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Abstract. This study focuses on analyzing the uses of participatory photography
as a therapeutic tool for rehabilitation and mental health, from the perspective of
young university students between 22 and 25 years of age studying medicine. It
adopts a phenomenological paradigm that focuses on understanding the
perceptions of individuals based on experience and behaviors about a specific
phenomenon. Its qualitative approach seeks to understand the experiences,
attitudes, behavior and meanings of the human condition. The sample includes
students about to graduate from medical school, a group prone to show signs of
depression due to academic demands. The data obtained was collected through
semi-structured interviews, and a thematic analysis was applied. The findings
suggest that photography functions as a therapeutic complement given its
capacity to function as an emotional support that facilitates the expression of
emotions, stimulates social interaction, introspection, and acts as a catalyst for
emotional memory. However, it is crucial to practice its conscious use to avoid
dependency through social networks. Participatory photography as a therapy tool
has become a vital complement for the rehabilitation of patients with signs of
cognitive impairment and an ally for wellbeing.
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1 Introduction

Today, signs of depression are common in college students, whose continued emotional
decline has led to increasingly negative mental health outcomes. This began during the
pandemic, as depression perpetuated negatively on the academic performance of many
college students [1]. For example, one study indicated that they identified that about
48% of undergraduate medical students suffered from depression during the pandemic
[2]. Therefore, they initiated several information campaigns and emotional support
actions to provide support for student well-being [3]. Considering, that during the
COVID-19 pandemic, medical students experienced high levels of stress, anxiety and
depression unlike other university careers [4]. Therefore, a study conducted in Latin
America recommends the importance of mental health promotion in medical students,
to strengthen their self-esteem, workload, social relationships, among others, since
without prevention it could trigger consequences such as mental disorders, anxiety,
depression and suicide [5].
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Based on this problem, Dyer [6] indicates that daily photographic practice functions
as a form of self-care. Since, the use of photography serves as an intervention tool for
therapeutic purposes to explore the meaning of emotions and feelings that college
students have [7]. To carry out this action, a method based on self-photography is
used to try to see reality through someone else's eyes [8]. From this, Sitvast [9] and
Vifiuales [10], argue that photography as a therapeutic tool favors the treatment of
depressive disorders and allows the restoration of blocked cognitive and emotional
processes. It can stimulate the imagination, foster personal growth, strengthen self-
esteem and promote empowerment [11, 12]. On the other hand, mixed methods of a
pilot photo-reflection intervention were explored, which evidenced that therapeutic
photography influences attention processes and memory could offer a protective ef-
fect that helps the human being in traumatic situations [13]. For example, a group of
young university students in New York witnessed the effectiveness of the use of pho-
tography, as it was used as a tool to explore their emotional state through visual narra-
tives [14]. In this context, participatory photography emerges as another alternative,
offering novel approaches to support mental well-being.

In this sense, participatory photography represents a valuable resource for the
health and mental rehabilitation of university students, because it promotes self-
expression and reflection. This is evidenced through the SHOWED method, which is
based on facilitating reflection and discussion on the photographs captured by the
participants. This aims to extract meaning and understand how they are represented.
Therefore, this technique becomes a guide for the human being through the develop-
ment of visual narratives [15]. Likewise, Laura Lorenz, co-founder of this method,
supported people with brain injuries to understand their emotions to combat the dis-
ease. She points out that the creative approach provided by photography challenges
patients because it invites them to reflect and communicate their challenges, strengths,
and healing process [16].

Internationally, there are studies related to photography and mental health. In the
United States, participatory photography was used to address the mental health crisis
in college students, because they were invited to share their experiences and create a
dialogue through the images [17]. Another study [18], mentioned that the photograph-
ic exhibition has served for young university students, so that they could connect
emotionally, communicate with the community and generate a reflection together. In
another study [19], it was noted that participatory photography proved to be a re-
source with potential to stimulate learning and professional growth in young universi-
ty students. In addition, a recent study [2], commented that mental health problems
related to mental illness are more frequent in university students in the medical career,
which has generated problems of learning such as understanding their classes. There-
fore, the study reports that this is a serious problem, which should be observed with
greater attention by faculties and university health institutions for the development of
strategies to support students [20].

At the national level, there are few studies on participatory photography for mental
health and rehabilitation. Despite this, in the study by Delgado Fernandez-Baca et al
[21], it was shown that photography for therapeutic use has potential to be employed
by Peruvian therapists. It is suggested to further implement this method in different



106 P. Augusto-Pando and M. Chavez-Chuquimango

groups of people to evaluate its efficacy. A second study [22], indicates that young
university students use photography more frequently through the smartphone to ex-
press and communicate how they perceive their reality and generate a community in
networks.

Finally, in Peru, photography under a therapeutic approach has not been explored
in depth, so there are few studies that consider participatory photography as a tool to
generate change at the psychological level. In the Peruvian context, participatory pho-
tography is found to be a resource that promotes social change, as it gives a voice to
disadvantaged communities, helps to prevent risky behaviors and to strengthen local
identity by using images as a means of reflection and approach to the environment
[23]. However, it also allows people to better express their thoughts and emotions
visually. Therefore, this study focuses on medical students, since it is the career with
the highest prevalence worldwide of generating psychological and behavioral symp-
toms related to depression and anxiety. It was revealed that about 32.5% of medical
students suffer from depression [24]. Likewise, it was evidenced that the pandemic
triggered high levels of stress and anxiety in 40% [25], which implies an urgent situa-
tion in the mental health and rehabilitation of these young people, so that they do not
weaken their professional skills and generate a decline in academic performance. For
this reason, this study seeks to explore the uses of participatory photography as a ther-
apeutic tool for mental health and rehabilitation, according to the perceptions of
young university students between 22 and 25 years of age studying medicine at a
private university located in Lima, Peru.

2 Methodology

This research is positioned in the phenomenological paradigm because it studies peo-
ple's perceptions based on their life experiences [26]. This is done under a qualitative
approach that seeks to provide knowledge about human behavior [27] and a phenom-
enological design is applied because it studies a phenomenon based on the interpreta-
tion of responses about the behavior and attitude of a group of people.

Likewise, for this study, 15 students, between 22 and 25 years of age, from the pro-
fessional career of medicine of a private university located in Lima, Peru, were select-
ed. This is due to the worrying percentage of 81.8% of cases of students who suffered
episodes of depression after the COVID-19 pandemic [28]. Moreover, in this 2025, in
Peru there has been a high percentage of suicide in young people, between 20 to 30
years, about 90% of cases are related to depression, anxiety and mental disorders.
According to the report of the Death Information System (Sinadef), it indicates that in
January 2025, 74 cases of suicide were registered. Meanwhile, in 2024, the figure
reached 735 cases, with the Lima region occupying second place with 115 suicides
[4]. The type of sampling for the selection of university students was convenient,
because it allowed the selection of participants who were willing to collaborate with
the study [29].

The instrument designed was a semi-structured interview guide composed of 26
questions divided as follows: a) Perception of participatory photography as a thera-
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peutic tool for mental health and rehabilitation and b) Uses of participatory photog-
raphy for mental health prevention. After the development of the guide, 3 pilot inter-
views were conducted to verify and rescue errors in the instrument. Likewise, an in-
formation sheet was provided to each of the interviewees explaining in detail the pur-
pose of the study, data management and privacy [29].

Between the months of February and March 2025, 15 semi-structured interviews
were conducted. These were conducted remotely, using Zoom and Microsoft Teams.
The decision to use this modality was influenced by the participants' lack of time. The
duration of the interviews ranged from 10 to 25 minutes. After that, the data collected
made possible the thematic analysis that consisted of the following: a) transcription of
the interviews, b) careful reading to highlight important aspects of the interviews, ¢)
categorization of the main themes and d) writing of results [30].

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants

Partici- Ag Sex Profession Dura-
pant e tion
P01 25 Female Medical 00:17:5
student 6
P02 25 Female Medical 00:16:4
student 6
P03 25 Male Medical 00:13:5
student 0
P04 25 Male Medical 00:19:0
student 4
P05 22 Male Medical 00:12:3
student 7
PoO6 25 Male Medical 00:14:1
student 4
P07 25 Male Medical 00:23:5
student 7
P08 24 Female Medical 00:13:1
student 0
P09 25 Male Medical 00:10:3
student 0
P10 25 Female Medical 00:25:2
student 0
P11 25 Female Medical 00:14:5
student 6
P12 24 Female Medical 00:15:2
student 9
P13 25 Male Medical 00:18:3
student 5
P14 25 Male Medical 00:16:1

student 5
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P15 25 Male Medical 00:10:1
student 5

Source: Own elaboration

3 Results and discussion

This section answers the research questions posed for this study.

3.1 How is participatory photography perceived as a therapeutic tool for
mental health and rehabilitation?

According to the interviewees, the perceptions of participatory photography as a ther-
apeutic tool are as follows: a) Emotional support, b) Therapeutic complement and c)
Innovative tool.

Emotional support. Participants mentioned that photography is an act of collecting
positive memories, which provides them with significant emotional comfort. This is
because the stored memories are related to quiet and passive moments in their lives.
In that sense, photography acts as an emotional support because they constantly resort
to the exercise of recalling pleasant situations in their lives to obtain relief in the pre-
sent. Even the fact of resorting to photography to cope with their emotions, intrusive
thoughts or episodes of anxiety leads them almost unconsciously to the space where
they feel freer and more comfortable. Also, photography functions as an emotional
support that allows them to express their emotions. In that way, it not only allows
them to externalize their emotions, but also to identify the emotion more clearly in a
more effective way and to understand the origin of that feeling to cope with it. This
finding is related to previous studies that mention the ability of this tool to reduce
emotional trauma, understand pathological relationships and help facilitate the ex-
pression of feelings through images [18]. There are studies that point out that, when
visual information is provided to therapists, emotions can be decoded, which simpli-
fies introspection and promotes the patient's cognitive well-being [31, 32]. However,
another study states that photographs serve as supportive material to initiate conversa-
tions and enrich the data provided by the patient [33]. In conclusion, photography is
perceived as an emotional support in the lives of young people, because there is an
unconscious need to collect memories that allow them to relive moments of tranquili-
ty.

“La foto es como un pequefio espejo hacia mi mente y hacia mis emociones. En-
tonces ver el resultado de las imagenes, me hace descubrir como me siento y por otro
lado el proceso de elaboracion de la imagen también es parte de ir viendo cdmo es
esta emocion y como capturarla en una imagen.” (P05)

"The photo is like a small mirror to my mind and my emotions. So, seeing the re-
sult of the images, makes me discover how I feel and on the other hand the process of
elaborating the image is also part of seeing how this emotion is and how to capture it
in an image." (P05)
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Therapeutic complement. The interviewees also mention that they perceive photog-
raphy as a vital complement to therapy sessions. Because it fosters a better identifica-
tion and understanding of their emotions, which facilitates introspection; and, there-
fore, enriches the practice so that the therapist can manage to understand the reason
for the discomfort and provide better care and diagnosis. In this way, therapeutic work
not only facilitates the patient's self-understanding, but also gives rise to reflection
and provides better treatment alternatives. This finding is related to previous studies
that mention that, in these cases, therapists cooperate to decode the information pro-
vided visually, which simplifies introspection; and subsequently, it influences general
well-being at a cognitive level [31, 32]. In that aspect, photography as a therapeutic
tool becomes a necessary complement to accelerate the rehabilitation process that
focuses on restoring or strengthening decaying human abilities [34]. In conclusion,
the testimonies provided support the efficacy of photography as a therapeutic com-
plement in therapy sessions, since it works as a resource that enhances therapy during
psychological processes. It facilitates the identification of emotions for a better inter-
nal understanding.

"Well, in the case of depression, the most recommended therapy has always been
psychotherapy, which is basically cognitive-behavioral therapy, based on changing
the way of thinking of an individual, so that his emotional responses to a stimulus
change, are not harmful to his health. So, suddenly, through photography we could
achieve that, that is, complement the part of changing that person's way of thinking, of
processing emotions. "(P03)

Innovative tool. The interviewees recognize photography as an innovative tool, be-
cause it can be used from mobile devices, which are easily accessible. Likewise, some
stated that they recognize the innovation of this tool since pandemic times, because it
has been used more frequently. It even became a psychological therapy tool to let
people know how we feel, how we are, that is, to express ourselves through social
networks. In addition, some interviewees suggested that photography as a therapeutic
tool could be implemented in universities, which would become an innovative action
for future generations. On the one hand, this finding coincides with a recent study,
which indicates that the growth of social networks has built online communities such
as Seeing Happy that tries to apply positive photography principles to increase happi-
ness using images [35]. On the other hand, photography works to address topics that
are difficult to express in words, such as emotionally saturated experiences or scenar-
ios [36, 37].

"Photography is present in our lives through the cell phone, which is very easy to
access. And, in addition, it serves to be connected, to communicate through images, I
no longer need to be in the image, simply with an element, I am telling my communi-
ty in social networks how I feel." (P02)

However, the interviewees state that photography is an innovative tool, but it has
some limitations with respect to it. For example, they commented that they cannot
link it with traditional therapies. This is due to the limitations of the Peruvian health
system. Since, for the use of this innovative tool, health specialists trained in photog-
raphy are required to encourage prevention and promotion of mental health. This
finding is related to previous studies that highlight the perception of interviewees
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regarding the lack of resources and budget in health centers [38]. According to a re-
port by the Ministry of Health [4], a large population of people suffering from mental
disorders does not receive treatment despite the existence of useful programs to treat
them. In Latin America, therapeutic inequality reaches 73.9% of people with depres-
sion [4]

"To use photography in health programs in Peru, it requires professionals who are
knowledgeable about it and trained in the prevention and promotion of mental
health." (P03)

In conclusion, the findings evidence a novel perception of photography as a thera-
peutic tool for mental health and rehabilitation. But it is not a tool that has been pro-
moted and studied recently. The interviewees perceive photography as a new disci-
pline in the field of mental health, but therapeutic photography has been present for
twenty years [39]. However, the scarce initiative of the Peruvian health system does
not promote the use of technologies such as photography for mental health improve-
ment. Therefore, there is a lack of knowledge on this topic at the local level.

3.2 What are the uses of participatory photography that facilitate mental
health and rehabilitation?

The interviewees commented that the uses of photography are a) memory activation
and b) mindfulness.

Activating memory. For young people, photography is a tool to activate memory
and give new meaning to their lives. In this sense, students recognize the value of
photography in recognizing their mental or emotional progress, because it helps them
to be aware of their reality. Therefore, when they see themselves portrayed in difficult
moments of past situations, it helps them to recognize that progress in the present.
Students state that, thanks to this evidence, they can recognize whether they have
made progress or not. Thus, participatory photography is a tool that stimulates emo-
tional memory, provides well-being and transformation. This finding is related to
previous studies that show the potential of photography to evoke ups and downs of
the past and help to maintain hope for the future, since it makes it visible that prob-
lems are not permanent [40, 41]. Likewise, the study developed by Vifiuales [10],
within her occupational therapy program at the Alzheimer's Association, conducted
several workshops focused on photography to activate and preserve memory. The
photo-based micro-story workshop was proposed to foster emotional connections and
creative processes that emerged through the creation of the album. There, the use of
photography to activate memory in people with some cognitive impairment is recog-
nized. Likewise, it is stated in this study that the album visually describes activities
that show human progress such as life achievements and memorable events. There-
fore, the image is seen as an element that not only evokes memory, but is also capable
of transformation [42, 43]. As Rubin [44] argues, what is remarkable is that new op-
portunities arise to identify and reconstruct emotional and cognitive processes that
were omitted or blocked. In that way the use of photography materializes the progress
of treatment, to recall, confront and explore complex situations of the patient [39].
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In conclusion, photography works effectively to activate memory and reflect on the
individual's reality. In this sense, the interviewees recognize that this tool allows them
to give new meaning to difficult experiences and provides them with a certain sense
of tranquility in the present. Moreover, observing this progress generates emotional
stability because it evidences the evolution of mental health.

"I think seeing images of my progress, my evolution, makes me feel free to express
everything I feel, because sometimes people suffering from mental health feel alone
because no one can understand what they are going through" (P07).

Mindfulness. Other testimonies collected highlight the ability of photography to act
to connect with the environment and generate greater awareness. Some participants
describe this as an opening to mindfulness. In that sense, they describe the moment of
taking photographs as a practice that links them with mindfulness of the present mo-
ment and helps them to reduce stress and anxiety. Therefore, they use photography as
a healing tool to free themselves from routine and position themselves more firmly in
the present and feel the nature that surrounds them. In this way, they report that they
feel more aware of their reality. A recent study supports that it is not about the quality
of the image, but how you want them to perceive the photographs [15]. In that con-
text, individuals are actively in search of what is most meaningful in that situation.
Han & Oliffe [45], argue that, by engaging in photographic practice, an individual can
be more aware of what he or she values in life, which is helpful for that person to
consider his or her priorities and be better oriented in life. Therapeutic photography,
therefore, can also be used to increase understanding in a more panoramic and general
way of the world in which we live [46]. In conclusion, photography not only works to
activate blocked memories, but it is also an effective medium that works to connect
with the environment and foster fuller attention to the present moment. Its perceptive
use makes it a therapeutic practice that allows the human being to feel in balance,
reducing discomfort related to stress and anxiety, by connecting with the natural envi-
ronment that surrounds them.

"Photography allows you to connect with the environment. It helps a lot to get out
of the bubble of problems and anxiety. In my case, I'm always working in the hospi-
tal, and I always see misfortunes, people screaming, people crying. And I think that,
through photography, I could get out of that routine and connect with myself." (P07)

4 Conclusions

In conclusion, photography is perceived as a very beneficial and useful tool to incor-
porate in therapy sessions and even outside of it. At the same time, its potential as an
emotional support is highlighted, since it allows externalizing emotions and even
traumatic episodes in a simpler way. Verbalizing an emotion can be complicated, but
when it is a tool as familiar as photography, the experience is more pleasant. Like-
wise, photography is represented as a therapeutic complement that stimulates intro-
spection and reflection of life events. At the same time, it provides a more pleasant
environment in therapy sessions, since it facilitates the understanding of emotions and
helps the therapist to evaluate the patient's condition in a better way. Despite this,
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certain limitations are perceived around this tool to implement it as a rehabilitation
complement, due to the lack of resources and initiatives on the part of the Peruvian
health system.

Likewise, this study has limitations such as the scarcity of scientific studies on the
use of participatory photography in mental health. Although it is true that there are
international sources, there is still a lack of national cases that strengthen the
knowledge and use of photography in this problem. For future research, it is suggest-
ed to explore the experience on the use of participatory photography as a therapy tool
in other populations. For example, more vulnerable populations such as the elderly,
who usually present high probabilities of cognitive deterioration. In this way, the
effectiveness and changes generated using photography can be known
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