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►► What are the visual symbols in which you identified the 
‘story’ being told? Bear in mind that the clue to the ‘story’ 
is often to be found in the relationships implied between the 
physical objects.

►► What is the meaning of the photograph to you? What do you 
think your ‘subconscious’ is trying to tell you?

Qualitative analysis of photographs and written reflections
This work started as an innovative pedagogical development 
in our GP training scheme and the power of photographs 
to develop reflective capacity became clear as the project 
unfolded. Consequently, on completion of the workshops, when 

participants had a full understanding of what the workshops 
involved, had participated in group discussions of their photo-
graphs and received written feedback on their reflections, we 
sought informed written consent to use their photographs and 
written work to disseminate the educational approach and for 
research purposes. It was important to obtain informed consent 
at this stage so participants had the opportunity to review the 
very personal nature of some of their reflections. Seven of the 
eight GP trainees (six females, one male) gave written consent 
for their photographs and reflective prose to be analysed and 
disseminated for research purposes. One GP trainee did not give 
consent, and her photographs and text were not included in this 
analysis.

A qualitative researcher (JP-H), who had not been involved 
in the workshops, analysed the photographs and reflective text 
to provide an analysis of the dominant themes. Thirty-one 
photographs and seven reflective texts were systematised in the 
software MAXQDA (Verbi Software, 2017). Standard thematic 
analysis was performed, focusing first on inducing descriptive 
categories from the data by looking at photographs and texts 
separately. This produced a coding frame for visual and textual 
data sources.21 Next, the two coding frames were compared 
and consolidated into the most salient categories, based on 
the number of coded segments in the texts and photographs. 
In refining the coding frame, visual and linguistic features of 
the software were used to explore the data, such as lemmatised 
word count and coding. For example, ‘think’, ‘feel’, ‘path’ and 
‘contrast’ were words of interest due to their frequent presence 
in the texts and their distribution across different participants’ 
reflections. An auditable track of coding decisions including 
interpretive memos was kept throughout the analysis.

The two most dominant themes identified were GP trainees’ 
feelings about ‘being on a journey’ and their ‘need for balance’.

Being on a journey
GP trainees contrasted their professional journey (their training) 
towards a desired destination (being a qualified GP). Their jour-
neys were frequently described as one with obstacles and a neces-
sary route that must be undertaken in order to reach a desired 
academic, social and professional place (see figure 1). GP trainees 
reflected on the meaning of the obstacles and complications 

Figure 2  ‘This photo shows a pathway but this time it [is] blocked 
by the horses. They are all staring at the driver in the car and seem to 
be actively preventing them from proceeding. This photo makes me 
feel uneasy and almost trapped like I can not move forward. I am not 
sure how I am going to get through or what is going to happen If I 
get closer to them. I think I am probably drawn towards this photo in 
particular as I am currently trying to get through the next obstacle in my 
training, my Applied Knowledge Test exam and feel currently like that is 
a challenging hurdle.'

Figure 3  ‘There is an obstacle and no clear path to the ‘other side’. 
They both show a ‘here’ and ‘there’. The ‘there’ symbolises where I want 
to end up, where there is light and open space, which to me represent 
possibility, freedom and fulfilment. I think I create the obstacle from 
my own surroundings out of negative thoughts and self-doubt. But 
the majority of the frame is ordered and bright, making it feel hopeful. 
I think this is my subconscious suggesting that my doubts about my 
ability are groundless.'
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encountered on their journeys, how these difficulties originated 
and their strategies for tackling them (see figures 2 and 3). Path-
ways and roads were the most coded for visual elements in the 
photographs. There were frequently intersections, junctions and 
stops where the future path was obstructed or unclear. Along this 
symbolic way there was always the potential to stop, to contem-
plate their destinations, to reconsider and, where necessary, to 
adjust their routes. See, for example, figure 4 and the associated 
reflection.

The need for balance
The other dominant theme was a need for balance. GP trainees’ 
photographs and reflective prose suggested a need for coher-
ence and equilibrium in their lives, and their perception that they 
often face competing demands, clashing desires and contrasting 
roles in the professional, social, family and community spheres. 
The following two quotes illustrate this need for balance as feel-
ings of contrast and dualism in their lives (emphasis added by 
coder).

Contrast features heavily in the photographs I have taken. It presents 
itself as man versus nature, light versus dark and earth versus sky…

There is a lot of contrast and dualism in the photographs. Perhaps 
this reflects the contrast I see within myself or the balance between 
contrasting demands placed on me by my work and training and my 
personal life. Particularly the first three photographs have elements 
of life and death, this is something that as a doctor, I find myself con-
fronting on a regular basis. It is something that I find frightening but 
also something I feel privileged to experience.

Balance and contrast was applicable to many other domains 
that also appeared in the photographs. For example, one GP 
trainee reflected on balancing professional and personal prior-
ities and the personal sacrifice she had made in leaving loved 
ones ‘behind’ in the pursuit of her career. Others reflected on the 
need for balance between being in a profession in which there 
is a constant contact with people and their need for, and enjoy-
ment of, moments of solitude (see figure 5).

Did doctors value photography as a means to enhance their 
professional development?
GP trainees were asked to rate their responses to the following 
questions on a nine-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 9 
(very). Their responses were divided into low (1–3), interme-
diate (4– 6) and high (7– -9) ratings (see table 1).

Participants were asked open-ended questions to explore in 
more detail what they found useful about these workshops, and 
how they could be improved. Representative examples of GP 
trainees’ responses are shown below.
1.	 What aspects of the sessions did you find most useful for 

encouraging you towards greater reflection?

Figure 4  ‘I was drawn to this photo because of the contrast between 
the worn-out buildings on the left and the newer on the right…I 
wonder if I am drawn to this because his path is unclear—it looks 
like there may be two paths…Perhaps I feel trapped on a boat, on a 
path unknown, unable to just step off and take a breather. It certainly 
feels that since I headed to university to study medicine, there have 
been times when I have thought about what it would feel like to do 
something else or travel the world, but felt unable to diverge from the 
path I was on, or step off the boat.'

Figure 5  ‘The tree is looking at its own reflection as a form of 
introspection … I think this represents that I value time to myself, on 
my own … away from the crowd.'
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–– The way that we were encouraged to initially take lots 
of photographs without too much thought has enhanced 
my approach to reflection—noting down events I find 
interesting but have not yet understood why

–– Talking through the photos as a group and realising 
differences in what we saw in the same photo.

–– Looking at themes in my photos helped me reflect on 
myself.

–– Encouraged me to be more mindful and take note of my 
surrounding.

–– Thinking about how we view the world around us and 
how we interpret things visually.

2.	 What aspects of the sessions did you find most useful for 
encouraging you towards increased self-awareness?
–– Time to take photos, look back on them, reflect as a group 

and then look at them again ourselves.
–– Allowing yourself to not overthink composing a 

photograph and listening to the ‘inner’ self.
–– It has encouraged me to take more time to listen to my 

own thoughts and self-doubts and try to challenge them.
–– Identifying recurring themes in photos.

3.	 In your view, how might the sessions have been improved to 
assist you towards greater reflection and/or self-awareness?
–– More time to discuss photos as a group as this is such an 

abstract idea to me.
–– Perhaps discussing the self-reflections at the final session.

4.	 In your view, how might the assigned task have been 
improved to assist you towards greater reflection and/or 
self-awareness?
–– Focus more on fewer photos in more depth rather than 

more in less detail.
–– Contrast own pictures with being given other pictures to 

comment on.
–– Some focus on the written task in the previous session, or 

practice a shorter reflective piece before.
–– Seeing an example from someone else.

As this was the first time we had run this workshop, we were 
also very interested in the participants’ general observations, 
comments and feedback. Responses received included

►► Unusual approach and refreshing.
►► Overall really enjoyable experience. This has been really 

useful to be self-aware at this point in my training. This has 
helped me be more honest with myself about my career.

►► This was really enjoyable, particularly challenging ourselves 
to think in creative and abstract ways , which was unfamiliar 
to me.

Conclusion
This highly innovative approach to medical education was a 
collaboration between a photographic artist and the Dorset 
GP Training scheme. It formed a compulsory part of the GP 
education programme. This compulsory aspect is important 
because arts-based teaching can otherwise be regarded as 
‘ornamental’22;  a voluntary add-on for those who have a 

particular interest or inclination towards the arts perpetuates 
the idea that it is somehow both less important and less valu-
able.23 A recent UK All-Party Parliamentary Group report on 
the role of arts in health and well-being emphasised the need 
for a cultural shift and 'an informed and open-minded will-
ingness to accept that the arts can make a significant contri-
bution to addressing a number of the pressing issues faced by 
our health and social care systems’.13 This cultural shift can 
start by giving junior health professionals the opportunity to 
experience the benefits of the arts themselves, through dedi-
cated modules on training curricula.

These photography workshops gave GP trainees space (both 
physically and educationally), away from their usual training, 
to explore important issues that impact on their clinical deci-
sion-making and professional development. A qualitative anal-
ysis of the photographs and reflective texts pointed to the 
salience of training as a journey and the GP trainees’ need for 
equilibrium amidst contradiction. Recent studies have called for 
the need to explore metaphor and the subtlety of language24 
and the conspicuous absence of emotion in medical education 
discourse.25 The project took place during the weeks which saw 
the first ‘all-out’ doctors strike in the history of the   National 
Health Service. Perhaps as a consequence of the emotionally safe 
and mutually supportive group dynamic that developed between 
GP trainees in sharing their reactions to and interpretations of 
their photographs, the topics of morale, the recruitment crisis 
within general practice and professional resilience were all 
openly discussed.

The GP trainees reported that they found photography to be 
a ‘refreshing’, ‘enjoyable’ and ‘really useful’ means to develop 
their self-insight as well as their ability, and inclination, to 
reflect. Despite their scientific backgrounds and usual focus 
on objectivity, empirical knowledge and evidence based guide-
lines, they found art to be an acceptable and accessible means to 
personal and professional development. The GP trainees did not 
have any prior specialist interest in photography but they valued 
the educational approach and found it beneficial in identifying 
issues that impacted on their work and their lives. We suggest 
that photography is well suited to enhancing reflective capacity, 
and our study demonstrates that the approach is perceived to be 
enjoyable, useful and valid for doctors. The arts can enhance the 
professional development of doctors and should be more fully 
integrated into training curricula.13
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Table 1  Feedback on photography workshops

Question Low value (%) Intermediate (%) High value (%)

How interesting did you find the photography workshops? 0 14 86

Overall, how useful did you find the photography workshops for personal development? 0 14 86

Overall, how useful did you find the photography workshops for training to be a general practitioner? 0 14 86

To what extent do you think the photography workshops assisted you in developing your skills in reflection? 0 0 100

To what extent do you think the photography workshops assisted you in understanding yourself? 0 14 86

group.bmj.com on March 14, 2018 - Published by http://mh.bmj.com/Downloaded from 

http://mh.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com


 7Rutherford, et al. Med Humanit 2018;0:1–7. doi:10.1136/medhum-2017-011203

Original article

Ethics approval  Ethical approval for the research component of this work was 
obtained from Bournemouth University’s Science, Technology and Health Research 
Ethics panel. 

Provenance and peer review  Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

© Article author(s) (or their employer(s) unless otherwise stated in the text of the 
article) 2018. All rights reserved. No commercial use is permitted unless otherwise 
expressly granted.

References
	 1	 Wald HS, Haramati A, Bachner YG, et al. Promoting resiliency for interprofessional 

faculty and senior medical students: outcomes of a workshop using mind-body 
medicine and interactive reflective writing. Med Teach 2016;38:525–8.

	 2	 Royal College of General Practitioners. (UK) Online GP Curriculum. http://www.​rcgp.​
org.​uk/​training-​exams/​gp-​curriculum-​overview/​online-​curriculum/​1-​being-​a-​gp/​core-​
capabilities-​and-​competences.​aspx

	 3	 Karkabi K, Wald HS, Cohen Castel O. The use of abstract paintings and narratives to 
foster reflective capacity in medical educators: a multinational faculty development 
workshop. Med Humanit 2014;40:44–8.

	 4	 Wald HS, Borkan JM, Taylor JS, et al. Fostering and evaluating reflective capacity in 
medical education: developing the reflect rubric for assessing reflective writing. Acad 
Med 2012;87:41–50.

	 5	 Tsao P, Yu CH. “There’s no billing code for empathy” - animated comics remind 
medical students of empathy: a qualitative study. BMC Med Educ 2016;16:204.

	 6	 Ogston-Tuck S, Baume K, Clarke C, et al. Understanding the patient experience 
through the power of film: a mixed method qualitative research study. Nurse Educ 
Today 2016;46:69–74.

	 7	 Shapiro J, Hunt L. All the world’s a stage: the use of theatrical performance in medical 
education. Med Educ 2003;37:922–7.

	 8	 Elder NC, Tobias B, Lucero-Criswell A, et al. The art of observation: impact of a 
family medicine and art museum partnership on student education. Fam Med 
2006;38:393–8.

	 9	 Karkabi K, Cohen Castel O. Teaching reflective competence in medical education using 
paintings. Med Humanit 2011;37:58–9.

	10	 Barber S, Moreno-Leguizamon CJ. Can narrative medicine education contribute 
to the delivery of compassionate care? A review of the literature. Med Humanit 
2017;43:199–203.

	11	 Ousager J, Johannessen H. Humanities in undergraduate medical education: a 
literature review. Acad Med 2010;85:988–98.

	12	 Perry M, Maffulli N, Willson S, et al. The effectiveness of arts-based interventions in 
medical education: a literature review. Med Educ 2011;45:141–8.

	13	 NHS England. Creative health: the arts for health and wellbeing. All-party 
parliamentary group on arts, health and wellbeing inquiry report, 2017.

	14	 Brand G, McMurray A. Reflection on photographs: exploring first-year nursing 
students’ perceptions of older adults. J Gerontol Nurs 2009;35:30–7.

	15	 Wald HS, Norman DR, Walker J. Reflection through the arts: focus on photography to 
foster reflection in a health care context. Living beyond – an interactive photographic 
exhibit. Reflective Practice 2010;11:545–63.

	16	 Brand G, Miller K, Saunders R, et al. Expanding the caring lens: nursing and 
medical students reflecting on images of older people. Gerontol Geriatr Educ 
2016;37:167–84.

	17	 Rutherford. The Shadow of the Photographer: Using photographic snapshots in our 
search for meaning and fulfilment. Canadian Art Therapy Association (CATA) Journal 
2002;15:14–32.

	18	 Sacks O. The man who mistook his wife for a hat. Br J Psychiatry  
1995;166:130–1.

	19	 Jung CG. Modern man in search of a soul. Psychology Press, 2001.
	20	 Erwitt E. Famous quotes from photographer Elliott Erwitt. https://www.​brainyquote.​

com/​quotes/​elliott_​erwitt_​141210 (accessed 14 Jan 2017).
	21	 Boyatzis RE. Transforming qualitative information: thematic analysis and code 

development. Sage, 1998.
	22	 Peterkin A. Curating the medical humanities curriculum: twelve tips. Med Humanit 

2016;42:147–8.
	23	 Thresher K, Boreham L, Dennison L, et al. Exploring art with foundation doctors: 

reflecting on clinical experience. Educ Prim Care 2013;24:212–5.
	24	 Loftus S. Pain and its metaphors: a dialogical approach. J Med Humanit 

2011;32:213–30.
	25	 McNaughton N. Discourse(s) of emotion within medical education: the ever-present 

absence. Med Educ 2013;47:71–9.

group.bmj.com on March 14, 2018 - Published by http://mh.bmj.com/Downloaded from 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2016.1150980
http://www.rcgp.org.uk/training-exams/gp-curriculum-overview/online-curriculum/1-being-a-gp/core-capabilities-and-competences.aspx
http://www.rcgp.org.uk/training-exams/gp-curriculum-overview/online-curriculum/1-being-a-gp/core-capabilities-and-competences.aspx
http://www.rcgp.org.uk/training-exams/gp-curriculum-overview/online-curriculum/1-being-a-gp/core-capabilities-and-competences.aspx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2013-010378
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e31823b55fa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e31823b55fa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0724-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2016.08.025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2016.08.025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2923.2003.01634.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16741837
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/jmh.2010.006924
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2017-011242
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e3181dd226b
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2923.2010.03848.x
http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.3928/00989134-20091001-03
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2010.505720
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02701960.2015.1059832
http://dx.doi.org/10.1192/bjp.166.1.130
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/elliott_erwitt_141210
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/elliott_erwitt_141210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2015-010795
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23676880
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10912-011-9139-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2923.2012.04329.x
http://mh.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com


development
reflective practice and professional 
Using photography to enhance GP trainees'

and Clare Wedderburn
Rutherford, Emer Forde, Jacqueline Priego-Hernandez, Aurelia Butcher

 published online February 8, 2018Med Humanities

 http://mh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/02/08/medhum-2017-011203
Updated information and services can be found at: 

These include:

References

 f-list-1
http://mh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/02/08/medhum-2017-011203#re
This article cites 20 articles, 5 of which you can access for free at: 

service
Email alerting

box at the top right corner of the online article. 
Receive free email alerts when new articles cite this article. Sign up in the

Collections
Topic Articles on similar topics can be found in the following collections 

 (4)Medical education

Notes

http://group.bmj.com/group/rights-licensing/permissions
To request permissions go to:

http://journals.bmj.com/cgi/reprintform
To order reprints go to:

http://group.bmj.com/subscribe/
To subscribe to BMJ go to:

group.bmj.com on March 14, 2018 - Published by http://mh.bmj.com/Downloaded from 

http://mh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/02/08/medhum-2017-011203
http://mh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/02/08/medhum-2017-011203#ref-list-1
http://mh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/02/08/medhum-2017-011203#ref-list-1
http://mh.bmj.com//cgi/collection/medical_education
http://group.bmj.com/group/rights-licensing/permissions
http://journals.bmj.com/cgi/reprintform
http://group.bmj.com/subscribe/
http://mh.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com

