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Abstract 
 
This thesis aims to contribute to ethical discussions on the production of photography 

in different humanitarian contexts, and in circumstances where it is facilitated by non-

governmental and international non-governmental organisations (I/NGOs). 

Humanitarian photography is often reproduced and circulated in various forms by 

different actors, highlighting the need for research on the actions, decisions, and 

interactions that influence how these images are produced. An extensive literature 

review captures the many ethical challenges surrounding humanitarian photography 

and provides an overview of related standards. A conceptual framework is then built 

around informed consent as an accountability mechanism, with consideration for 

certain relational and situational factors that influence the quality and effectiveness of 

the process of obtaining consent. Emphasising photographer and organisational 

accountability, an analysis of how photographers apply the concept of informed 

consent and its potential as an accountability mechanism is explored through the case 

study of embedded photographers in search and rescue (SAR) I/NGO operations in 

the Mediterranean Sea.   

 
Four semi-structured in-depth interviews were completed with photographers 

involved in SAR I/NGO missions in the Mediterranean from 2015 to 2021. The 

interviews suggest that a continuous and deliberate process of individual, 

organisational, and collaborative self-regulation unfolds throughout a mission, largely 

through verbal communication and body language, in an effort to obtain consent to 

take or use images of people who have been rescued. Use of formal means such as 

written consent forms are only rarely used. Photographs during the rescues were 

generally taken without prior consent, and photographers’ ability to obtain meaningful 

subsequent informed consent was easily compromised due to the unpredictable 

conditions during SAR operations and the variation across I/NGO-photographer 

partnerships. These findings support the need for further dialogue in this context to 

ensure that practices and processes related to the production of humanitarian 

photography, such as obtaining informed consent, are compatible with humanitarian 

principles, respect the rights and dignity of people affected by crisis, and foster 

greater accountability. 
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Preface  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
               (Source: Author) 
 
 
This diagram describes an image taken onboard a SAR NGO ship in the 

Mediterranean in early 2021. As one of the photographs that inspired this thesis, it 

highlights some of the ethical concerns around the production of humanitarian 

photography. Instead of reprinting it, I chose to represent it visually in another way. 

 
The photograph was posted on the NGO’s social media profile and the girl’s face was 

not obscured in any way. The caption identified the girl in the photograph by name, 

age (she was a child), and nationality, and she was described as having fled her home 

country to escape a forced marriage. The caption also discloses that she was raped 

multiple times in Libya, that she is pregnant as a result of this, and does not wish to 

know anything about the ultrasound. 

 
Given the circumstances captured in the photograph and the personal information 

revealed through the accompanying text, this seemed to be an important setting to 

learn more about how informed consent is obtained and what lessons might be learned 

about accountability and humanitarian photography. 

	

A	girl	is	shown	having		
an	ultrasound.	

	
Her	shirt	is	pulled	up	and	
a	blanket	covers	her	legs.	
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1 NGOs and INGOs carrying out SAR missions in the Mediterranean Sea operate independently and 
collaboratively. Use of the acronym ‘I/NGO’ throughout this thesis captures their joint presence in 
various capacities.	



 7 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
Images of people suffering have long been the subject of ethical debates, and this has 

only been magnified by the purported use of these images “in the service of 

humanitarian initiatives” (Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015a, p. 1). There has been an 

abundance of research on the photographs themselves, how they are used, on 

representation, and how viewers engage with and can become sensitised to them. 

More recently, scholars and practitioners alike have been highlighting the need to 

expand ethical discussions around humanitarian photography by focusing on the 

conditions in which these photographs are produced. In the age of social media, 

digital images are “highly mobile” (Graham, 2019, p. 267) and can lead many lives as 

they are reproduced and circulated for a variety of purposes over time. This poses 

significant challenges for photographers and organisations alike in terms of their 

accountability to the people in the photographs. This research aims to contribute to 

and expand on literature that explores “the photographing event as distinguished from 

the photographed event” (Azoulay, 2011) by deconstructing the interactions and 

decisions through which these images are produced. 

 There are numerous humanitarian contexts and conditions in which the 

production of photography could be explored and many different photographer 

profiles, both in terms of professional affiliations and their relationship to the people 

they are photographing. As a relatively new and specialised addition to the 

humanitarian landscape, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and international 

NGOs (INGOs)—referred to jointly as I/NGOs throughout this thesis—have been 

carrying out coordinated maritime civil search and rescue operations in the 

Mediterranean Sea since 2014. The emergence of this “humanitarian flotilla” 

(Zamatto et al., 2017, p. 1) is said to be inextricably linked to the media, with many 

having been inspired to act after seeing media coverage of people drowning in their 

attempts to get to Europe by sea, including widely-publicised images of a child’s 

lifeless body lying on a Greek shore. Through the routine inclusion of embedded 

photographers in their operations, these same organisations have subsequently 

contributed to and facilitated ongoing news coverage of search and rescue (SAR) 

operations while deriving legitimacy from them (Cusumano, 2017). As this has 

become common practice, both individual photographers and the organisations in 

which they are embedded should be accountable to people being rescued. 
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1.1 Research Design 
1.1.1 Aims & objectives 

This research aims to contribute to the small but growing body of literature that 

focuses on the ways humanitarian photography is produced, following from the 

appeals of practitioners and scholars to expand the conversation beyond the images 

themselves (Azoulay, 2011; Graham et al., 2019; Nissinen, 2015; Ong, 2019; Wright, 

2016). Emphasising photographer accountability in their interactions with people 

affected by crisis, this research considers the use of informed consent and its potential 

as an accountability mechanism in order to take a pragmatic approach to exploring 

these ethical issues in practice.  

 
1.1.2 Research questions 

The primary research question is: 
• How does the application of informed consent serve as an accountability 

mechanism in humanitarian photography during maritime I/NGO search and 

rescue operations? 

A secondary question will also be answered: 

• What challenges do embedded photographers face in obtaining meaningful 

informed consent to enhance accountability during maritime I/NGO search 

and rescue operations? 

 
1.1.3 Methodology 

As a qualitative study, the methodology was designed to help address some of the 

challenges of researching topics that are the subject of ongoing debate and 

deliberation within the humanitarian sphere.2 An extensive literature review was 

carried out to provide a backdrop for the development of a conceptual framework 

related to the topics in focus: humanitarian photography, informed consent, and 

accountability. Academic sources on humanitarian photography included both 

historical analyses as well as newer developments, such as protection-related 

challenges and trends that have emerged in the age of social media. There has been 

considerable scholarship on media and representation, in particular on suffering and 

the pursuit of iconic images, as well as on NGOs’ relationship with media and their 
																																																								
2  While Fehrenbach and Rodogno offer a definition of humanitarian photography, they also 
acknowledge that “humanitarianism is not a singular ‘ism’” (2015a, p. 8). Hilhorst et al. note that 
accountability “is a very open construct, as there are always many actors with different relations of 
hierarchy that may ascribe different meanings to accountability” (2021, p. 366). Similarly, informed 
consent lacks a single definition and takes on different forms and characteristics depending on the 
context in which it is being applied (Faden and Beauchamp, 1986). 
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own role in news-making. However, there has been limited research around processes 

related to the production of humanitarian photography. 

 Literature on informed consent remains largely situated within the medical 

and legal fields, as well as in relation to participation in research, but there are some 

general ethical treatments and theoretical discussions on the topic. The majority of 

academic research on photography and consent is limited to medical or global health 

photography, which offers some obvious overlap. Documents published on the 

websites of a number of INGOs were also included in this research, ranging from 

formal policies to reports or guidelines, in order to gain some understanding of how 

humanitarian agencies conceptualise informed consent in their communications-

related activities. These materials capture certain organisational approaches to ‘ethical 

imagery’3 and how they understand consent; however, without extensive analysis, the 

policies referenced should not be considered representative of organisational 

approaches on the whole. 

 Accountability-related literature was reviewed to gain a general understanding 

of how it is conceived within humanitarian action and the state of sector-wide 

initiatives. The emphasis in this research is on individual and organisational 

accountability to affected persons and to one another, explored through the lens of 

informed consent. Legal notions of accountability at sea as in terms of responsibility 

for search and rescue are excluded. 

 In order to explore “the particularity and complexity” (Stake, 1995, p. xi) of 

humanitarian photography in a specific context, freelance and media-affiliated 

photographers embedded in maritime civil SAR I/NGO operations in the 

Mediterranean Sea between 2015 and 2021 was used as a case study. While 

embedding media is a practice that has traditionally been associated with military 

operations in times of conflict (Cottle and Nolan, 2007; Porch, 2002), it has been 

regularly employed by SAR I/NGOs (Cusumano, 2017). Stake (1995) distinguishes 

between an intrinsic case, or one where the case is unique and thus generalisability is 

not the primary aim, and an instrumental case as one that can be considered more 

suitable in terms of generalisability and selected to some extent for this purpose. I 

would argue that this case study has both intrinsic and instrumental value. 

																																																								
3	This terminology often describes ethical practices related to representation and how images are 
framed when published rather than in relation to how a photograph is produced in the first place. 
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 The unusual nature of maritime SAR I/NGO operations within the 

humanitarian sphere (Cusumano, 2021) and the context in which it takes place 

suggests that this case has intrinsic value and, as such, generalisation need not be the 

overarching goal (Stake, 1995). However, this case study also has instrumental value 

given the increasing use of maritime migration routes around the world and the 

potential for similar civil SAR initiatives to take shape in other regions in the future. 

Indeed, some I/NGOs operating in the Mediterranean have already made attempts to 

expand SAR operations to other routes such as the Andaman Sea and the Atlantic 

route from West Africa to the Canary Islands (MOAS, n.d.; Mission Lifeline, 2021). 

 The Mediterranean context is highly relevant given its prominence in visual 

representations of modern migration, and a certain degree of generalisability should 

be possible within this case study as the interviewees have worked across different 

I/NGOs. Exploring accountability within emerging forms of humanitarianism is 

essential to its broader understanding, and my hope is that the analysis will offer valid 

findings around the application of informed consent as an accountability mechanism 

in humanitarian photography. 

 In order to capture experiences from photographers working with a range of 

SAR I/NGOs in the Mediterranean Sea, a combination of purposive and convenience 

sampling was used to identify four photographers with whom individual semi-

structured, in-depth interviews (Robson and McCartan, 2016) were completed in 

April 2022. Purposive sampling was more difficult than anticipated as many 

photographers were in Ukraine or neighbouring countries covering the war and relief 

efforts. The interviews were conducted on Zoom, three of which lasted between 50 

and 75 minutes. One person was concerned about their English abilities and provided 

written answers to some of the questions in advance, so the interview took 30 

minutes. Interviews were recorded and transcribed, after which the recordings were 

deleted. The transcriptions on file have been anonymised but descriptions of the 

professional profiles of interviewed photographers are provided in Chapter 3. An 

interview guide is attached as Appendix A. 

 The initial convenience sampling resulted in a group of seven organisations 

that photographers had been embedded with. Purposive sampling then allowed the 

opportunity to include at least one photographer who was a woman and to interview 

someone who had worked with an organisation whose social media profile appeared 

to display more graphic content than some of the others, based on a subjective review. 
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As the photography community is well connected, those interviewed also had some 

awareness of consent protocols and practices related to photography from other 

I/NGOs based on the experiences of others within their networks. This was useful for 

triangulating some of the information provided by photographers in terms of their 

experiences with different I/NGOs, although the aim was not to attribute specific 

practices to specific organisations as they are not named within the findings. 

 
 This study lacks direct observation4 and is essentially a revisiting of and 

reflecting on past events from photographer perspectives through the lens of obtaining 

informed consent. Its design is influenced by Robert Stake’s relativist and 

constructivist approach to case studies (Stake, 1995; Harrison et al., 2017). This 

seemed appropriate for a number of reasons, starting with recognition that “the 

politics of humanitarianism are multiple, that various strands of humanitarianism can 

coexist within a single organisation, and that expressions of humanitarianism can 

change over time” (Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015a, p. 9). Reinforcing this approach 

is the notion that photographers’ own decision-making and actions in any given 

situation are also highly subjective, even if they are informed by certain normative 

standards or guidelines (Nissinen, 2015), and the settings in which photographers and 

organisations operate are highly dynamic. 

 My own professional experiences and observations have also influenced this 

research; in particular, how different actors approach and struggle with the concept of 

informed consent and how to obtain it, whether in research, reporting, 

communications, or program and service delivery. Questions inevitably arise about 

how consent protocols should be implemented in a particular situation to ensure a 

balance between accountability and operational demands. 

 
  1.1.3.1 Evolution of the research design 
My interest in this topic began to take shape in December 2020 during the NOHA 

thesis workshop facilitated by Angelika Drigo at Uppsala University. The draft 

proposal was initially formulated in a more philosophical light around the presence of 

a photographer on the rigid-hull inflatable boats (RHIB) during Mediterranean SAR 

operations. The following semester, a Research Methods course at the University of 

																																																								
4 Future studies on informed consent and humanitarian photography involving ethnographic fieldwork 
could refer to the insights of Bruno and Haar (2020) and Sachs et al. (2003) regarding certain ethical 
and logistical challenges to be considered. 
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Malta provided an opportunity to refine the proposal, which evolved to look at 

informed consent and humanitarian photography in the context of Mediterranean civil 

SAR operations. I received valuable feedback on the proposal presentation from Dr. 

Anna Khakee and Dr. James Sater from the Department in International Relations. 

The literature review was thus conducted and distilled over a period of more than one 

year, though all references including online resources were checked again for 

accuracy while completing the thesis in 2022. As both a means through which people 

are involved in decision-making and a practitioner accounts for their intended actions, 

informed consent aligned with an increasing emphasis on accountability in 

humanitarian action. Dr. Luz Paula Parra-Rosales offered critical guidance at the start 

of the fourth semester in solidifying the research design. 

 

1.2 Relevance for the field of Humanitarian Action 
This research contributes to ethical deliberations around the production of 

photography in different humanitarian contexts, and in circumstances where it is 

facilitated by humanitarian organisations. First and foremost, individual humanitarian 

actors have a “moral responsibility to account for their actions to those they aim to 

help” (Slim, 2015, p. 243). Exploring the nuances of interpersonal interactions 

between individuals affected by crisis and practitioners in various contexts enhances 

broader understandings of accountability in the sector. In the case of embedded 

photographers, the research questions also offer an opportunity to examine the 

particularity of photographer practices within a relatively distinctive organisational 

model through which media access to people receiving humanitarian assistance is 

facilitated by an NGO or INGO. 

 Images taken by embedded photographers during Mediterranean SAR 

operations are often reproduced and circulated in various forms over time by different 

actors including photographers, SAR I/NGOs, and media agencies. That the life of an 

image can take so many possible forms only underscores what many scholars and 

practitioners have been advocating for: the need for research that focuses on the 

actions, decisions, and interactions that influence how images are produced in 

humanitarian spaces (Azoulay, 2011; Graham et al., 2019; Nissinen, 2015). The use 

of informed consent as an accountability mechanism offers a practical and relevant 

lens through which photographer practices in humanitarian contexts can be analysed, 

and it is my hope that practitioners and organisations might find this approach useful 
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in facilitating conversations around photography in other crisis settings. Within 

humanitarian action, the complementary aims of protection and accountability are 

acknowledged, as accountability mechanisms are said to enhance protection by 

providing a foundation for achieving related outcomes (IASC, 2016). 

 

1.3 Notes on Terminology 
• An ‘embedded’ photographer may be affiliated with and/or on assignment for 

a particular media agency, or working as a freelancer, and is incorporated into 

the operations of an I/NGO for a limited time. Their work may also include 

video. Their training and experience may vary, but the term is indicative of the 

practitioner’s general professional background and affiliation outside of their 

involvement with a SAR I/NGO, in contrast with a photographer working in 

communications or in another role normally employed by an organisation. The 

nuances and origins of embedding media are discussed in Chapter 2. 
 

• ‘(Informed) consent’ is sometimes used with parentheses to acknowledge the 

varying degrees of information known, perceived, or communicated within a 

particular interpersonal interaction, and where a simple notion of consent may 

be more likely under the circumstances (e.g. if relying on body language). 
 

• Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as well as international non-

governmental organisations (INGOs) operate in the Mediterranean Sea in a 

SAR capacity independently but also in partnership with one another. As such, 

the term I/NGO is used to encompass both types of organisations operating in 

this space. The individual terms are used as needed to specify between them. 
 

• ‘Production’ generally relates to the act of taking a photograph, unless 

otherwise specified. In broader terms, production or shaping of an image also 

occurs throughout the later stages of an editing process. 

 

1.4 Limitations 
While the aim of a case study is to learn about a particular case in detail, 

generalisability is limited given the vast number of contexts and conditions in which a 

photograph may be produced (Nissinen, 2015; Stake, 1995). This research design 

offers few opportunities for triangulation, with interviews reflecting the perspectives 

of photographers and, to some extent, the organisations, not those whose photos have 
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been taken during a search and rescue operation. Formal analysis of laws and 

regulations that might impact informed consent, such as the European Union’s 

General Data Protection Regulation, is not included within the research design. A 

gender perspective was not incorporated within the design, and three of the four 

people interviewed are white, European men. It is not clear whether this is 

representative of the majority of embedded photographers in Mediterranean SAR 

I/NGOs but the one woman interviewed noted that the organisation she worked with 

was trying to recruit more diverse photographers for their missions, both in terms of 

gender and race. Future critical studies could look more closely at the demographics 

in their sampling practices, which is particularly important when exploring topics 

such as gender relations within humanitarian photography given the particular 

propensity of photographers and organisations toward images of women and girls 

(Anderson, 2016; Giubilaro, 2020; Manzo, 2008).   

 Seeking answers to more fundamental questions around NGO 

communications strategies or making a value judgement, such as whether the 

presence of a photographer in certain contexts is even appropriate, is outside the 

scope of my research but worthy of increased attention. Fehrenbach and Rodogno 

(2015a) acknowledge that much of the work on humanitarian photography to date has 

been limited to North American and European perspectives, considering the practice 

as a largely Western phenomenon, and this research does little to improve on that. 

 

1.5 Ethical considerations 
As there are considerations around using images from social media for research 

purposes where consent to do so has not been obtained from the individuals pictured 

(Anderson, 2016), there are no photographs reproduced within this document. General 

descriptions or image traits were used as prompts within the interviews and only 

narrative descriptions are included in the analysis and discussion chapters. 

Information related to the key informants, their professional affiliations, and the 

organisations they were embedded within has been anonymised, in part to avoid any 

concerns regarding the increasing criminalisation of humanitarian organisations 

working in Mediterranean civil search and rescue. Photographers could thus speak 

about their experience and perspective without having their comments attributed to a 

particular organisation. 
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 To ensure that informants were comfortable with arrangements impacting 

privacy and data protection, a disclosure was provided by email in advance of the 

interviews and again at the start of each interview. The disclosure outlined research 

protocols for data collection and storage, recording the interviews, and anonymisation 

of the transcripts (see Appendix B for the disclosure). The interview prompts were 

also designed keeping in mind that it may be difficult for practitioners to revisit 

particular rescue experiences or interactions in speaking about their work. 

 

1.6 Thesis structure 
This thesis is comprised of five chapters. The introductory chapter has provided an 

overview of the objectives of the research and its relevance for the field of 

Humanitarian Action, the research questions and methodology, limitations, and 

ethical considerations. Chapter 2 provides the necessary background for the research 

based on the literature review and a conceptual framework through which to view the 

research findings. Humanitarian photography, informed consent, and accountability 

are the three areas of focus within the framework. Chapter 3 offers an overview of the 

case study on embedded photographers working with SAR I/NGOs in the 

Mediterranean Sea from 2015-2021. It provides a brief overview of how these 

organisations began operations in the Mediterranean, how they have since facilitated 

media access to the region, and profiles of the four photographers interviewed during 

the course of this thesis. Chapter 4 presents findings from the interviews and an 

analysis of photographer practices in obtaining informed consent during SAR 

operations based on the conceptual framework. Chapter 5 offers a conclusion, 

answering the original research questions, and a number of possibilities for future 

inquiry as well as potential avenues for enhancing informed consent as an 

accountability mechanism in the production of humanitarian photography. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
This chapter provides the background and conceptual framework related to 

humanitarian photography, informed consent, and accountability. It offers an 

overview of some of the debates surrounding the production of humanitarian 

photography, representation, and organisations’ reliance on images for a multitude of 

purposes. Trends related to contemporary I/NGO-photographer partnerships and 

protection concerns that stem from the publication of images online are also 

considered. This is followed by a brief overview of accountability in humanitarian 

action and a summary of humanitarian standards related to the use of imagery. 

Finally, the concept of informed consent is explored and deconstructed in order to 

understand its potential as an accountability mechanism when applied to photography 

in humanitarian contexts. 

 

2.1 Humanitarian photography and its many uses 

Photographs are one of the primary tools, if not arguably the most compelling one, 

used to communicate humanitarian needs and elicit various emotional and material 

responses. Susan Sontag’s essays On Photography (1977) and Regarding the Pain of 

Others (2003) are some of the most widely cited in discussions on photography, and 

on images of suffering in particular.5 However, while being a spectator of others’ 

distress remains a common feature in humanitarian photography, the conversation has 

grown significantly and is being steered increasingly toward the interactions and 

processes involved in how photographs are produced (Azoulay, 2011; Calain, 2012; 

Graham et al., 2019; Nissinen, 2015). Sontag suggested that “photographing is 

essentially an act of non-intervention,” (1977, p. 11); however, this thesis is driven by 

the notion that it is just the opposite. 

 The ways that primarily Western audiences have received and responded to 

images of crisis and suffering has been explored at length in terms of what these 

images represent, and the various forms of social, political, and financial commitment 

they can generate (Azoulay, 2011; Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015a; Kurasawa, 2015; 

Malkki, 1996; Ong, 2019). Though its roots extend much further through history, the 

term ‘humanitarian photography’ emerged in the 1990s to denote “the mobilisation of 

																																																								
5 Ariella Azoulay’s The Civil Contract of Photography (2008) is another example, but is far too 
extensive to do it justice here. Instead, I have relied on one of her more recent contributions on the 
subject of representation and the use of photography by human rights organisations (Azoulay, 2011).  
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photography in the service of humanitarian initiatives across state boundaries” 

(Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015a, p. 1). This definition leaves room for at least two 

possibilities: the use of images to achieve a particular humanitarian aim, or the 

intentional creation of conditions in which to produce photography in a particular 

context through organisational strategies and the decision-making of individual 

practitioners, including photographers. For some, as Calain articulates, “a strong 

moral purpose can outweigh the unconsented display of extreme suffering” (2012, p. 

281), and so accountability is essential to understanding the ethical challenges that 

I/NGOs and photographers alike face in ensuring respect for the autonomy and 

dignity of affected persons in the production of humanitarian photography. 

 Photographs are taken and reproduced in the name of such things as advocacy, 

bearing witness to a particular atrocity,6 and denunciation, and there is anticipation 

around “the expected work the images will perform” (Graham et al., 2019, p. 51). 

Organisations rely on images to foster their legitimacy and identity, and their meaning 

can be manipulated and reconfigured over time to provide context for NGO 

operations and frame7 or justify their policies and interventions (Anderson, 2016; 

Azoulay, 2011; Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015a; Manzo, 2008). They are central to 

fundraising campaigns, donor reports, newsletters, and other communications 

materials that often circulate on digital platforms (Gorin, 2012; Graham et al., 2019; 

Manzo, 2008). Humanitarian agencies’ strategic objectives can also influence the 

ways that imagery is used in promoting securitisation or military action, commercial 

interests, or other self-serving aims (Kurasawa, 2015).  

 Fehrenbach and Rodogno (2015b) draw attention to the salience of narrative 

and text in relation to imagery, including what personal information is included, and 

how this ultimately shapes a viewer’s understanding of what a photograph depicts. 

The authors demonstrate this through various examples, including an image of a 

woman next to indiscernible figures wrapped in white cloth, identifiable only with 

help from the caption as a mother next to the bodies of her five children who have 

																																																								
6Among others, Calain (2012) briefly addresses this in line with the history of witnessing, translated 
from ‘témoignage’ in French, often attributed to Médecins sans Frontières’ use of the concept. 
 
7 Anderson (2016) explores organisations’ use of imagery in ‘policy framing’, which is an “organising 
principle that transforms fragmentary or incidental information into a structured and meaningful policy 
problem, in which a solution is implicitly or explicitly enclosed” (Verloo, 2005, p. 20). Anderson also 
asks important questions around the ethics of using these images for research purposes when the 
individuals portrayed have not provided their consent to do so. 
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died. Between 1917 and 1918, the image was used in at least three separate 

publications for different purposes. Another illustration, and one of the more striking 

images, is that of a man staring down at what appears to be two body parts. Again, 

what it depicts is only made clear by way of the description, which tells the viewer 

that it is a father, a man referred to as ‘Nsala of Wala’, sitting next to what is left of 

his daughter’s body (Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b, p. 1130).8 It is through these 

and many other examples that the authors show how, “as the publishing life of [a] 

photo illustrates, there is no essential pictorial difference between humanitarian 

photos used for evidentiary, informational, fundraising or political purposes,” which 

are instead distinguished by their “narrative and interpretative framing, and in the 

publishing venue” (Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b, p. 1135). 

 More recently, it has become common for the work of photographers to be 

repurposed across a number of organisational and news platforms, sometimes years 

apart and without transparency around affiliation to a particular media outlet, how 

negotiations between various actors shape the editing process and final presentation of 

an image, or the financial support that solidified their production (Conrad, 2015; 

Cottle and Nolan, 2007; Wright, 2016). 

 Though by no means exhaustive, these discussions reflect the breadth of 

debate around humanitarian photography and how images can be reproduced and 

shaped over time, shedding light onto some of the competing influences and interests 

that surround them. Where this research aims to contribute, and what is often 

overlooked, is consideration for “the photographing event as distinguished from the 

photographed event” (Azoulay, 2011).  Closing this gap is essential in contemporary 

discussions on ethics and accountability to the people whose photographs so many 

rely on to serve a ‘humanitarian’ purpose. 

 
 2.1.1 Iconographies and visualities in humanitarian photography 

Scholars have taken different approaches to analysing and interpreting the 

visualisation of humanitarianism, or how suffering and humanitarian responses to this 

have been captured and transmitted through images over time. Within the 

photographic archives of the International Committee of the Red Cross, for example, 

																																																								
8 The caption itself does not offer extensive information in this instance, but Fehrenbach and Rodogno 
provide additional references (2015b) and more detailed attention (2015a) to the atrocities committed 
under Belgian colonial rule in what is today the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and the role of 
imagery. 
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there was a noticeable shift in the ‘typology of victims’ over time from injured 

combatants to civilians, specifically women and children (Gorin, 2012). The 

prominence of women and children has featured heavily in discussions on 

representation and photography in humanitarian and development contexts 

(Anderson, 2016; Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b; Graham et al., 2019; Manzo, 

2008), and there was significant backlash from the publication of images of starving 

children during the 1980s famine in Ethiopia (Calain, 2012; Chouliaraki, 2018; 

Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b). The latter is said to have triggered “a period of 

sober self-assessment by humanitarian and development NGOs regarding their own 

representational practices” (Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b, p. 1152).  

 Chouliaraki (2018) has written about one of the more prominent dichotomies 

in ‘humanitarian visuality’, that of images showing their subjects in a positive or 

negative light. Nissinen (2015) also addresses the notions of positive and negative, or 

ethical and unethical photography, but is wary of these binary categorisations as they 

may encourage photographers to perpetuate certain visual trends and stereotypes.  In 

yet another approach to ‘humanitarian visuality’, Kurasawa (2015) discerns four 

particular types of imagery that are customarily represented: an individual who 

becomes the face of a particular crisis, a group of people or bodies to signify the scale 

of an event, the act of saving or rescuing of victims and, finally, acts of care for the 

survivors of a crisis.9 

 Whatever the features or icons highlighted in the literature on humanitarian 

photography and images of suffering in particular, Azoulay (2011) reminds us that 

people are not only portrayed in photographs simultaneously as “carriers of a 

violation” and “objects for intervention” (2011, p. 677), but the significance of the 

photographic content will be shaped and interpreted by whatever rhetoric is 

circulating at the time the images are published, and the photos themselves may be 

used as fuel to reignite or reinforce particular debates. 

 
 
																																																								
9 These four categories put forward by Kurasawa (2015) could serve as an interesting framework to 
analyse photographic representations of maritime SAR I/NGO operations, especially with rescue and 
care being the two primary types of activities that occur in this particular humanitarian context. There 
is also an array of related representational studies, including: Chiara Giubilaro’s Regarding the 
shipwreck of others: for a critical visual topography of Mediterranean migration (2019); Marian 
Aguiar’s Salvaging hope: Representing the objects of Mediterranean migration (2021); and Yeung and 
Lenette’s Stranded at Sea: Photographic Representations of the Rohingya in the 2015 Bay of Bengal 
Crisis (2018), which also touches briefly on the topic of consent.  
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 2.1.2 I/NGO-photographer partnerships and motivations 
While a comprehensive overview of communications strategies among humanitarian 

organisations and I/NGO-photographer partnerships is beyond the scope of this 

research, it is helpful to consider some of the different motivations on the part of 

organisations and photographers alike in pursuing particular ways of working together 

in order to achieve a certain result. However deliberate an I/NGO is in pursuing a 

specific type of partnership with a photographer, the organisation is responsible for 

the types of content they intend to produce and the steps they take to do so. This 

includes how individual practitioners are incorporated into their operations, and is 

especially important if this person is interacting with and recording people affected by 

a crisis. 

 There can be significant variation in the nature of each assignment and the 

nuances within each contract that influence the dynamics between I/NGOs and 

photographers, as well as how and what photographs are produced as a result.  

Variables can include the source and duration of funding for a photographer or a 

particular project, as well as the degree of formality or flexibility around a 

photographer’s work, including parameters for publication and image credits. A 

photographer might be hired as part of an organisation’s communications team for a 

longer-term role, or as a consultant or contract worker in order to produce content for 

a specific purpose, such as a fundraising campaign or an annual report (Anderson, 

2016; Conrad, 2015; Cottle and Nolan, 2007; Dencik and Allan, 2017; Graham et al., 

2019; Grayson, 2014; Wright, 2016). A project completed by a specific photographer 

may only be possible through external funding, as Conrad (2015) demonstrates in his 

study of an NGO-freelancer collaboration paid for by the Pulitzer Center on Crisis 

Reporting. The author argues that the complexity surrounding this “multi-stakeholder 

journalism” (Conrad, 2015, p. 285) has become so pervasive in the humanitarian 

sector that it is essentially establishing I/NGOs as partners in crisis-related media 

production.10 

																																																								
10 Some scholars have also explored the photographer’s personal circumstances in relation to the 
production of humanitarian photography, such as Mollerup and Mortensen’s (2020) research on the 
working conditions of locally-hired photographers in Syria who had to contend with and conform to 
the culture and norms of international news agencies, often at the expense of their own personal safety 
and with little financial or professional recognition in return. Though not explicitly focused on the 
genre of humanitarian photography, authors Mitra, Witherspoon and Creta (2021) looked at the 
particular challenges faced by female-identifying photographers based in the Global South. 
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 This thesis focuses on a particular type of partnership: that of a freelance or 

media-affiliated photographer who is ‘embedded’ in an I/NGO’s operations in order 

to cover a particular project or crisis. The practice of ‘embedding’ media has 

traditionally been associated with war-time reporting during conflicts such as the 

Vietnam War and the Iraq War, when Western journalists accompanied United States 

military units. Programs for embedding media have come under considerable scrutiny 

for the ways in which they were perceived to have restricted and molded reporting 

from the front lines of a conflict. The independence and objectivity of journalists have 

been questioned as this approach was considered to enable largely positive reporting 

around military operations (Cottle and Nolan, 2007; Porch, 2002). 

 In recent decades, this model has been transposed into the humanitarian 

sphere, with many organisations opting to embed freelance photographers or 

videographers within their operations. Scholars, many of whom are also 

photographers and journalists themselves, have coined different terms for this 

phenomenon, such as “beneficent embedding” (Cottle and Nolan, 2007, p. 867) and 

“NGO Reportage” (Grayson, 2014, p. 633). Lena von Naso (2018) characterises this 

particular arrangement as one of co-dependency, to varying degrees, through which a 

journalist works “under difficult conditions relying on infrastructure, logistics, and 

information that a structured party, with which the journalist is embedded, provides 

and controls” (von Naso, 2018, p. 83). In the context of humanitarian photography, 

one of the overarching principles characterising this model is that it facilitates a 

photographer’s access to a particular place and to certain information or knowledge 

that might not otherwise be readily available to them. More importantly, it offers 

access to the people who are affected by a particular crisis (Conrad, 2015; Cottle and 

Nolan, 2007; Grayson, 2014; Wright, 2016; von Naso, 2018). 

 Whether a matter of trust or transparency, these approaches can also cause 

confusion and heighten risk if it is not easy to distinguish the photographer as a 

separate entity from the organisation in which they are embedded. Lewis et al. (2019) 

explore a similar dilemma for researchers who were embedded in humanitarian 

organisations during a conflict. These partnerships have similar foundations in terms 

of access and co-dependency, and humanitarian identities can be easily blurred as a 

result. The authors found that, in some instances, researchers wore an organisation’s 

branded clothing and lanyards in order to avoid an overt affiliation with their research 

institute. At first glance, they instead appeared to be representatives of the 
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organisation. Though this was done for security reasons, researchers were faced with 

difficult situations when they were perceived by local community members as staff of 

this particular NGO and approached for assistance, including an instance where a 

woman requested their help to transport her daughter to the hospital after she had 

been raped (Lewis et al., 2019). 

 

2.2 Accountability in humanitarian action 
Accountability is a complex and dynamic principle that encompasses the formal and 

informal means through which humanitarian actors individually and collectively take 

responsibility, and are held responsible, for their actions (Anstorp and Horst, 2021; 

Deloffre, 2016; Ebrahim, 2003; Hilhorst et al., 2021; Slim, 2015). Internal and 

external stakeholders and standards of practice influence the various channels and 

mechanisms through which organisations understand accountability (Ebrahim, 2003; 

Hilhorst et al., 2021) and, as Slim (2015) puts it, ‘steward’ their work. In 

humanitarian action, hierarchical conceptualisations dominated conversations on 

accountability in the 1990s with a long-standing emphasis on the ‘upward’ 

relationships of organisations to donors. Following this was increasing attention 

‘downward’ toward affected populations and, finally, a realisation of and appreciation 

for a multi-dimensional and multi-directional approach (Anstorp and Horst, 2021; 

Deloffre, 2016; Ebrahim, 2003; Hilhorst et al., 2021; Slim, 2015). 

 The increased attention to fostering system accountability acknowledges the 

importance of mutual and coordinated efforts to do so, in light of the 

interconnectedness of the humanitarian ecosystem (Hilhorst et al., 2021).11 For the 

purpose of this thesis, macro-level accountability is focused on high-level 

humanitarian codes and standards. Individual organisations are considered at the meso 

level, followed by the individual actions of photographers and interactions with others 

at the micro-level. Influences from other stakeholders at the meso and macro-level, 

such as media agencies or funding partners, may feature in the discussion chapter as a 

result of the interviews conducted but they are not addressed within this framework. 

 
																																																								
11 The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), in their efforts to promote humanitarian actors’ 
responsible use of power, have a number of initiatives related to ‘AAP’, which sometimes refers to 
Accountability to Affected Populations or Accountability to Affected People. Often aimed at 
programme design and delivery, and working with communities at large, more information can be 
found through the Accountability and Inclusion Resources Portal (https://aap-inclusion-
psea.alnap.org/). 
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 2.2.1 Formal humanitarian standards related to photography 

At the macro level, formal commitments and standards related to ethical practices in 

humanitarian photography have evolved in parallel. Over the last three decades, a 

number of standalone initiatives have emerged largely through the umbrella groups 

for development NGOs in Ireland12 and the United Kingdom. The 1989 Code of 

Conduct on Images and Messages Relating to the Third World13 is considered one of 

the earlier collaborations on the topic, if not the first of its kind, put forward by the 

NGO-EC Liaison Committee.14 It was later revised by the Irish Association of Non-

governmental Development Organisations, Dóchas, as the Code of Conduct on 

Images and Messages and approved in 2007 by CONCORD, the European NGO 

confederation for relief and development (CONCORD, 2012; Manzo, 2008; Nissinen, 

2015). 

 More recently, Save the Children completed a study in order to understand 

how people “experience and perceive…its image-making process” (Warrington and 

Crombie, 2017), which culminated in the report, The People in the Pictures. This led 

to the development of another set of guidelines, Putting the people in the pictures 

first: Ethical guidelines for the collection and use of content (images and stories), 

published by Bond, the UK network for development NGOs (Bond, 2019).15 The 

People in the Pictures acknowledged there were no ‘sudden emergencies’ in the 

countries where the research had taken place (Warrington and Crombie, 2017), and 

maintaining certain standards related to best practice in photography, including those 

related to consent, is considered far more challenging in emergency contexts (Calain, 

2012; Dencik and Allan, 2017). 

 Formal recognition of humanitarian actors’ ethical obligations around the use 

of imagery and representation are integrated in the 1994 Code of Conduct for the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief 

(Slim, 2015) and, more recently, the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and 
																																																								
12 See also Shifting the Lens on Ethical Communications in Global Development: A Focus on NGDOs 
in Ireland by Dr. Eilish Dillon (https://www.dochas.ie/assets/Files/Ethical-Comms-Report_FULL.pdf). 
 
13 https://developmenteducation.ie/objects/dochas-code-of-conduct-on-images-and-messages/ 
 
14 Information on the Committee and the development of this code is limited. Henrietta Lidchi’s 
chapter in Fehrenbach and Rodogno (2015), “Finding the Right Image: British Development NGOs 
and the Regulation of Imagery,” pp. 275-296, offers some context. 
 
15 Siobhan Warrington had a lead role in many of these projects, including The People in the Pictures 
and the Bond guidelines. See also her discussion with Edward Ademolu, “Who Gets to Talk About 
NGO Images of Global Poverty?” published in Photography and Culture, 12(3), 365-376. 
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Accountability (CHS, 2018). While these high-level commitments reinforce the need 

for permission to use a person’s image or story, and to do so responsibly and with 

respect for the individual, they do not offer the same concrete or cohesive guidance on 

obtaining prior or informed consent as those within the development sector. 16 

Standards at the organisational or meso level are generally much more elaborate and 

their guidance on consent and imagery is consistent with the spirit of these codes. 

 The exceptional mobility of images in the age of the internet and social media 

has also brought with it a myriad of privacy and protection issues which are now 

clearly reflected in many organisational policies. Beyond ethical discussions on prior 

consent and the need for thoughtful interactions with people affected by crisis (Calain, 

2012; Nissinen, 2015; Slim, 2015), there is significant concern related to the 

transmission of personal, identifying, or otherwise sensitive information that could 

subject a person to harm or exacerbate an existing vulnerability, often with particular 

attention to children (Anderson, 2016; Graham, 2019; Yeung and Lenette, 2018). 

 The degree of detail and prescriptive instruction varies among organisations, 

and standards on imagery and (informed) consent exist in some cases as standalone 

documents or integrated into other policies or handbooks. They are increasingly found 

within organisations’ protection-related guidance, including Child Protection 

(Australian Red Cross, 2019), Safeguarding (Action Against Hunger, 2021), and 

Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (ActionAid International, 2019; 

INTERSOS, 2017), or through related standards on topics such as Data Protection 

(Kuner and Marelli, 2020).17 Organisations may also adopt specialised policies for 

storytelling around particular types of violations, such as those involving survivors of 

sexual or gender-based violence (Care International, 2014) or human trafficking and 

forced labour (Freedom Collaborative, 2016).18 While it is difficult to estimate all 

																																																								
16 Other sources of interest include archived material from the Child Rights International Network 
(https://archive.crin.org/en/guides/communications/media-toolkit/ngo-communications/using-images-
children-media.html) and notes from The Ethical Image conference at The University of Hong Kong 
(https://www.photoethics.org/content/2019/2/26/the-ethical-image-challenges-in-visualising-a-
changing-world-notes-amp-outcomes). 
	
17 Since 2010, the Forced Migration Review has adopted a policy whereby they do not show 
individuals’ faces due to concerns on identity protection and uncertainty around a meaningful standard 
of informed consent (https://www.fmreview.org/photo-policy). Further discussion with the editors in 
2018 is available at: https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/refugees/articles/2018/04/13/a-question-of-
identity-telling-stories-without-showing-faces. 
 
18 SAR NGO policies were not easily accessible online for reference. Questions related to NGO 
policies and their impact on embedded photographer practices were incorporated into the interviews.  
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possible negative outcomes that might result from the production or use of 

humanitarian photography, communications policies and guidelines developed by 

many organisations aim to mitigate these risks. 

 The nuances around accountability at the micro level, including requirements 

for obtaining informed consent, would depend on the terms agreed upon between an 

organisation and a photographer. Nissinen (2015) also suggests that guidance related 

to acquiring information and how text should be used alongside photographs has been 

largely absent from NGO guidelines. A general absence of academic literature 

exploring informed consent in relation to photography in a humanitarian context or 

otherwise, coupled with reliance on self-regulation among NGOs (Deloffre, 2016; 

Ebrahim, 2003; Hilhorst et al, 2021; Slim, 2015), make it difficult to ascertain the 

extent to which organisational guidance is followed or the difficulties photographers 

and organisations face in adhering to it. It is essential to bear in mind both the 

uncertain future of each photograph and concern for the individual when considering 

the role of consent in the production of humanitarian photography. 

 

2.3 Conceptualising (informed) consent as an accountability mechanism 
Beyond “its protective function, consent is a facilitative moral power [that] makes 

interpersonal conduct permissible…[and] allows us to create expectations about one’s 

future behavior” (Miller and Wertheimer, 2010, p. ix). A person can give their 

permission for a particular action or intervention to go ahead; however, consent does 

not serve as validation that the action in question is appropriate, nor does it guarantee 

that the person giving their consent approves of the intervention itself (Kleinig, 2010). 

These distinctions acknowledge the importance of accountability in understanding the 

motivations, decisions, and actions of individuals and organisations related to certain 

interventions, as well as a person’s potential feelings of obligation, reluctance, or 

discontent regarding an intervention even if they have consented to it. This is 

especially relevant given that questions of power imbalance frequently arise in the 

development and humanitarian arenas (Chouliaraki, 2018; Slim, 2015). 

 The notion of informed consent has evolved through many disciplines such as 

philosophy, medicine, and law. In their seminal work on the subject, Faden and 

Beauchamp (1986) identify autonomy as its central principle; specifically that 

informed consent has developed in large part around the notion of respect for patient 

autonomy and participation in decisions related to their own medical care. Informed 
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consent has generally been conceived as a series of ‘elements’ that broadly related to 

the provision of information about a particular action or intervention, how the 

information is received and understood by the person who must give consent, and, 

based on this, a person’s voluntary granting of or refusing permission for said 

intervention. While the concept’s complexity transcends any one theoretical 

explanation (Alderson and Goodey, 1998; Beauchamp, 2010; Faden and Beauchamp, 

1986; Miller and Wertheimer, 2010), Alderson and Goodey (1998) suggest that by 

emphasising the interactions and influences of people and their surroundings, a 

constructivist approach can be useful in case studies that approach informed consent 

as a process instead of an event. 

 As previously demonstrated, obtaining consent is a key characteristic of many 

organisational policies and guidelines on ethical communications, and some reference 

to consent, whether through formal or informal means, is often found in literature on 

the presence and practices of photographers in humanitarian contexts (Azoulay, 2011; 

Calain, 2012; Dencik and Allan, 2017; Graham et al., 2019; Nissinen, 2015). Yet 

what little academic research has been done linking informed consent and 

photography pertains largely to clinical settings, or the ethics of photography as a 

visual research method. Scholars have advocated for the value of interdisciplinary 

learning related to the topic of consent (Miller and Wertheimer, 2010), offering the 

possibility to draw on perspectives from other fields and apply them to areas that have 

received considerably less attention, such as humanitarian photography. 

 Accountability in humanitarian action encompasses “the commitments and 

mechanisms that humanitarian agencies have put in place to ensure that communities 

are meaningfully and continuously involved in decisions that directly impact their 

lives” (UNHCR, n.d.). While initiatives are often discussed in relation to communities 

or groups of affected people, accountability mechanisms must also be effective at the 

individual level. As a tool that can be employed to facilitate communication and 

participation around a particular intervention or action, applying informed consent in 

a meaningful way offers one conduit for accountability in the production of 

humanitarian photography. Understanding photographer practices in obtaining 

informed consent is in itself an exercise in accountability, as it requires delineating 

when, how, and under what circumstances a person affected by crisis is involved in 

the photographic process. From this type of analysis it should also be possible to 

highlight where accountability is diminished in order to improve practices overall. 
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 2.3.1 The ‘elements’ of informed consent 
Drawing from literature in numerous disciplines, Faden and Beauchamp (1986) 

establish what have generally been considered the concept’s central components and 

consolidate them into five ‘elements’: disclosure, comprehension, voluntariness, 

competence, and consent (1986, p. 274). Briefly elaborated, the elements involve: 

 a. disclosure: the provision of information about a particular action or  

                       intervention, including possible risks and consequences. 

 b. comprehension: a person’s understanding of the information disclosed (a). 

 c. voluntariness: a person’s freely-given consent, not subject to force or  

      coercion (this could include a sense of obligation to consent 

      to something). 

 d. competence: a person’s ability to give consent (this concerns capacity and is 

    also often applied in relation to children, where consent is  

   generally required from a parent or guardian as they are not 

   typically deemed able to give consent). 

 e. consent: the permission that a person gives or denies in relation to the  

         relevant action or intervention. 

 
There are some notable variations in how the final element of ‘consent’ is 

represented, such as its alternative expression as ‘shared decision-making’ (Faden and 

Beauchamp, 1986). This could describe, for example, a doctor and patient 

collaboration in deciding on a particular course of treatment, or perhaps where a 

photographer negotiates with someone about the particular parameters of what can be 

captured in the frame or how the image can be used. Faden and Beauchamp (1986) 

acknowledge that this list generally reflects how informed consent is conceptualised 

and obtained in practice but caution against a rigid adherence to these five areas, as 

they are oriented toward medical and legal concerns on liability in cases where certain 

criteria are not properly satisfied. While it is important to keep this in mind, some or 

all of these elements can be identified in most definitions of informed consent, so they 

remain a useful analytical tool to foster discussion around how practitioners and 

organisations think about and apply the concept in specific contexts. 

 In order to demonstrate that valid and meaningful informed consent can be 

achieved outside of the confines of legal and institutional requirements, Faden and 

Beauchamp articulate two different notions of the concept: informed consent as 
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‘autonomous authorisation,’ separate from a formal and regulated version which is 

considered ‘effective consent’ (1986, pp. 276-283). The first sense emphasises an 

individual act of giving or denying permission for a particular intervention, which the 

authors disconnect from the more formal ‘effective’ notion of consent, defined as: 

 “the web of cultural and policy rules and requirements of consent that 

 collectively form the social practice of informed consent in institutional 

 contexts where groups of patients and subjects must be treated in  

 accordance with rules, policies, and standard practices” (Faden and 

 Beauchamp, 1986, p. 277). 

They affirm that it is possible for someone to consent to an intervention in a 

meaningful way but without meeting the threshold set out by particular formal 

institutional criteria, and the opposite is also possible where regulations fall short of 

what might constitute an autonomous authorisation. Discussions on informed consent 

are often dominated by the requirement to disclose information, but Faden and 

Beauchamp (1986) have challenged the overarching emphasis on the necessity of 

disclosure, in part because a person may already possess certain knowledge or 

understanding of the circumstances around the intervention and the risks or 

consequences involved. Greater attention to a person’s understanding in relation to 

giving consent is considered to be more valuable (Beauchamp, 2010). 

 Finally, one particular development around consent has added a valuable 

contribution to its conceptualisation by expanding the scope of the stakeholders or 

actors typically represented within the process. Going beyond a focus solely on the 

person asking for permission (e.g. a researcher or doctor) and the person giving or 

denying it (e.g. a participant or patient), Wolf (1999) acknowledges that these 

interactions do not occur in a vacuum and advocates for a broader view of the concept 

that includes organisational and systemic influences on the process and practice of 

obtaining informed consent. 

 

2.4 Obtaining informed consent for photography in humanitarian contexts 
In exploring accountability and ethics in the production of photography in 

humanitarian settings, informed consent offers a fairly flexible conceptual tool as it 

has many facets that can be used to evaluate how the process is applied in different 

contexts. The notion of consent is one that aims to ensure that an individual being 

photographed is involved in the image-making process, and that they have some 
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degree of authority over this interaction and/or how the image will be used 

(Warrington and Crombie, 2017). Individual practitioners and organisations will 

undoubtedly develop approaches and standards that suit their needs and, in terms of 

accountability, these should also address the needs of people affected by crisis who 

are being photographed. Norms related to humanitarian imagery may need to be 

adapted over time and to different contexts, and it may never be possible or even 

desirable to achieve sector-wide consensus on how informed consent is defined in the 

context of humanitarian photography, or to work toward definitive and prescriptive 

standards around how it is obtained. 

 Exploring formal and informal means of obtaining consent, as well as the five 

elements outlined by Faden and Beauchamp (1986), offers a foundation for 

understanding and evaluating the interpersonal exchanges that lead to the production 

of humanitarian photography. Adopting a systemic approach to informed consent 

(Wolf, 1999) allows for an analysis that includes a wide variety of practices, contexts, 

and constraints related to its production, while acknowledging the various codes and 

standards of relevance. This approach would capture the micro-level decision-making 

and interactions between a photographer and a person being photographed, as well as 

the organisational and system-level standards and guidelines that influence this 

process. Various overlapping influences are also likely to be present, such as 

humanitarian values and organisational priorities versus journalistic ones, and these 

may contribute in positive or negative ways depending on how they align or conflict 

with one another (Calain, 2012). 

 
 2.4.1 Relational and situational factors 
In conceptualising informed consent as an accountability mechanism in the 

production of humanitarian photography, emphasis on two particular aspects of the 

process is necessary. First, the ways in which it can be obtained through informal 

and/or formal means at various stages (Hilhorst et al., 2021). Secondly, highlighting 

some of the possible relational and situational factors that can impact both the 

adoption of a particular means through which to obtain consent, as well as a person’s 

decision to give their consent for a particular intervention, or not. Taken together, 

these types of variables would support an assessment of whether the consent obtained 

could in fact be considered meaningful in a certain context. 
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 These factors have been compiled from themes identified within the literature 

review but this was not carried out through a formal analytical method. Presented here 

for consideration, they may hold different significance and interrelate in varying ways 

depending on the context in which photography is taking place. For clarity, a list of 

some possible considerations is presented in bullet form to illustrate their relevance: 

• Format and formality: Consent can be negotiated informally or be considered 

implicitly given through a person’s participation in a certain activity, whereas 

more formal means might include a verbal consent, possibly recorded on video 

or through use of a standardised written consent form. The means and formality 

around gaining and taking note of a person’s consent may be based on a risk 

assessment, a general perception of or concern with liability, established out of 

necessity due to national laws on data protection, or simply to keep track of 

whether and how particular images may be used (CHS, 2018; Nissinen, 2015; 

Oxfam, 2020; Warrington and Crombie, 2017; WaterAid, 2021). 

• Language and translation: These can influence how information is 

communicated, how it is received, and how well it is understood. Reliance on 

organisational staff, a person’s family, or community members as translators or 

cultural mediators could have different impacts if a person is seeking clarity 

around a particular concern, or if they are sharing personal or sensitive 

information regarding their story (Graham et al., 2019; Translators Without 

Borders, 2021). 

• Age and gender dynamics: As previously mentioned, children are not 

considered to be able to give consent and it is instead sought from a parent or 

guardian, though some guidelines still emphasise the importance of ensuring 

children are informed about an intervention in child-friendly terms and give 

their permission as well, even if effective consent from a guardian is required 

(Oxfam, 2020; WaterAid, 2021). There may also be considerations around what 

is appropriate in certain situations or within certain communities, for example, 

depending on the gender of the photographer and the nature of what is being 

photographed, or differences in prior access to visual media due to gender 

norms and how this impacts understanding of the role of media and the possible 

reach of images (Warrington and Crombie, 2017). 



 31 

• Trust and rapport: Both good rapport and lack of trust can be relevant. Save the 

Children’s research found that consent to be photographed was often influenced 

by an existing relationship with the organisation, out of “gratitude, a sense of 

obligation, or in anticipation of assistance” (Warrington and Crombie, 2017). 

The absence of some overt or explicit form of coercion is thus not the only 

concern around the element of voluntariness. A recent study also indicated a 

possible reluctance to be photographed if someone feels an organisation might 

use their image or information without consent (IMREF, 2021). 

• Stress and trauma: The cognitive and decision-making abilities of both the 

person being photographed and the photographer may be impacted (Comes, 

2016; Warrington and Crombie, 2017). 

• Time and logistics: Health and safety requirements or time limitations may 

preclude a photographer’s ability to obtain prior consent, or to speak with a 

person long enough to gain meaningful informed consent (Graham et al., 2019). 
 

Figure 1 offers a representation of informed consent as an accountability mechanism. 

It acknowledges various factors that might impact or inform the process and considers 

organisational and wider system-level influences, as Wolf (1999) proposes, such as 

existing standards or guidelines from which a particular approach to informed consent 

takes shape.  

           
Figure 1: Applying informed consent in humanitarian photography (Source: Author) 
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 2.4.2 Long-term accountability and the limits of informed consent 
Consent can be negotiated and obtained in different ways and with varying degrees of 

formality throughout the production of photography, and timing is significant as it 

alters the nature of a person’s involvement and participation in the process, as well as 

the aspect of photography that it relates to. Guidelines for the Core Humanitarian 

Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS) relate the need for consent to how 

images are used and highlights the risks of including certain personal information 

alongside images, but it does not explicitly address the timing of when consent should 

be obtained (CHS, 2018). Organisational policies vary, with some outlining 

requirements for obtaining consent prior to taking a photograph, and others that 

specify the need for consent only prior to publication. Where there is reliance on the 

use of stories in organisational materials, the process to obtain consent may be quite 

lengthy and detailed, and may explicitly require consent to be obtained before a 

photograph is taken (Oxfam, 2020; Warrington and Crombie, 2017). 

 Finally, consent related to how an image is shaped in all future uses would not 

likely be covered by any form of consent unless a person were to be involved in the 

editing and design process or be offered the chance to approve something before it is 

published. This degree of participation seems highly unlikely in most cases, and 

regardless of how images are packaged by an organisation no form of consent can 

account for how they are received or interpreted by an audience. In the absence of 

some form of very strict, explicit, and prescriptive form of consent in which a person 

would have absolute discretion over the final form that a particular image takes when 

published, including the accompanying text, there are practical limitations to 

informed consent as an accountability mechanism, especially around representation 

(Fehrenbach and Rodogno, 2015b). 

 While organisations may offer the possibility to formally withdraw consent, it 

is not clear to what extent this is even possible once a person’s image has been 

published or whether it would be more applicable in terms of attempting to limit 

future publication. Oxfam International’s Ethical Content Guidelines, for example, 

acknowledge the organisation’s inability to control how content is used and circulated 

once it is posted online, and indicate that this must be part of the disclosure in the 

process of obtaining informed consent (Oxfam, 2020). In more general terms, 

withdrawing consent is possible at any time, for example, if the person changes their 

mind immediately after the photograph is taken. Calain reminds us of the limitations 
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of both ethical codes and formal consent policies in his description of humanitarian 

photography as a “visual intrusion” in which “[a] breach of privacy is inevitable” 

(2012, p. 281). Nissinen (2015) argues, from this perspective, that the actions and 

accountability of individual photographers is paramount, but in order to understand 

how ethics are ‘operationalised’ in the production of humanitarian photography it is 

also critical to look at the wider context of how and why organisations adopt 

particular strategies and engage in certain types of partnerships to facilitate this. 

 Challenges in policy versus practice mirror the tension that Faden and 

Beauchamp (1986) highlight in their analysis of what constitutes meaningful 

informed consent. Reliance on formal mechanisms concerned with achieving an 

effective consent may result in formalities that detract from the spirit of informed 

consent in a moral sense, which is concerned with a person’s participation in 

decisions that affect their lives and dignity. This aligns with the fourth commitment of 

the Core Humanitarian Standard, which affirms the centrality of participation to 

humanitarian response at the individual and community levels (CHS, 2018). 

 A person may consent to having their photograph taken, approving or limiting 

its intended use, and/or the use of particular information when published. It may be 

helpful to visualise consent in relation to photography as a continuum, where a person 

can consent to and participate in different ways at different stages of the process: 
 

 
Figure 2: Possibilities for obtaining consent related to photography (Source: Author) 

  
For example, a photographer might perceive that they gain consent informally 

through a person’s body language or a brief verbal exchange before taking their 

picture, after which the person is asked to sign a formal consent form but declines to 

allow use of their name and nationality in the caption knowing that the image may be 

widely published online. Another example could involve someone’s picture being 

taken without their knowledge. They are later shown the image and give their formal 

verbal consent for its use in a specific publication. As it was identified earlier, many 
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standards related to photography in humanitarian contexts do not emphasise the need 

for obtaining consent prior to taking an image, and instead focus on consent prior to 

publication. Since there is unlikely to be much participation by the person concerned 

during any part of the final editing or ‘shaping’ process, this shows how 

accountability can be strengthened or weakened throughout an intervention depending 

on how the process of informed consent unfolds. 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the literature review carried out on the 

topics of humanitarian photography, informed consent, and briefly on accountability. 

As the emphasis is on the process of obtaining informed consent, the conceptual 

framework presented in this chapter is focused on exploring the main ‘elements’ of 

the concept, some of the different factors that can influence how the process unfolds, 

and how this can impact its integrity as an accountability mechanism when applied to 

the production of humanitarian photography in different settings. This background 

and conceptual framework provide the lens through which to view the case study on 

embedded photographers, which is presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER III: CASE STUDY 
This chapter presents the case study on photography in a particular humanitarian 

context to which the conceptual framework will be applied. The following sections 

will outline how civil search and rescue I/NGOs began operating in the Mediterranean 

Sea as an emerging form of humanitarianism in recent years, and how they have 

served as the conduit for freelance and media-affiliated photographers’ access to the 

area through the continued practice of ‘embedding’ photographers within their 

operations. The profiles of four photographers interviewed for the case study are 

outlined here, as well as details on their roles and responsibilities during SAR 

missions and the nuances of their partnerships while embedded with SAR I/NGOs. 

 

3.1 The making of a sustained I/NGO presence in the Mediterranean Sea 
Impartial search and rescue at sea is considered “a longstanding maritime tradition as 

well as an obligation enshrined in international law” (International Maritime 

Organization et al., 2015, p. 4). Beyond its legal and historical foundations, maritime 

SAR is concretely aligned with the foremost aim of humanitarian action, to save and 

protect lives (Slim, 2015). Though maritime migration takes place along dangerous 

routes around the world,19 civil society efforts to lead SAR missions have only been 

sustained in the Mediterranean region (Cusumano, 2017). Prior to 2014, and with few 

exceptions, the coordination and implementation of SAR activities in the 

Mediterranean remained a function of national authorities, with support from 

commercial or other vessels as needed when in proximity to a ship in distress (Figure 

3 shows the legal boundaries that denote certain national SAR areas of responsibility 

in the region covering the Central Mediterranean and Aegean routes). From 2014 to 

2016, governments reduced their SAR operations despite a sharp increase in the 

number of people crossing by boat, which led I/NGOs to step in (Cusumano, 2017; 

Stierl, 2018). 
 

																																																								
19 Others include the Bay of Bengal/Southeast Asia and the Caribbean. Canada has also seen the arrival 
of a number of ships that crossed the Pacific Ocean, primarily along its West coast (see 
https://ccrweb.ca/sites/ccrweb.ca/files/sun-sea-five-years-later.pdf, for example). 
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Figure 3: Search and Rescue zones in the Mediterranean (OHCHR, 2021) 

  
The Maltese NGO Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS), founded in 2014, is 

considered to be the first of the I/NGOs to have carried out maritime SAR operations 

in the Mediterranean Sea. Cusumano and Villa (2020) identify an additional 10 NGOs 

and two INGOs as the primary actors involved in civil SAR in the Mediterranean 

until 2020; however, additional partnerships between organisations bring the figure 

much higher (Cusumano, 2017).20 While Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and Save 

the Children are considered the only two international NGOs that have led SAR 

operations in the Mediterranean, other collaborations with INGOs have taken place, 

such as the deployment of medical personnel from Médicins du Monde and support 

from Greenpeace in the Aegean (Cusumano, 2017; Cusumano, 2019), as well as the 

recent involvement of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies (IFRC) through their Humanitarian Service Point at Sea operation beginning 

in 2021 (IFRC, 2022). 

 The nature of these maritime SAR operations is such that in a very short time, 

with each mission often lasting up to a few weeks, these I/NGOs are responding to 

emergency rescue situations followed by a period of time focused on addressing 

																																																								
20	This refers primarily to the Central Mediterranean route but also includes the Aegean crossings from 
Turkey to the Greek islands. 
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Maltese authorities to receive OHCHR staff, and extends her gratitude for their full support in 
the preparation and conduct of the mission. 

The findings of this report are also based on information gathered through desk research and 
other remote monitoring activities throughout the reporting period, including meetings with 
relevant government institutions and other stakeholders, official statistics, reports by national 
and international organizations, views and observations by international and regional human 
rights mechanisms, and public media reports. In line with its methodology on human rights 
monitoring, OHCHR exercised due diligence to assess the credibility and reliability of sources 
and has cross-checked the information gathered to ensure its validity. 
 

Figure 1: Mediterranean SAR zones14 

 

 

2. KEY HUMAN RIGHTS CHALLENGES FACED BY MIGRANTS IN THE 
CONTEXT OF PROTECTION AT SEA  

Focusing on the laws, policies and practices impacting the human rights and protection of 
migrants in the central Mediterranean Sea, OHCHR documented the following set of selected 
concerns, which have given rise to serious human rights challenges. These concerns have been 
identified on the basis of applicable norms and standards of international human rights law, 
international refugee law, international maritime law, and transnational criminal law, and 
reinforce similar concerns raised by the UN Secretary-General, other UN agencies, 

                                                
14 This figure is for illustration purposes only. 
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immediate needs such as food, shelter, and medical and psychosocial support until 

people are transferred to another ship or to a port of call (Cusumano, 2017; Stierl, 

2018). Beyond some of the more typical challenges and risks associated with a SAR 

operation, conditions for I/NGOs in the Mediterranean have been plagued with 

numerous other threats to safety and security. This ranges from lack of cooperation 

and assistance by national authorities during and after rescues, to more egregious 

violations such as acts of aggression from the Libyan Coast Guard and attempts to 

criminalise the efforts of I/NGOs, antagonising individual rescuers and jeopardising 

the ability of organisations to continue their work (Cuttita, 2018; Cusumano, 2019; 

Cusumano, 2021). 

 A reliance on partnerships is an important element of the work of SAR 

I/NGOs in terms of the composition and operational nuances across different 

missions. With the first-known civil SAR I/NGO in the Mediterranean having been 

founded less than a decade ago, these organisations are said to have relied on and 

often reproduced existing I/NGO models from within this context, including 

incorporating journalists and photographers within the missions (Cusumano, 2017; 

Cusumano, 2019; Cuttitta, 2018; Giubilaro, 2019; Stierl, 2018). The more established 

international NGOs are not only likely to have existing approaches to 

communications and consent that are fairly robust, but ones that are grounded in their 

particular missions and strongly influenced by medical ethics, child protection, or 

humanitarian diplomacy. 

 

3.2 Media presence in the Mediterranean Sea 

A number of the civil SAR I/NGOs operating in the Mediterranean Sea have 

attributed their motivation to early media coverage of the crisis (Cusumano, 2017), 

and the relationship between media agencies or photographers and various SAR 

actors in the Mediterranean Sea has been one of reciprocity. Photographers and 

photojournalists have gained access to the unfolding of crisis events and SAR 

operations that would not otherwise be available to them, and SAR actors have, in 

return, gained the necessary visibility to raise funds and awareness, or to bolster their 

credibility (Cusumano, 2017; Giubilaro, 2020; Olsson, 2017). 

 These relationships have not been forged exclusively with I/NGOs, nor did 

they begin in 2014 with MOAS operations. At least one photographer interviewed 

was embedded on multiple occasions with national military SAR operations prior to 
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2010 (Interview 1), and an Italian photojournalist was embedded with Frontex from 

2011-2015, producing an estimated 1 million images during that time, of which only 

100 have been published externally by Frontex, who hold the exclusive image rights 

(Giubilaro, 2020). 

 The Mediterranean has been a space where humanitarian and media roles have 

been blurred, in part through embedding practices but also in one particular instance 

of collaboration between a SAR NGO and a media outlet. From 2015 until 2016, the 

Yellow Boats project saw journalists from newspapers owned by the media agency 

Schibsted join with the Swedish NGO Sea Rescue Society to assist the Greek Coast 

Guard with SAR operations. In this case, journalists were trained in sea rescue and 

their role as reporters came last among their list of responsibilities onboard. This 

arrangement generated a lot of discussion around the ethics of such an operation, 

including the additional stress placed on journalists to report on their experiences in a 

short timeframe which sometimes conflicted with the NGO’s priority to carry out a 

necessary post-rescue debrief (Olssonn, 2017). 

 
 3.2.1 Photographers embedded in SAR I/NGOs: Interviewee profiles 

The four photographers interviewed cover a number of profiles among those who are 

embedded within SAR I/NGOs operating in the Mediterranean. While a sample could 

have been selected with the aim of categorising affiliations more strictly, it seems that 

the use of photographs in terms of where and how they are published, and by whom, 

is fairly fluid in practice regardless of a photographer’s professional affiliation while 

on a SAR mission. Figure 4 offers a summary of the experiences of photographers 

interviewed, who collectively worked with a subset of seven I/NGOs operating in the 

Mediterranean between 2015-2021. Three of the four photographers had each 

participated in at least three SAR missions during this time. The nature of their 

contracts in terms of image rights and remuneration varied; however, at least one of 

the two freelance photographers sold their images to media outlets and in instances 

where I/NGOs held image rights, even if only for a limited time, they could also 

publish and circulate them through various news and social media channels. 
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The following table shows the number of organisations that each embedded 

photographer had worked with from 2015-2021, sometimes on multiple missions with 

the same organisation(s): 
 

 
  Figure 4: Interviewees’ experience with different SAR I/NGOs (Source: Author) 

 
Interview 1:  A media-affiliated photojournalist, this person had years of experience 

across a variety of I/NGOs working in Mediterranean SAR. With very limited 

exceptions, where an organisation could use certain images for their own fundraising 

and communications purposes, the media agency held the rights to all images but the 

full portfolio remained only with the photographer. 

 
Interview 2:  Employed as a communications coordinator working with various 

I/NGOs, this person took photographs but was also responsible for overseeing the 

work of various embedded media and freelance photographers during missions. 

 
Interview 3: A freelance photographer, required to provide the organisation with 

photos for their own use and distribution on-demand during the missions. Ultimately, 

he held the image rights, selling them to news agencies or using them in other 

capacities. 

 
Interview 4: This freelance photographer was the only woman interviewed. She 

completed one mission with an organisation that essentially held image rights for a 

period of six months, and during this time the photographer could use certain images 

with permission. At the end of this period, the opposite arrangement took effect and 

the organisation could use them with permission from the photographer. 

 

 

Search and rescue I/NGOs 

A B C D E F G 

Interview 1 �	 �	 �	 �	 �	 �	
Interview 2 �	 �	 �	
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 3.2.2 Embedded photographer roles and responsibilities 

The four photographers interviewed recounted very similar experiences in terms of 

their responsibilities during each mission, and the procedures that both affiliated and 

freelance photographers are generally expected to follow. Interviewees confirmed that 

the role of an embedded photographer during SAR missions is not always strictly 

related to photography or photojournalism, so a distinction between the I/NGOs and 

the photographers onboard is not always clear. This poses additional challenges in 

accountability between individual photographers and organisations. 

 One of the freelance photographers interviewed was formally onboard as a 

crew member and had been trained in sea rescue, as well as taking on additional 

responsibilities beyond photography. The other freelance photographer was not 

expected to support a rescue unless necessary, but would assist with caring for people 

once onboard. The media-affiliated photojournalist had mostly been on SAR missions 

strictly in a media capacity. However, on at least two occasions he did take on 

additional responsibilities and, in what may be a rare occurrence for a photojournalist, 

he also received rescue training and joined an operation formally as a crew member 

while still carrying out his activities as a photojournalist. Though his media role was 

considered secondary to his responsibilities during the rescues and onboard, this 

arrangement was necessary as there was limited space for crew onboard. Embedded 

photographers’ additional duties were described as including everything from watch 

duty, to cooking, cleaning, security, and psychosocial support. 

 When responding to a vessel in distress, two rigid hull inflatable boats 

(RHIBs) are typically deployed from the larger ship in order to facilitate the 

emergency rescue. Whenever possible, the seven organisations ensured one spot for a 

photographer on each RHIB, with the I/NGO’s own photographer or media 

coordinator taking priority and commonly assigned to the first response RHIB. An 

affiliated journalist or freelance photographer, if there was one, would generally go 

with the second RHIB. Go-Pros are also attached to the rescuer’s helmets, offering 

additional still and video footage. In certain situations, a photographer might be 

passed over entirely in order to have a maximum number of rescuers on the RHIB. 

 Those who held dual roles were expected to prioritise their role as a rescuer, 

which could pose logistical challenges in terms of looking after camera equipment 

during rescues. However, even photographers who are present only in an official 

media capacity are expected to put down their equipment and take part in the rescue 
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efforts if needed. On the occasion where the media-affiliated photographer was a 

formal member of the crew, a special cage was built on top of the RHIB’s fuel tanks 

so that his equipment could be easily stowed during rescues. There were also 

instances where an I/NGO media coordinator was not present in the field and would 

coordinate with an embedded photographer remotely.   

 

3.3 The wellbeing of the people in the photographs 

Like photographs, official reports on migration in the Mediterranean offer us very 

little in terms of understanding who people are outside of their experience of seeking 

safety. However, demographic and health-related information can help to shed light 

on some of the recent and immediate challenges that people may be facing at the time 

of being rescued, in addition to the stress of an often treacherous crossing. Outpatient 

care statistics from just one organisation analysed by Boetzelaer et al. (2021) offered 

health information on nearly 23,000 people rescued from 2016-2019, with select 

figures showing that, for example, 346 women were pregnant and approximately one 

fifth of all people rescued were unaccompanied children. This study also highlighted 

the prevalence of prior incidents of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) as well 

as detention in Libya prior to attempting the crossing, and how the crossings 

themselves bring additional risks such as food and water shortages, and chemical burn 

injuries from the mixture of saltwater and fuel. 

 During the interviews, three people also spoke of their experiences with death 

and dead bodies during SAR missions. This included people dying during the rescues, 

including an infant who had drowned, or people who had perished during the 

crossing. In some instances, this meant that the people who were rescued had spent 

days on a cramped vessel in the direct sunlight alongside others’ dead bodies. 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the case study on embedded photographers 

working with SAR I/NGOs in the Mediterranean Sea from 2015 to 2021, beginning 

with a brief historical background of SAR activities and media presence in the 

Mediterranean. Details on the profiles of interviewed photographers, as well as some 

considerations around the wellbeing of individuals at the time of a rescue, offer a 

starting point for the findings and discussion in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 
 

“I think having a camera around in your most vulnerable moment is  
 always a distressing experience. We were trying to balance that out  

 with trying to not be there if it wasn’t strictly necessary or if we didn’t  
 think that it would really help pushing a certain narrative or cause.”  

(Interview 2) 
 
This chapter will explore the findings from the four in-depth photographer interviews 

that form part of the case study. The interviews offer a snapshot of embedded 

photographer practices in obtaining (informed) consent during maritime SAR I/NGO 

operations in the Mediterranean Sea. While the sample focused on individual 

photographers working with multiple organisations between 2015 and 2021, rather 

than exploring how one particular organisation approached the issue, the interviews 

do allow for some generalisations about the practices and protocols of both 

photographers and organisations working in Mediterranean SAR. 

 Using the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2, the findings in this 

chapter present the information provided during photographer interviews from three 

different angles. First, the results are briefly considered in relation to the five elements 

of informed consent outlined by Faden and Beauchamp (1986): disclosure, 

understanding, voluntariness, competence, and consent. Next, photographer and 

organisational practices related to obtaining consent are set out chronologically in 

more detail, starting with a rescue operation as the first point of contact between a 

SAR I/NGO and the people being rescued, followed by the period of time safely 

onboard the main ship until disembarkation. Finally, the influence of a number of 

relational and situational factors on the type and quality of informed consent that can 

reasonably be obtained during a SAR mission is explored. The chapter concludes with 

some reflections on the merits and shortcomings of informed consent as an 

accountability mechanism in the context of I/NGO maritime SAR operations. 

 

4.1 The elements of informed consent in humanitarian photography at sea 
Faden and Beauchamp (1986) assert that a disclosure of information is not a 

necessary condition of informed consent since individuals might already possess 

certain knowledge or understanding of the circumstances surrounding a particular 

intervention. During SAR operations, information related to photography is 

disseminated to people onboard in various ways, both individually and in a group 

setting, with verbal delivery being a common method of communication. In lieu of 



 43 

such a disclosure, a person’s perception of who is taking the photograph and how it 

might be used is important to consider—for example, the knowledge or perception 

that images taken by a press photographer might be circulated across various national 

or international news platforms whereas images taken by an I/NGO might be used 

primarily for the organisation’s fundraising purposes via their own social media 

accounts. Similar to the questions raised by Lewis et al. (2019) regarding identity and 

transparency when researchers wore an NGO’s branded clothing, alternative ways of 

communicating information must also be considered, such as what the physical 

appearance of a photographer and their relationship to the I/NGO suggests. As one 

interviewee noted, “At first glance and to any of the migrants I am part of the 

organisation’s crew… When we talk then, yeah, they know I’m a journalist” 

(Interview 1). 

 These issues are also central to a person’s understanding of a particular 

intervention, especially in the absence of a formal disclosure. Another interviewee 

acknowledged the difficulty of explaining where an image will be published as there 

is essentially no control over its circulation once posted online. 

 Though the philosophy was not necessarily shared equally among the 

organisations, one interviewee specifically addressed how the power imbalance 

between rescuers and the people being rescued could jeopardise the element of 

voluntariness, highlighting the risk that someone might feel a sense of obligation 

toward an I/NGO: 

 “We were telling them that if they did not want to be pictured or filmed,  

 or in any way, shape, or form included in this material they should just  

 tell us. It was very important to us to reinforce their right to say no  

 because in such a situation when you’re dealing with very vulnerable  

 people, where they perceive you as having saved their lives, they feel  

 like they owe you everything. We wanted to disengage that dynamic  

 as much as possible.” (Interview 2) 

 
 The element of competence, or a person’s capacity to give consent, was 

discussed primarily in relation to children, which photographers and organisations 

approached quite differently. In general, interviewees acknowledged that seeking 

parental consent was part of their regular practice prior to using an image. Some 

organisations were more strict and did not permit photographers to show children’s 
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faces, paying particular attention to unaccompanied minors as they did not have an 

adult present to consent on their behalf. One photographer was very cautious and 

generally tried not to take photographs of children, but acknowledged that with older 

unaccompanied minors it could be more difficult to avoid. Conversely, another 

photographer noted that a child could not legally consent and therefore it was up to 

him to make a judgement call on whether an image of an unaccompanied minor 

should be used to raise awareness. One interviewee also felt that when someone was 

in medical distress and being evacuated from the ship, they should not be identifiable 

in any photographs as they were not in a position to give consent based on the state of 

their health. 

 Regarding the fifth and final element, that of a person giving their consent to 

have their photo taken and/or published, interviewees generally felt that people 

wanted to be photographed but would also make it clear if they did not, either 

verbally or through body language. According to the interviewees, some people were 

not comfortable with the possibility that an image might be shown in international 

media while others would place limitations on the photographer by requesting that 

their face be blurred or not visible at all.  

 

4.2 Photography and consent throughout a search and rescue mission 
I/NGO SAR operations compress an emergency rescue and a ‘care’ or basic service 

delivery phase into a short timeframe of just days or weeks, sometimes with multiple 

rescues in a matter of hours. While case studies may be challenging in terms of 

generalisability, one certainty that has been established is that prior consent is 

generally not possible for images taken during a rescue. Consent related to these 

images was described by one interviewee as ‘retroactive’, but in reality any consent 

obtained would be for the use of an image, as the opportunity for prior consent is 

largely absent under these circumstances.21 Some form of informal consent might be 

possible once on the RHIB, for example, verbally or through body language. 

However, between the stress and chaos of the rescues, and the fact that it is not 

possible to discern a photographer’s affiliation as separate from the I/NGO in that 

moment, a meaningful notion of informed consent would be unlikely. 

																																																								
21 Two photographers also mentioned that it is not common practice to delete images and that many 
will just remain stored on a hard drive but never seen by anyone else. 
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 “It’s such an intense, high-emotional situation that half the time they don’t 

 even realise that you’re there documenting what is happening. You have to  

 be quite careful how you go about that as regards to showing vulnerable 

 people.” (Interview 1) 

 
 “During the rescues of course people are not informed. They are fighting  

 for their lives.” (Interview 4) 

 
Once onboard, interviewees described a verbal briefing or orientation that would be 

given to everyone by a cultural mediator or someone in a similar role, in multiple 

languages. Information related to photography and the presence of media would be 

relayed to the group at this point, sometimes with translation assistance from someone 

who had been rescued. However, there was some doubt about whether the 

information would reach everyone in situations where large numbers of people were 

on deck in noisy and chaotic conditions. One organisation posted signs on the ship in 

different languages to advise people that photography and filming were taking place. 

Individual photographers would also make an effort to speak to people, explain who 

they were, and sometimes also show images they had already taken in order to get 

consent for their use. 

 Beyond this, the interviewees describe what could be considered a continuous, 

collaborative approach to informed consent that develops between photographers, the 

crew, and those who have been rescued. This is really only possible under certain 

conditions, such as when people are at sea for extended periods after a rescue. As 

those onboard become more familiar with one another, their personal circumstances, 

and comfort levels, the organisations and the photographers alike are able to ascertain 

who has generally given their consent to be photographed and who has expressed 

discomfort. This knowledge is then used for real-time decision-making in terms of 

who does not want to be photographed, but also in reviewing previous images taken 

to determine which ones should not be published. Certain crew members might play a 

more formal role in this collaborative approach, such as protection or medical staff, or 

an I/NGO’s communications coordinator. 

 It is an informal and formal network of consent-related interactions and 

decision-making such as this, spanning many days, that would not be reflected in any 

consent forms or policies but which could bring meaning to them. In these cases, 
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consent might be obtained prior to taking an image or it might be related to how an 

existing image would be used: 

 “There was this young boy who was very, very badly burned who was 

 sitting in front of me screaming in pain. I did take his photograph and  

 we did use his photograph, but by the time we used the photograph I 

 knew that his family was okay with that.” (Interview 1) 
 

 “In the review process we would make an assessment on what was 

 appropriate to use and what not, and also we would check for the  

 people who were appearing in the footage which ones gave consent  

 and which ones didn’t. We were really trying to be thorough with that  

 and not just post anything because it was strong or sensationalistic 

 somehow.” (Interview 2) 

 
Interviews with the photojournalist and communications coordinator offered an 

interesting contrast between how they perceived this joint effort. Though a 

photographer might feel the crew are suggesting ‘interesting’ stories for them to 

capture, the I/NGO might also serve as a gatekeeper in this regard, trying to connect 

the media with specific individuals and avoid facilitating interviews with others for 

whom they felt it was not appropriate. 

 Though separate from consent, photographers also described their own periods 

of revision and reflection in deciding which images to publish. As many images are 

not published, without some form of direct observation or the chance to speak with 

people who have been rescued it is difficult to understand the extent to which people 

are being photographed, how and when, and the atmosphere around this. Interviewees 

also described how they would analyse risks based on their knowledge of the situation 

in certain countries. This would inform their decision not to photograph people from 

certain countries of origin, for example, if there was a sense that publishing 

someone’s image could lead to an increased risk for that person or for their family 

back home. One interviewee also expressed concern regarding the authorities’ request 

for I/NGO images in their attempts to identify potential smugglers among those 

rescued, as well as the possibility that a person’s asylum claim might be impacted if 

their image was broadcast in the media. 
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 The medical areas of a ship were often considered to be off limits to 

photographers, but the interviews suggest that protocols differed between 

organisations and were also dependent on the medical crew onboard during a 

particular mission: 

 “I think it always depends, it’s a little bit of negotiation room in there. 

 Depends on the crew, depends on the people. Some people want to have  

 these pictures out there as well. They sort of show you their injuries and  

 want you to take pictures because they’re outraged and they want their  

 story to be told. But do they know how it could affect their further journey? 

 Probably not. It’s always a bit tough.” (Interview 4) 

 
Based on the four interviews, Figure 2 from Chapter 2 can be adapted to show the 

emergency/rescue and ‘care’ phases of a SAR mission, and when it is most likely 

possible for a photographer to obtain informed consent or when it is not possible 

and/or unlikely. 

 
Figure 5: Possibilities for obtaining consent during maritime SAR operations (Source: Author) 

 
 
4.3 The influence of relational and situational factors 
Use of formal, written consent was only reported for one organisation and does not 

seem to be standard practice among SAR I/NGOs. How and when consent is or can 

be obtained is heavily influenced by the circumstances that unfold during each 

individual mission. The examples of a number of relational and situational factors 

presented in Chapter 2 also emerged as themes in the interviews, influencing the 

process of obtaining (informed) consent in different ways: 

• Format and formality: Verbal briefings immediately following a rescue seem 

to be standard practice and at least one organisation used signage onboard. 
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Formal, written consent was only obtained if required and enforced by an 

I/NGO, which was only mentioned in relation to one organisation among the 

seven in this sample.22 One photographer described an organisation’s policies 

related to consent as “a little free” (Interview 3) and, like the others, generally 

relied on verbal communication or body language to establish consent. 
 

• Language and translation: The crews are multi-lingual but sometimes relied on 

people who had been rescued to support the process of relaying information. 

In the context of obtaining informed consent, this essentially delegates certain 

aspects of disclosure and understanding to another person. The photojournalist 

also noted that language could sometimes be a factor in deciding who to 

approach for an interview in order to avoid the need for translation prior to 

publishing a story. 
 

• Age and gender dynamics: As previously indicated, the issue of photographing 

(unaccompanied) children is central to discussions on informed consent and 

child protection, which directly impact the process of obtaining consent.23 The 

interview questions were not explicitly oriented toward gender-related 

dynamics and information on gender diversity among photographers 

embedded in SAR I/NGOs is not readily available. However, one of the 

freelance photographers felt that she was given easier access to an area 

reserved for women and children because she was a woman. 
 

• Trust and rapport: One photographer touched on this when discussing how he 

obtained consent to photograph a woman getting an ultrasound, as he had 

accompanied her to the doctor and provided support and reassurance, so she 

was already familiar with him. Photographers would often get to know people 

onboard while carrying out their other duties following a rescue: 

  “You walk the deck during your guest care hours with your camera,  

  because you have two jobs, so you try to do two jobs at once and get  

  a few snaps in  between breakfast chats with the guests.” (Interview 4) 
  

																																																								
22 The research design did not yield substantial information related to the content of such a document. 
 
23 IFRC guidelines recommend that unaccompanied children only be considered for communications 
activities in “exceptional circumstances” (https://www.ifrc.org/sites/default/files/2021-11/Comms-
Guidelines-for-Unaccompained-Children.pdf). 
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 Rapport between photographers and the crew could also impact working 

 relationships and the collective efforts around obtaining consent, in both 

 negative and positive ways: 

  “There have been times with other NGOs when I’ve felt a certain  

  distance… apart from the fact that there really wasn’t much time to 

  bond because I boarded the ship, we departed, and within less than 

  48 hours we had a rescue and then went back to port… I was an  

  outsider, basically. It was very different when you’re embedded on  

  the ship for several weeks at a time and you really become one of the 

  crew.” (Interview 1) 
 

  “Sometimes we would get an amazing relationship with embedded  

  people. It would be like teamwork and we would get along very well. 

  We would develop very strong bonds together because obviously in 

  those situations you get close  to people. They are pretty extreme  

  situations that you find yourself in. But in other cases it would be the 

  opposite, you would clash.” (Interview 2) 
 

• Stress and trauma: These can serve as both a deterrent to photography and/or a 

driver of photography that is obtained without a high quality of informed 

consent. As a deterrent, stress or trauma might cause photographers to avoid 

taking pictures of or interviewing someone who is identified as particularly 

vulnerable. Conversely, photographers’ own decision-making can be impacted 

by things like sleep deprivation or from being overwhelmed: 

   “It kind of depends on my frame of mind on the day as well, because 

   sometimes I do operate with a ‘take photos first, ask questions later’ 

   mentality.” (Interview 1) 
 

	 	 “You’re just sort of in functioning mode. Especially for us, after  

  [many] rescues we haven’t been sleeping for, I don’t know, days.  

  Haven’t been eating, really.  Then you’re suddenly pushed into all 

  these guest care duties. There’s not much time to think, you sort of  

  shoot, so you get into this autopilot mode. Of course, you have  

  instincts because you’ve been photographing for a long time so you 

  just follow your routines.” (Interview 4) 
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• Time and logistics: This seems to be one of the biggest factors that can impact 

the possibility of obtaining meaningful informed consent, especially in 

situations where large numbers of people had been rescued, which could limit 

the amount of time available to learn about people and their preferences 

around being photographed. This could also hinder the ability to determine 

key details about people in order to determine which photos should perhaps 

not be published, such as confirming who might be an unaccompanied minor. 
 
 Safety protocols onboard during the Covid-19 pandemic provided a certain 

 degree of anonymity with people wearing facemasks, but also limited 

 how much interaction photographers could have with people who had been 

 rescued. Interviewees also noted being under pressure to provide organisations 

 or the media with photographs shortly after a rescue. 

 
These examples demonstrate some of the ways that different factors converge to 

create particular working conditions that impact how various practices and processes 

unfold onboard during a mission. Situational factors, particularly those related to the 

length of time at sea or the number of people rescued, often prevented or complicated 

the possibility of obtaining meaningful informed consent for photographs taken 

during a mission. Given the impact of stress and trauma on everyone involved, a 

collaborative approach to obtaining consent might also serve as a check and balance 

system by increasing the likelihood that a person’s desire not to be photographed 

would be formally registered. 

 

4.4 Respect the individual, tell the story, support the cause 
During the interviews, photographers openly acknowledged the difficulties they faced 

in balancing competing demands and reconciling the ethical multiplicity inherent in 

their work during SAR operations. The weight photographers placed on different 

priorities also came through: 

 “Every case is different and you’re acting accordingly, I think. You just 

 always have to keep in mind respect and dignity, but you have to tell the  

 story as well. That’s very important.” (Interview 1) 

During a mission, multiple photographers or documentary filmmakers with different 

affiliations could be working in parallel, revealing different working styles and 

viewpoints. One of the freelance photographers noted that a documentary crew also 
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onboard required use of formal written consent forms for their own work, though this 

differed from the organisation’s own practice. The other freelance photographer had 

worked alongside an affiliated photojournalist and observed, 

 “We actually took very different pictures… It’s very, very classical 

 photojournalism, which I don’t do, so the language of the images, the look  

 of the images is so different, and we were at the same situation. It’s rather 

 interesting to see and she definitely has different ethics, I would say, when it 

 comes to these things” (Interview 4). 

 
Diversity of experience and identity among I/NGOs and photographers has the 

potential to both hinder cooperation and to generate new or spontaneous ways of 

working. INGO and NGO partnerships, in particular, require blending the practices of 

more experienced organisations with newer organisations that emerged exclusively to 

operate in a maritime SAR capacity (Cusumano, 2021; Stierl, 2018), and as a fairly 

recent phenomenon this may have left practitioners and organisations in uncharted 

territory. 

 While there has undoubtedly been a culture of cooperation between 

organisations within the I/NGO fleet in the Mediterranean, discord among I/NGOs in 

their approach to the work has resulted in the dissolution of certain partnerships, 

sometimes exacerbated by incidents related to the capturing and use of imagery 

during missions (Cusumano,2021; Cuttitta, 2018; Stierl, 2018). This was also touched 

upon in one of the interviews: 

 “Things were agreed upon at the beginning but then obviously each 

 organisation, let’s say, reserved the space to work the way they wanted.  

 It was not an easy partnership. We clashed on many things. We had  

 different opinions, different approaches, and ultimately the partnership  

 ended because of these differences. They were not only related to the way  

 that we approached media and communications but it was a broader 

 operational and, I would say, very practical standpoint on how to relate  

 to people, how to take proper care of them. What we consider minimum 

 standards of dignity and all these kind of things” (Interview 2). 
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Beyond friction within organisational partnerships, the interviews also revealed 

ethical tensions between organisations and photographers. During the interview, the 

embedded photojournalist noted,  

 “If there are hard and fast rules I think it could end up being unworkable.  

 You almost find yourself at loggerheads with them at times because,  

 at the end of the day, you are out there to tell a news story... The NGO’s 

 images and their view of images is… obviously they want awareness to  

 be raised of what is happening out there but they do have a slightly  

 different viewpoint on the world” (Interview 1). 

 
One photographer had the opposite experience, expressing discomfort in being 

pressured by an organisation to provide them with certain types of images: 

 “It’s different rules for different organisations… I don’t agree 100% with the  

 politics of [the organisation]. Sometimes it’s difficult, the line for using these 

 [images] for you to make money. But I know other times it’s necessary to 

 show this for the media. It’s difficult. The line is very difficult… I like the 

 organisation. I like the work of the organisation, but sometimes it’s difficult 

 to work with them for this” (Interview 3). 

 
For the smaller NGOs in particular, they are often engaged in advocacy and activism, 

and images are one of the ways that donations are generated to ensure their work can 

continue (Cusumano, 2021). The different professional experiences, affiliations, and 

backgrounds of photographers also influence their approach to issues such as consent, 

posing further challenges in terms of accountability: 

 “It’s extremely difficult to do right by all the demands. Demands of  

 the people who have a right to their own image, the demands of the  

 organisation who needs imagery to first document but also, second, 

 thoroughly generate donations. This field is in between. It’s just really,  

 really difficult to be in. I still think that most photographers sort of fall  

 on an inner compass on that. That compass depends on how much they 

 actually know about consent, because it’s not something, if you study 

 photography, at least for me it’s not something that was really much 

 touched upon.” (Interview 4) 
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The interviewees also described different experiences and guidance related to taking 

pictures of people who had died at sea. This was not explored in depth, nor was it 

included in the literature review, but further questions on the topic of consent and the 

rights of and obligations to a person’s family, for example, are certainly relevant. One 

person had been requested by an NGO to photograph bodies and the work of forensic 

investigators onboard, and he had not looked at the images since. However, some 

‘graphic’ photos were published at the time, along with others that showed very little, 

such as a person’s hand. From a media perspective, the photographer felt it was 

important to document “the reality on the ground. You can’t hide it. You try to kind 

of, respect the dignity sometimes. But sometimes there is no dignity in death, and do 

you pretend that never happened? I don’t think so. I don’t believe in sanitising news” 

(Interview 1). 

 One of the freelance photographers also felt that news agencies were only 

interested in publishing his images if someone had died during a rescue, and that 

while these images are controversial they also help to change people’s mindset. 

Another SAR organisation limited photography in this regard, either not allowing 

photos at all or maintaining a minimum standard where a person’s body could not be 

identified from an image. Since publication of these kinds of images in the media is 

also considered to have been the catalyst for the creation of a number of organisations 

carrying out SAR activities in the Mediterranean, it has impacted their relationship 

with and approach to photography overall (Cusumano, 2017). 

 

4.5 Informed consent as an accountability mechanism in SAR photography 
In terms of accountability in the production of humanitarian photography, SAR 

I/NGOs seem to rely on self-regulation (Deloffre, 2016; Ebrahim, 2003) both at the 

individual level of photographer practices and at the organisational level. The 

different motivations of photographers and I/NGOs, while not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, clearly impact decision-making related to how and when photographs are 

taken and the process of obtaining informed consent throughout a SAR mission. 

Striking a balance between these different interests presents challenges that even the 

most robust informed consent practices may not be able to alleviate. Even with certain 

rules in place, interviewees generally did not perceive them as being strictly enforced 

or having a significant impact on their work. Access to areas and individuals that were 

typically restricted by some I/NGOs, such as photographs taken in the medical areas, 
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could still be secured if consent was obtained from the medical staff and the patient. 

In that sense, the interviews seemed to demonstrate that there could be, and often was, 

an exception to any rule. 

 The photographers interviewed felt that people often sought out opportunities 

to be photographed, emphasising that people who had been rescued should make their 

own decisions and it was not appropriate for them to restrict someone from telling 

their story: 

 “Obviously people have their own free will so even though they’re 

 traumatised, even though they are vulnerable in that moment it is not  

 our prerogative to say, “Okay, you’re not going to say anything to the 

 media.” (Interview 2) 

They were also careful to point out that taking a photograph does not mean it will be 

published. In the case of freelance photographers it was often the organisation making 

the decision of what to publish online or provide to media outlets first, especially as 

they often seemed to hold the initial image rights in the short term, while I/NGOs 

might face the opposite challenge when embedding an affiliated media photographer: 

“Sometimes it’s out of your hands, even though you are the one taking the 

pictures. Which is not taking away from the responsibility that photographers 

have, of course.” (Interview 4) 

 
“Some journalists are happy to have you review photos, some others are quite 

reluctant, so you have very limited control over that.” (Interview 2) 

  
One interviewee was a strong advocate of formal, written consent in relation to 

humanitarian photography, while another could see the merits of this approach but felt 

that it was just not a realistic expectation given the unpredictability of this particular 

operational context. Faden and Beauchamp (1986) caution that consent processes 

strongly oriented toward legal or regulatory frameworks may actually detract from the 

standards aspired to in ensuring respect for the individual and their autonomy. Two 

interviewees referenced the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation, 

though it was not incorporated into the interview questions. One attributed a SAR 

organisation’s use of a certain format of written consent in part because of the 

requirements under this particular legislation, while the other felt that there were too 

many practical limitations to adhere strictly to the related requirements. 
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 Widespread adoption of more formal standardised consent protocols, such as 

asking people to sign consent forms in the immediate aftermath of a rescue, should 

also raise a number of questions. In this regard, the lack of formal, written consent as 

a standard practice across SAR I/NGOs should not necessarily be mistaken for a lack 

of accountability or a low standard of consent. However, as an accountability 

mechanism, it seems that informed consent serves largely in an informal capacity in 

the Mediterranean SAR context, and there may be limited potential to thoroughly 

evaluate the effectiveness of photographer practices in securing consent given the 

unpredictable operational environment and the emphasis on self-regulation. 

 
 The presence of a photographer in these moments generates many ethical 

questions. Adopting an embedded approach to media brings people being rescued at 

sea in direct contact with photographers, including in situations where it is unlikely 

and sometimes impossible for consent to be obtained. One interviewee reflected on 

how these ethical challenges might be avoided altogether: 

 “I think the only way would be not to take any pictures, actually.  

 That would be respecting the people most. They would just have  

 the Go-Pros and you would just use it for legal defense and internal 

 teaching, like how to do a rescue.” (Interview 4) 

This kind of shift would certainly impact the smaller organisations that might struggle 

to maintain visibility, and it could be detrimental to their ability to raise funds. 

However, another interviewee highlighted the significant amount of stock or file 

photography that already exists from rescues in the Mediterranean, and it was noted 

that certain organisations have also tried to adopt alternative strategies for storytelling 

and advocacy, such as through comics or drawings. 

 The significant protection concerns raised by interviewees reinforce the 

challenges of managing uncertainty around the use of images and the severity of 

possible repercussions, while trying to keep the spotlight on these issues. Informally, 

the process of informed consent allows a photographer to account for their intended 

actions and for a person to participate in the decision-making process, but it is of 

limited value for long-term accountability given the lack of control over how an 

image might be used and potential risks for individuals. Interviewees mentioned risks 

that included a possible negative impact on a person’s asylum claim, criminalisation 

by the authorities, and various dangers to individuals and their family members who 
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remained in the country of origin. If questions around image use cannot be answered 

confidently, accountability should also necessitate evaluating and designing 

organisational practices in such a way that risks are mitigated and minimised. 

 To support these efforts, more substantial guidance may be needed at the 

sector level around best practices in order to support or buffer decision-making at the 

organisational and individual levels, and to ensure that any official processes are not 

merely being implemented as a formality. With participation at the core of 

accountability, and autonomy as the underlying principle in pursuit of informed 

consent, any efforts to revisit or revise consent protocols in humanitarian photography 

will be negated if people who have been photographed are not engaged as the primary 

contributors. 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of photographer practices in obtaining 

informed consent during SAR operations, first taking into account the elements of 

informed consent proposed by Faden and Beauchamp (1986), then from a 

chronological perspective to delineate when consent might be obtained in the course 

of a SAR mission, and finally considering some of the factors that affect how 

informed consent is obtained. This analysis highlighted some of the challenges that 

photographers and organisations face in trying to manage competing ethical demands, 

which arise in part from adopting an embedded approach to photography and media, 

and how they employ individual and collective practices in an effort to mitigate this 

uncertainty and respect the decisions of people who have been rescued wherever 

possible. 

 Overall, this also underscored the limits of informed consent as an 

accountability mechanism given the many potential uses of the photographs being 

taken and the significant influence that this particular operating environment can have 

on the quality and effectiveness of informed consent. This analysis will be 

summarised in the following chapter, which revisits the original research questions 

and offers some suggestions for future action and inquiry. 
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CONCLUSION 
This final chapter will answer the primary and secondary research questions posed in 

the first chapter, and summarise the case study findings related to informed consent as 

an accountability mechanism. Some observations are included on the limitations of 

this thesis based on the chosen methodology and conceptual framework, and a 

number of lessons and recommendations are offered for future research as well as 

potential opportunities for improving accountability in humanitarian photography. 

 
This research offers a window into photographer practices of obtaining informed 

consent during I/NGO search and rescue operations in the Mediterranean Sea. The 

primary research question was: How does the application of informed consent 

serve as an accountability mechanism in humanitarian photography during 

maritime I/NGO search and rescue operations? The case study has shown how, in 

practice, the accountability offered through the application of informed consent can 

vary widely from person to person as it is largely dependent on the discretion of 

individual photographers and organisations. The interviews revealed how 

photographers work individually, as well as collectively with other crew members, to 

engage people who have been rescued in deciding if and how their images may be 

used. These efforts take shape by way of a continuous process of individual, 

organisational, and collaborative self-regulation, demonstrating efforts to account for 

their actions either prior to taking a photograph or prior to publication. 

 Interviewees acknowledged that people would sometimes decline to have their 

photograph taken or published when they learned that it might be shared in 

international media, or they would sometimes place limitations on a photographer by 

requesting that their face not be shown. This shows how, under certain conditions, 

informed consent can serve as a mechanism for photographers to account for their 

actions and for people to make decisions related to the production or use of their own 

image. This process often unfolds through verbal communication, both formally and 

informally, but a reliance on body language might offer even less accountability if the 

person is not aware or is perhaps indifferent to the process. 

 More formal written means of obtaining consent seem to be required only 

rarely, with none of the freelance or media-affiliated photographers using this method 

as a matter of personal or professional practice, and only one of the seven 

organisations within the sample having required it as a matter of course. While 
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written consent may be considered more robust as it would adhere to regulatory 

requirements, increased accountability is not guaranteed if it is not executed with 

care. An overreliance or emphasis on formal consent procedures24 and forms may also 

serve as a false sense of security that organisations are achieving certain ethical 

standards when in fact decisions and interactions within the network of 

crew/photographer cooperation may offer more meaningful consent. 

 Regardless of the practices once onboard the main ship, photographs were 

routinely taken during the rescues without consent and subsequently obtaining 

consent ahead of publication was not always prioritised or even possible. Overall, the 

possibility for informed consent to serve as an effective accountability mechanism 

was fostered or constrained depending on the operational context and the conditions 

in which it was being applied. The use of an embedded photographer model results in 

partnerships that take on slightly different forms and ways of working, so 

accountability may vary from mission to mission. For this reason, there is a critical 

need for further discussions in the arena of humanitarian photography in order to 

explore the risks, challenges, and opportunities for respectful and accountable 

practices that ensure and are compatible with the dignity and autonomy of people 

affected by crisis. 

 

The secondary research question asked was: What challenges do embedded 

photographers face in obtaining meaningful informed consent to enhance 

accountability during maritime I/NGO search and rescue operations? The 

interviews revealed significant challenges faced at both the individual practitioner and 

organisational levels. As the conditions of each mission are unpredictable, a 

substantial number of variables can reinforce or reduce the quality and effectiveness 

of informed consent, and sometimes prevent it from being obtained at all. Interviewed 

photographers identified that factors such as time constraints, increased stress levels, 

or large numbers of people onboard would often limit their ability to engage with 

people in any decision-making process related to photography, so the ability of 

photographers to obtain meaningful informed consent is easily compromised. All 

photographers embedded during recent missions also cited Covid-19 safety protocols 

																																																								
24 I see this as an extension of but complementary to Nissinen’s argument (2015) against strict ethical 
imagery codes, though hers emphasises the types of images that result from specific codes rather than 
consent and the interactions/decisions of photographers and people being photographed. 
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as a limiting factor in engaging with people and obtaining consent, but as facemasks 

were often being worn this provided a level of anonymity that affected interactions 

related to consent. There was also recognition of the general lack of control over the 

circulation of images published online, which highlights one of the inherent 

limitations of informed consent in the production of humanitarian photography.  

 Photographers may also face challenges as a result of the working relationship 

with the organisation in which they are embedded, depending on the parameters of the 

partnership. This may be as a result of operational pressures, such as time constraints 

and expectations to quickly deliver material to an organisation following a rescue. 

Depending on the agreement regarding image rights, a photographer may not be able 

to account for how an organisation will use or distribute their material and these 

nuances would affect a photographer’s ability to obtain meaningful informed consent 

in the course of their work. 

 This highlights the complexity in organisational accountability to both the 

media-affiliated and freelance photographers they bring onboard, in particular with 

the challenges photographers often face in maintaining dual roles. Likewise, as 

photographers aim to align their practices with SAR I/NGO protocols, they face a 

balancing act with their overlapping professional commitments and accountability to 

an organisation. As interviewees indicated that they maintain the image rights to their 

body of work from a mission in the long-term, the intricacies related to accountability 

within each I/NGO-photographer partnership extend well beyond the end of a 

mission.25 

 

The research methodology and conceptual framework limited the findings to the 

experiences of a small number of photographers, and anonymising the findings 

precludes their application from future studies related to specific organisations. The 

conceptual framework relied largely on interpretations of informed consent which 

have evolved in the medical and legal fields, without an analysis of the regulatory or 

theoretical underpinnings behind existing organisational approaches to informed 

consent to help understand, for example, why some organisations specify consent 

only prior to publication while others require consent prior to taking a photograph. 

																																																								
25 Photographers may go on to publish books of their photography, exhibit their work in galleries, have 
specific photographs nominated for prestigious awards which can then generate further attention and 
circulation of an image online, and so on. 
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5.1 Lessons and recommendations 

So long as SAR I/NGOs operating in the Mediterranean continue to be the primary 

facilitators of media access to people in distress at sea, efforts should be made to 

ensure that conversations on risks, representation, and respect in the production of 

humanitarian photography are oriented toward addressing ethical challenges and 

enhancing accountability. The development of some basic guidelines could support 

increased awareness of migration and asylum-specific concerns related to the 

production of photography, and offer resources and recommendations around 

particular groups of people, such as (unaccompanied) children or a person who 

discloses that they are a survivor of SGBV. While an effective consent in legal terms 

might not be considered possible for children, for example, their participation in 

decision-making can still be encouraged. This is perhaps where formal standards and 

guidance at the system or macro level would be beneficial, particularly for new and 

emerging forms of humanitarianism which can evolve in unexpected ways. Even if 

good judgement is exercised, an awareness of certain minimum recommendations 

related to accountability could decrease the possibility that the act of photographing 

causes harm. 

 Recommendations could also be explored on the topic of prior consent in 

crisis situations, where there may be a tendency to capitalise on the unfolding of 

particular events in terms of media exposure for advocacy, awareness, and 

organisational visibility. As a contemporary operational model within humanitarian 

action that has not yet received significant attention, the professional partnerships that 

are formed through an embedded approach to media generate a number of ethical 

questions around accountability that could benefit from further deliberation. 

Circumstances such as SAR I/NGO operations, where embedded photographers may 

temporarily be involved in service delivery while also acting in a media-related 

capacity, should be of particular interest both from an accountability and protection 

standpoint.   

 
 There is considerable potential for future research on enhancing the 

application of informed consent as an accountability mechanism in humanitarian 

photography. Research that focuses exclusively on capturing the feedback and 

experiences of people who have been photographed during a crisis situation is 

strongly encouraged. As people may be exposed to photography for a wide variety of 
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reasons, it could also be interesting to consider how photography is used and 

experienced within the context of migration on the whole, including the practices of 

humanitarian organisations, border officials, throughout the asylum process such as in 

documenting of physical injuries or scarring, the presence of media or documentary 

crews at a port of call or in a refugee camp, and so on. 

 Research projects might also employ large-scale visual analysis in reviewing 

published photographs from SAR I/NGO missions to contrast their approaches, add to 

the literature on migration and representation, and explore the use of stories and 

narrative that accompanies published photographs. It could also be useful to trace the 

reproduction, circulation, and response to a number of images in order to illustrate 

how they are used and whether this knowledge might be relevant in designing 

processes related to informed consent.26 

 Evaluation and reporting on how photographers and organisations 

conceptualise and obtain consent would support a stronger understanding of what 

disclosures look like in practice, the interpersonal interactions with people being 

photographed, and a sense of the conditions under which this occurs. A broad 

mapping and analysis of organisational policies would offer an understanding of the 

current state of ethical imagery standards and the different practices that humanitarian 

actors have set out for practitioners on obtaining informed consent. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
26 See Dodd, Savannah (Ed.) (2020), Ethics and integrity in visual research methods, First edition. 
Bingley: Emerald Publishing Limited. 
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Appendix A – Interview guide 
The following prompts were used as a guide for the semi-structured interviews but it 
does not represent the exact structure of the conversations. 
 
> How did you first get involved with SAR missions? 
 
> General overview of SAR assignments  
       > organisations; approximate dates/lengths of assignments; training/orientation    
       > roles/responsibilities (freelance, on assignment/affiliated; rescue, other duties) 
       > wearing org clothes or something to distinguish (lanyard, press badge, etc.)?  
 
> Different NGO approaches to photography? 
       > types of images you were (not) permitted to take? 
       > formal guidelines on consent – verbal vs written; strict or informal, etc. 
       > language barriers 
       > any organisation approaches/guidelines that worked well or didn’t work well? 
 
> Spend a bit of time discussing photographer presence on the RHIB …  
       > did every NGO approach this the same way? 
       > take part in the rescue (formally or only as needed?) 
       > how/when do you approach conversations about consent for those photos? 
       > operating alongside other photographers/news or documentary crews? 
 
>  Could you speak a bit about the timing of getting consent (i.e. before, after)? 
 
> Could you describe a couple of situations you encountered that stick out in your 
mind and how you negotiated consent? 
 
> Any specific questions or concerns that people have about being photographed? 
 
> Where are these images typically published/what platforms? How do you deal with 
this in discussions about consent? 
 
> Consent for children (accompanied and unaccompanied)? 
   Consent during medical treatments (how does doctor facilitate access/consent?) 
 
> Image rights? Media use? Agreement with NGO on future use? NGO parameters 
for using the photo and including a narrative? 
	
> How is information gathered about a person’s story or their personal details? 
   Who is responsible for documenting details regarding privacy concerns or consent?  
 
> Possibility to withdraw consent? How is this managed? 
	
> Signage on board or info about photos/video being taken? different languages? 
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Appendix B – Email disclosure 
Confidentiality protocols were outlined briefly in the original email communication 
with potential interviewees, followed by a more detailed explanation if requested 
(only one person requested this prior to the interview). 
 

“…My hope is to complete a semi-structured interview within the next two weeks and 

it would take about one hour. The research questions are related to how photographers 

obtain consent, the influence of the organisation on this process, and the challenges 

photographers face while working in this context. I will not be publishing any names 

or identifiable information related to the interviews, so contributions will be 

anonymous. 

 
If you'd like to know a bit more about my research and discuss the confidentiality 

protocols in more detail, such as recording the interview, how the transcription will be 

stored, etc., I would be happy to organise a call. I can also provide this information by 

email and answer any questions you might have.” 

 
~ 

 
“In terms of confidentiality, I am recording the interviews on Zoom only so that I can 

transcribe them. I am also happy to pause the recording at any point if there's 

something you want to elaborate on.  The recordings are only saved to my computer 

and not uploaded to the cloud -- they are deleted within one week. The transcription 

will be saved in my personal records and any names or identifying information will be 

anonymised (for example, you might be Interviewee 3 and the organisation you were 

embedded with might be Organisation F). Any reference to media outlets or other 

names are also replaced with generic terms. My interviews cover missions over a five 

or six year period with at least seven or eight NGOs and some people have worked 

with more than one organisation, so nothing will be attributed to a specific individual, 

NGO, or mission.” 

 

 

 


