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THE EMOTIONAL CONNECTION
TO URBAN WATER THROUGH THE
LENS OF THE WATER CUSTOMER
A PhotoStory exercise in metropolitan Adelaide
G Keremane, Z Wu, J McKay

This paper describes and reports on
the use of the PhotoStory research
method for eliciting values, emotional
connection and the social relations
involved in the governance of water in
an urban setting. Using a combination of
photos, diaries and group discussions,
the study examined the emotional
resonance of the concept of urban
water in Adelaide and concepts such as
justice, equity, aesthetics and probing
the relationships between them and the
grand conception of water governance
models. This original empirical research
reveals that the conceptions of water are
deep and the community is comfortable
with some policies such as water saving,
but is questioning others.
The results express a huge emotional
connection to water used for aesthetic
purposes. The emotive captions to the
photos express the depth of resonance
and caring and, indeed, demonstrate
connection of the community with
water governance issues.

INTRODUCTION
Researching a community’s behaviour
and/or values and interests in an urban
setting can be tricky for researchers,
particularly when dealing with ‘new’
water sources like recycled wastewater
and stormwater. It can be difficult to
observe and record the community
members’ responses to water
governance in written form or even
in oral interviews. The focus group is
a much better tool and the addition of
photos (taken by the respondents earlier)
guides and gives them time to ruminate
over difficult concepts such as water
justice. It is important for policy makers
to have a deep understanding of the
values and connections to water to assist
in identifying new governance options.
The PhotoStory method (see
‘Method’ section) used in this study

is grounded in principles of communitybased participatory research that
enables researchers, community leaders
and community members to improve
community wellbeing (Dakin et al.,
2014). In the present context, the issue
of community wellbeing is associated
with the idea of sustainability,
especially transitioning towards
a water-sensitive city.
In recent years, water supply in South
Australia has endured a major drought
and Adelaide has adopted an Integrated
Urban Water Management (IUWM)
strategy by having a portfolio of water
supply sources. These include traditional
and non-traditional water sources such
as desalinated water, recycled water,
rainwater collection and stormwater
harvesting. However, the hurdles to
effective implementation of IUWM are
largely social and institutional (McKay,
2005; Brown et al., 2006; Brown and
Farrelly, 2009) and the challenge is more
fundamental, going to the values and
interests of the community.
In this regard, a legal and governance
study sponsored by the Goyder Institute
for Water Research was conducted
to identify the governance challenges
and potential solutions to support the
implementation of IUWM in Metropolitan
Adelaide. The project used a mix of
qualitative and quantitative research
methods to gather the required data,
and PhotoStory was used to examine
an urban community’s emotional
resonance to the concept of urban
water governance in Adelaide.

METHOD
PhotoStory is a modified form of
the Photovoice technique; it involves
putting cameras into the hands of
the participants and giving them an
opportunity to express their emotions
about a specific issue through photos
(Killion and Wang, 2000). This method

has been used successfully in projects
related to issues as diverse as infectious
disease, health education, homelessness,
economic barriers, sexual domination,
population isolation and political
violence (Catalani and Minkler, 2010).
However, studies exploring community
values, thoughts or concerns about water
through the PhotoStory method are rare.
A thorough search of literature led us
to a handful of studies that have used
Photovoice or its adaptation to elicit
participants’ values and/or perceptions
related to water management (e.g.
Garcetti and Kevany, 2013; Keremane
and McKay, 2011; Golder, 2013; Baldwin,
2008; Atkinson et al., 2009).
Generally, the PhotoStory method
includes four stages: (1) Site selection,
understanding the issues, and addressing
ethical issues through an ethics approval;
(2) Setting themes, recruiting participants
and an introductory workshop where
cameras and diaries are allocated; (3)
A final workshop and consultation with
the printed photos and the participants
like a focus group; and (4) Disseminating
the findings. It can be adapted to suit
the study context; for example, see
Keremane and McKay (2011), who used
this technique with irrigators in rural
Australia. The same paper also describes
each stage in more detail.
Recruiting participants for this study
was an arduous task and it can also be
one of the very few drawbacks of this
method (Keremane and McKay, 2011).
In this project, as a first step, invitations
to participate in the study were sent
out to participants (160 email addresses)
from our previous study, who had
indicated their willingness to take
part in a PhotoStory exercise.
Only seven recipients agreed to
participate and they were invited to
attend an introductory workshop. Only
three of the seven participants agreeing
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attended the workshop; the rest could
not make it due to prior commitments,
or the time/date did not suit them.
The workshop was to brief participants
about the exercise and to explain what
was required from them. In addition, we
asked them to refer to us more people
whom they thought would be interested
in participating in the exercise.
As a result of snowballing we finally
had 10 people agreeing to participate
in the exercise. Participants were from
different suburbs in Adelaide, indicating
a good coverage of the metropolitan
area. Two out of 10 dropped out after
the start because one had an emergency
and the other moved overseas. Out
of the remaining eight participants,
five attended the final workshop and
contributed to the group discussion.
All participants were provided with
the material pack (Figure 1).
The themes for the study were
identified, considering the objectives and
the project requirement. A scoping study
identified the issues associated with
urban water management in general,
and particularly implementing IUWM.
This includes addition of produced water
sources such as desalination, wastewater
and stormwater into the water supply
mix, and the study provided better
understanding of the issues related to
IUWM, as well as helping to decide the
themes. As a result, the final list included
some general themes and some projectspecific themes, including:
• Meaning of water;
• What is good about living here?
• What is bad about living here?
• Difficulties with water;
• Issues and debates in urban water
management;
• Sustainable water management;
• Ownership issue of new water sources
(e.g. stormwater, recycled water,
desalinated water); and
• Water justice.
All ethical issues encountered during
the study were addressed in accordance
with the Human Research Ethics Policy
of the University of South Australia.
Participants were each encouraged
to take 27 photos in relation to the
given themes. Along with taking photos,
participants were instructed to fill in
a diary with the details of each photo,
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which enabled the researchers to be
accurate in attribution, as researchers
would be dealing with several hundred
photographs over a period of several
weeks. The exercise was open for about
16 weeks. In the end we received eight
cameras and corresponding diaries,
along with the consent forms. We had
148 photos in total and the narratives
related to each photo were transferred
verbatim from the diaries onto the
backs of the respective photos.
A final workshop was conducted
with the participants to discuss their
experiences of participating in the
exercise and their viewpoint about the
photos and themes. It was evident during
the workshop that photos can evoke
deeper elements of human consciousness
than words (Harper, 2002) and elicit
personal meaning to each issue in
question (Hurworth, 2003). At the end
of the workshop two new themes were
generated: ‘Looking Ahead’; and ‘Now
and Then’. Altogether, 30 photographs
representing various themes were
selected by participants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
– THE PHOTOSTORIES
We called our adaptation a ‘PhotoStory’
because it was more than participants
taking some photographs; it was deeper
and wider, and covered the personal
aspects of the story of the participants.
The focus was more on the story or
the narratives because people tend

to describe, account for, and perhaps
relive their activities through narratives
(Morrill et al., 2000) and the stories
describe the world as it is lived and
understood by the storyteller (Ewick
and Silbey, 1995). Furthermore, it is
now well acknowledged that managing
urban waters requires multiple tools
of regulation, community engagement
and forums to express dissent (Collins
and Ison, 2009). According to Amores
(2008, p 780), more flexible, open and
imaginative methods are needed, in
consonance with the complex and diffuse
cultural atmosphere that surrounds
our perception of water. Also, it is well
documented in literatures that people
explain their actions to themselves and to
others through stories (Ewick and Silbey,
1995), and PhotoStory gives participants
a tool to record and reflect on their
intuitive understandings and/or voice
their concerns of a specific issue (urban
water use in this case) to the broader
community and policy-makers.
What’s more, the adage ‘a picture
is worth a thousand words’ applies to
all PhotoStory projects, including the
present study, because the photos and
the narratives bring out a rich expression
of local people’s ideas and emotions
about any particular topic or issue –
urban water governance in this case.
Accordingly, the PhotoStories in this
project represented the experiences of
a community living in a city that is well
known for its urban water management

PHOTOSTORY MATERIAL PACK CONTENTS
>> One disposable camera (27 frames)
>> One photo diary
>> One pen
>> One quick guide
>> One reply-paid envelope (for people to return
the camera and diary)
>> One supermarket gift voucher (valued at $20)
as a ‘thank you’ gift
>> One Picturing Freshwater Justice book, published as part
of a previous study with irrigators (to give participants some
ideas about the method and what was expecting of them.)
Figure 1. Contents of a PhotoStory material pack.
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(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 2a. “Hand washing is the easiest way to prevent infections.”
Figure 2b. “Water is used in multiple ways. A fountain brings people a piece of coolness in hot weather.”
Figure 2c. “How can we use rainwater in a better way?”

Asking a community how it values
water, or what water means to it,
implies how a community ‘treats’
water. The selected photographs and
corresponding narratives illustrate that
while the community values water as
a ‘source’ for drinking and/or washing
(Figure 2a), at the same time people
appreciate the aesthetic values of water
(Figure 2b). It is also clear that they
are committed to efficient use of this
scarce resource (Figure 2c).

(a)

(b)

(d)

WHAT IS GOOD – AND
BAD – ABOUT LIVING HERE?

(c)

Figure 3a. “Ducks on Lake Windemere recreation reserve.”
Figure 3b. “This imaginative use of water shows its owner is aware of its value
and prices it affects, also that he/she measures it carefully. How wonderful if the
River Torrens was also treated with such regard.”
Figure 3c. “Why is there a dead tree within 20 metres of what’s called the Sturt
River on maps? The river is in a concrete culvert so no water can get into the
subsoil.”
Figure 3d. “The ‘Sturt Drain’, as we call it, is very ugly downstairs of South Road
and all the way to Glenelg.”
initiatives. They make up a picture of
justice, as seen by the participants,
who show many reasons to behave
sustainably. As mentioned earlier,
the participants selected 30 photos.

to the concept of urban water by using
selected PhotoStories. What follows are the
PhotoStories generated during this exercise
that shed light on participants’ emotional
connection to urban water.

A detailed exposition of them all
is beyond the scope of this paper;
nevertheless, the paper intends to present
the power of this method to elicit the
community’s values and interests relating to
water and provide the emotional resonance

MEANING OF WATER

The meaning of water encompasses
the complex interactions between
human beings and water as a natural
resource. Water has different meanings
for people from different societal and

According to a 2013 Property Council
Survey, Adelaide was voted the most
liveable city in Australia for three years
in a row because it is an affordable place
to buy housing, has a good standard of
living and is clean. The same survey rated
Adelaide to be No. 2 in the country for
having a good approach to environmental
sustainability and climate change.
So what do the communities
living here think? The photos and the
narratives representing what is good
and bad about living in Adelaide were
mostly positive in that the community
appreciated the opportunities and/
spots available in Adelaide for people
to go for a walk with friends (Figure
3a). The photos also valued individual
commitment to efficient use of the scarce
water resources by adopting innovative
techniques (Figure 3b).
On the other hand, a common theme
that emerged from the photographs
telling the story of what is negative about
living in Adelaide was ‘neglect’ on the
part of the management and/or policy
aspect of water (Figure 3c and Figure 3d).
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cultural backgrounds. It carries social,
spiritual, political and environmental
meanings, and these have an influential
effect on patterns of water use, and
on the relationships between water
users and suppliers.
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(b)

(a)
Figure 4a. “The fountain/water play is beautiful and shows water being alive. So much care is given to help people relax
in the city.”
Figure 4b. “Water justice – leaking tap. Water is limited and shouldn’t be wasted.”

(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 5a. “Notice regarding recycled water usage at entrance to retirement village.”
Figure 5b. “Rainwater tank – rainwater can be used for watering gardens, flushing toilets.”
Figure 5c. “Adelaide Desalination Plant – I am not sure who owns the water but positive I’ll be paying for
this project for a long time through inflated water bills and whatever the SA Government can get out of me.”
WATER JUSTICE

All communities need access to safe,
affordable water for drinking, fishing,
recreational and cultural uses; building
a communal vision for how water is
distributed and managed. Accordingly,
how did the participants in this exercise
picture water justice (Figures 4a and 4b)?
While one photo and the narrative focuses
on the aesthetic value of water, another
describes the process of achieving water
justice through alternative water allocation
and use systems, such as conservation
and water reuse.

community was apprehensive about
desalinated water, mostly due to the
associated costs (Figure 5c).

CONCLUSIONS

LOOKING AHEAD

Although use of photography in research
has a long history, it is still a relatively
new approach in the water research
domain. This project used PhotoStory
to engage urban community and policy
makers in a dialogue about sustainable
urban water management in Adelaide.
The method was found to be a powerful
tool to capture and record participants’
intuitive understanding about the
concept of urban water.

Looking ahead was a new theme
suggested by the participants. The
PhotoStories in this theme clearly
demonstrate that the community
appreciates the current situation and
understands that having a portfolio of
water supply sources is the way ahead
to achieving water security. This means
using recycled wastewater (Figure 5a)
and rainwater (Figure 5b) in tandem
with the mains supply. However, the

The resulting PhotoStories give
a two-dimensional narration (visual
and written) as to how the concept of
urban water has been experienced and
interpreted by people in the community.
Compared to other qualitative research
methods, PhotoStory provides the
participants a medium to express their
values and interests and/or voice their
concerns to the broader community
and policy makers.
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While it remains to be seen if the
PhotoStories will have a direct bearing
on water policy decisions in South
Australia, for the wider community,
the policy makers and others the
project has definitely created a window
of opportunity to look, listen and
learn from the community instead of
deciding what is best for it from afar.
While the tool is very powerful, it
has its own set of challenges. Issues
such as ethics, recruiting the participants,
time and commitment need to be
considered well in advance of conducting
the actual exercise. It is important to
have the project entirely driven by the
community and to let the community
members do the story telling; the
researcher has to be just a facilitator.
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