The Design, Delivery, and Decoding of Race 

and Ethnicity. New York University Press, 2020. 

Min Soo Chun, Alice, et al. Ground Rules in Humanitarian 

Design: AD Reader. John Wiley & Sons, 

Incorporated, 2015. 

Pasternak, Gil. The Handbook of Photography Studies. Taylor 

& Francis Group, 2020. 

Reynolds, Rachel R., and Greg Niedt. Essentials of Visual 

Interpretation. Taylor & Francis Group, 2021. 

Siapera, Eugenia. Cultural Diversity and Global Media: The 

Mediation of Difference. John Wiley & Sons, 

Incorporated, 2010. 

Storey, John. Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: An 

Introduction. Taylor & Francis Group, 2012. 

Tsekleves, Emmanuel, et al. Design for Global Challenges and 

Goals. Taylor & Francis Group, 2021. 

van der Hoogte, Liesbeth, and Koos Kingma. “Promoting 

Cultural Diversity and the Rights of Women: The 

Dilemmas of ‘Intersectionality’ for Development 

Organisations.” Gender & Development, vol. 12, no. 

1, Routledge, May 2004, pp. 47–55. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552070410001726516   

Wilson, Kalpana. “‘Race’, Gender and Neoliberalism: 

Changing Visual Representations in Development.” 

Third World Quarterly, vol. 32, no. 2, Routledge, Mar. 

2011, pp. 315–31. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2011.560471 

 

 

 

4 Bibliography 

4 Bibliography 

 

Authors: Jasmin Alley, Janice Mitchell, Susanne Wernsing 
[Neue Deutsche Museumsmacher:innen] 

 

Reviewed by Barbara Kazimbaya-Senkwe (AWSPN-ZC), 
Nyembezi Nc'ube (AWSPN-ZC), Alexandra Dubois (GIZ) and 
Daphne Manolakos (GIZ) 

 

 

This Guide is part of The Thematic Discussion Series (TDS) on 
The Power of Images, which was organized and hosted by the 
Sustainable Sanitation Alliance (SuSanA) in cooperation with 
Neue Deutsche Museumsmacher:innen on the SuSanA 
discussion forum. 
 
 

© Sustainable Sanitation Alliance 

All SuSanA materials are freely available following the open-source 
concept for capacity development and non-profit use, so long as proper 
acknowledgement of the source is made when used. Users should always 
give credit in citations to the original author, source and copyright holder. 

   

 
 

This document is available from: www.susana.org 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/17514517.2019.1637184
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220380701789810
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document/people-pictures-vital-perspectives-save-childrens-image-making/
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document/people-pictures-vital-perspectives-save-childrens-image-making/
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document/people-pictures-vital-perspectives-save-childrens-image-making/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2011.560472
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.946250
https://doi.org/10.1080/13552070410001726516
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2011.560471
file:///C:/Users/langka_tho/Desktop/TDS%2010/synthesis%20katrin/kommentierungsrunde/www.susana.org

