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Introduction 

Background and significance 

My undergraduate research ( Work in Progress: the Process of Creativity) exp lored and 

documented different ways in wh ich creat ive people work. The research exp lored the creative 

processes of two artists, focus ing on where the ir initial ideas came from: how these ideas were 

developed: how a fina l result was reached: and what methods worked more effect ive ly for wh ich 

art ist. I se lected art ists who used a variety of creative processes to create the ir fina l pieces of 

work. John Ca lvert, a sculptor who was work ing on a commissioned piece for the Lower Hutt Ci ty 

Counc il (to be placed on the Perone foreshore). and Robert McLeod, a well-known painter and art 

teacher working on a new series of paint ings. It became clear that both artists had a sim ilar 

overa l l process. Each developed concepts and ideas in the form of sketches or other similar 

works and displayed these sketches in their environment. However. each artist displayed a 

un iq ue approach to the deve lopment of the ir ideas, the materials they used, the sk ills they 

possessed, the environment they worked in and who they worked with. This project il lustrated 

the divers ity of the processes that creative people use to ach ieve their final work. Examples of 

this work are available online (www.origindesign.co.nz/ orig inart/ frankie rouse ). 

In this study I examine the photographic practice of five New Zealand photographers. 

Photographic Practice: The Working Methods of Five New Zealand Photographers explores the 

role that creativity and communication play in these photographers· photographic work . Theories 

relating to creativity and communication are used in order to analyse the ethnographic material. 

It is not the purpose of this research to define creativity and communication, rather the ideas 

underpinning these terms are used to discuss the ethnograph ic research and eluc idate the 

photographers· practice. 

Although there exists many definitions, to pinpoint creativity is problematic. As Edwards 

describes " ... we sti ll have no general ly accepted definit ion of creativity - no genera l agreement 

on what it is, how to learn it. or if. indeed, it can be learned or taught." (Edwards. 1987, p. 2). 

Creat ivity is often described as an insight that occurs in the mind of 'spec ial' ind ividuals. 

However, many theorists share a common view that creat ivity emerges from norma l prob lem­

so lving efforts that depend on consc ious thought processes and that it can be learned or 

enhanced to some degree (Weiten, 1995, 368). 

Weiten states, "Crea ti vity invo lves the generat ion of ideas that are origina l, novel, and usefu l. 

Creat ive think ing is fresh, innovat ive, and inventive." "Creative ideas come from a deep we ll of 

experience and tra ining in a specific area" (Weiten 1995, p. 368). This is re inforced by Weisberg 

who states that, " ... major crea ti ve ach ievements genera lly are logical extens ions of ex isting 



ideas. involvi ng long. hard work and many sma ll. faltering steps forward'' (Weiten 1995. p. 368). 

Simila rly Edwards adds. "A creative person is one who can process in new ways the information 

at hand ... al l need some knowledge of the techn iques of the ir crafts." (Edwards. 1979, p. 26). 

Interest ingly this is further emphas ised by Albrecht who states. ··creativity shou ld be an 

everyday sk ill. The fact is that everyone can think and behave creatively ..... (Albrecht. 1987. p. 

65 ). It is upon these broad views that the practice of the participants will be exp lored. 

The following chapters exam ine the photographers. the ir work ing environments and working 

methods includ ing the ir output and intended communicat ion. These areas are exp lo red 

separately in each chapter and then certa in aspects are combined for discussion in the final 

chapter. 

The first chapter begins by introducing the participating photographers and discusses how 

various aspects of the ir li ves relate to the ir photographic successes. 

Chapter Two looks at the participating photographers· working environments and examines 

these in re lat ion to theoretical texts regarding creativity and the creative process. considering 

what makes these env ironments successfu l for them and how this aids in the ir processes. 

Chapter Three focuses on ana lys is of the ethnographic research in relat ion to idea generation 

and development. 

In Chapter Four. aspects of the photographers · processes. production and evaluation of their 

work are discussed and analysed using theories relating to the creative process. 

Chapter Fi ve introduces communication theory in an examination of photography·s ability to 

commun icate visual ly. This chapter looks at the variety of contexts used by the participating 

photographers and the ir choices for the most appropriate commun icat ions to particular 

audiences. The re lat ionsh ips between the ideas being commun icated and their re lationships to 

the media and methods used are also exp lored. 

Finally. Chapter Six exp lores theories relating to the creat ive persona li ty and the participating 

photographers · practice and discusses the inter-re lat io nsh ips that ex ist between the ideas 

discussed in this final chapter and the proceeding chapters. 
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Research aims 

Drawing upon theories of communication and creativity, th is research exam ines the sign ificance 

of work ing env ironments. indiv idua l interests and social backgrounds of five New Zea land 

photographers in relation to their photographic pract ice. 

The researcr method 

Photo-ethnography 

This study has adopted a photo-ethnograph ic approach. Photography is a powerfu l medium for 

research and ethnography is based around participant observation. Both are significant to this 

study. Anthropologists often work to establish friendships. relationsh ips and trust and try to 

understand their subjects' points of view. 

Researchers working within an ethnographic practice base their methods around participatory 

observation to understand the cultural context. This requires involvement with the subject and 

the situat ion and is a process of col laborat ion. This can be considered participatory in the sense 

that "you are a participant in another culture's typical events. you can use your own experience 

as a part of the study" (Harper. 1987. p. 7l. 

Ethnographers acknowledge subjective interpretation. and ethnography treats photography as a 

viable form of research in itself (Emmison 2000. 26). This visual text is a form of exploration and 

allows the researcher to record aspects of a situation before be ing fully aware of their 

significance to the research. Photographers can capture an image and then find out what ideas 

the image is communicating about the subject (Emmison 2000. 26). which can then also lead to 

additiona l verbal exploration. 

In order to understand and record aspects of the participants' photographic practice. visual 

research and interv iews were undertaken. The process involved in ga ining research approva l, as 

we ll as the methods used to undertake the research, are outlined be low. The ethnographic 

research methodology is appropriate to th is research and photography plays a sign if icant ro le in 

the information gathering and communication process. 
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The participants - Selecting, approaching and ga ining approval 

To obta in a diverse sample. a list of photographers was made and grouped into areas of 

photographi c practice such as commercial. fine arts. wedd ing and portraiture. Thi s was 

completed to ensure an even distribution over the separate areas of practice. The names on the 

list were obtained through discussions with others in the photographic ind ustry. Initially ten 

photographers were approached but only five decided to participate in the research project. The 

final number of participants limited the research to a manageable size while ensuring the 

generation of mean ingfu l data to meet research aims. 

Potentia l part icipants were emai led an introductory letter (Appendix Al. If no response was 

received from the initial emai l. then the introductory letter was posted. Potential participants 

who l1ad not responded at this point received a te lephone call from the researcher who 

introduced herself and the research topic (as outlined in the initial letter). A copy of the 

information sheet fo r Stage one interviews (Append ix Bi was then posted to the participants 

unless they stated they did not want to participate. 

Fi ve of the ten photographers approached agreed to participate. Of the five who did not agree. 

two did not respond. so to avoid annoying them. the researcher decided not to pursue further 

contact. One agreed. then cancelled due to time constraints and work pressures, a recurring 

theme found in the research. and one did not respond after agree ing to do so. 

The five photographers who agreed to participate were Wayne Ba rrar. Esther Bu nn ing. Rachael 

Hale. Ian Robertson and Jona Rotman. 

Before conducting the research it was necessary for the researcher to gain approval from the 

Massey Univers ity Ethics Committee and from the participants themselves. It was also necessary 

to gain approval from other people photographed while undertak ing the vi sua l research 

component of the project (Appendix Cl. 

Due to the sensitive nature of the information requested from the participants. the researcher 

moved through each stage of the process with caution. While this process was time consuming. 

it enabled the researcher to develop friendships with the participants. which was essential in 

establishing credibility and therefore building trust. 

The participants received documentation insuring confidentia li ty of any material specif ied by 

them and expla ining their rights as a participant (Appendix BI. The researcher ensured consent 

forms were signed wh ich gave perm iss ion to interview and videotape participants, and to take 

photographs of them and their env ironment (Append ix C). If requested by a participant, all 

interview tapes were destroyed after the research was completed. 
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The interviews - Conducting and transcribing 

The interviews were done to gather informat ion re lating to the part icipant's photograph ic 

practice. Each interview lasted between one and two hours. A sem i-structured interview method 

was the preferred approach fo r Stage One. This was fol lowed by a more unstructured 

conve rsation li ke interv iew with ind ividua l questions in stage two. The interv iews took place 

over a month with a three-month period between Stage One and Stage Two. 

To ensure the participants were fu lly informed about the research top ic each interview 

commenced with a genera l overv iew outlining the research topic and the purpose of the 

interview. The interview quest ions were estab li shed fo llowing a rev iew of li terature on the 

subject. The li terature review high li ghted key ideas that the researcher wanted to deve lop 

further and established the gaps in the research that needed exp loration. Additiona l quest ions 

were developed throug h discussions with the research supervisor, peers and other artists and 

photographers, including the research participants. The questions were fu rther deve loped by 

referring to additional sources including Csikszentmihalyi (1996) and Mace (1998). 

The process for Stage One included an interview question sheet (Appendix Dl which was broken 

down into eleven sections. containing nine areas of specific concern and two general areas. 

These sect ions have been numbered accordingly to al low for cross-referenc ing. The sections 

include: 

1.1.0 Genera l Overview: Introduces the research top ic to the participant and develops an 

overview of the type of work that they do. 

1.2.0 Experience and Intuition: Discusses the validity of these aspects in re lation to the 

partic ipant's photographic practice and process. 

13.0 Mot ivat ion: Exp lores mot ivat ion in relat ion to the partic ipant, the ir work and their success 

as a photographer. 

1.4.0 Stages of the Process - Initial Concept: Establ ishes where initial ideas come from and how 

they are developed. 

1-5-0 Stages of the Process - Information Gathering: Examines methods and processes involved 

with gathering information and how it is used. 

1.6.0 Stages of the Process - Develop ing the Idea: Techniq ues and methods used to develop 

ideas. 

1_z.o Stages of the Process - Ti meframe: Discusses timeframes and how they in fl uence the 

development of work. 
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1 .8 .0 Creativity and the Creative Process : Estab lish es the partic ipant's views and opinions 

regarding their creativity and creative processes. 

1.9.0 Working Environment: Looks in depth into working environments and how they relate to 

creative processes. 

1.10.0 Communication: Discusses the communication of ideas to viewers and audiences and 

communication devices employed. 

1 .11.0 Summa ry: Allows the participant to mention additional thoughts that may not have been 

included in the questionnaire and permits the researcher to add further questions which may 

have arisen during the interview process. 

Additional questions were asked throughout the interview to gain further information when 

necessary. Pa rticipants were able to develop ideas and concepts. taking tangents that often led 

to additional information. 

The procedure of the interviews tended to fol low the interview question structure. Thi s was 

essent ial as it ensured all sig nificant areas were discussed and the researcher found that 

break ing down the process into manageable sect ions allowed the part icipants to answer the 

questions more easily. 

The interviews were undertaken in the participants working environments. This allowed them to 

be at ease during the interview. The interviews were recorded onto digital video (DV) tape for 

accurate transcription. Participants were made aware that they could stop the tape at anytime 

and that the visual footage would not be used. 

Some of the questions were difficult for the participants to answer and required them to think 

about aspects of their practice in a way that they had not done before. To give the participants 

time to reflect on their processes a copy of the interview questions was sent prior to the 

interview. This also allowed the participants to establish if there were any questions that they 

were not comfortable discussing and also to withdraw from the research if they did not want to 

be interviewed on these topics. 

The process for the second interviews had a simi lar structure to that of the first. Before the 

interviews, an information sheet for Stage Two (Append ix H) and a letter introducing Stage Two 

(Appendix G) were sent to the participants. However, unlike the initial interview which looked in ­

depth into the "photog raphic practice" of the photographer. the second interview looked into 

the life of the photographer to establish links between their creative approaches, working 

methods and experiences and to see how these affect photographic practice. 
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This lead to an in-depth interview question sheet (Appendix El. wh ich was broken down into five 

sect ions. The sections are: 

2.1 .0 Childhood: Exam ines childhood experiences and accomplishments and their relationship to 

the participant's creativity today. Also explores the role of parents and/ or mentors and discusses 

what led them to pursue photography as a career. 

2.2.0 Education: Invest igates what formal education the participating photographer ha s 

undertaken and why, and how this may re late to their creat ivity today. 

2.3.0 Photographic Practice: Discusses different elemems of photographic practice. 

2.4.0 Life: Explores the l ife of the photographer including goals and challenges and how these 

affect life decisions. 

2 .. o Individual uestions: Develops further ideas discussed in the initial interview and 

addit ional questions that have arisen from the visual research . and are specific to that 

partic ipant. 

The interviews were transcribed by an outside source and proofed against the origina l recording 

by the researcher. The transcripts. along with a letter explaining the process (Appendix F) were 

returned to the participants to proofread. make any alterations if necessary and return to the 

researcher. Once all alterations from the research participants had been completed. a final copy 

was sent to the participants for the ir record. This process ensured that the research participants 

were satisfied with their responses and was essentia l in building a trusting relationsh ip with the 

participants. 

The photographs 

Photographs have been included in the thes is to encourage visual comparisons relating to the 

ma in ideas discussed in the text. Participants were informed that the photographs would be 

included in this thesis and that further uses such as publication and exh ibition were a poss ibi li ty. 

The researcher stated in the information sheet for Stage One interviews (Appendix B) that the 

researcher wou ld seek further consent should any of these situations arise. Co lour laser copies of 

photographs chosen for inclusion in the thesis were provided for approva l and consent forms 

were signed (Append ix J and Appendix K). 

The thes is contains examples of photographic works completed by the research participants. The 

participants were made aware of these works and their consents obtained (Appendix L and 

Append ix M). 
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