
Chapter 1

Introducing the Mmogo-method as a Visual
Data-Collection Method

Vera Roos

Abstract This chapter introduces the Mmogo-method as a visual data-collection

method. The method requires participants to construct visual representations by

using open-ended or unstructured materials stimulated by an open-ended prompt in

a group setting. The Mmogo-method developed from the Indingilize Structured

Observation Technique (Indingilize). The Indingilize uses pre-determined catego-

ries for the study under investigation, researchers’ observations scored on four

themes, and visual representations scored to generate quantitative data which are

analyzed statistically. By contrast, researchers using the Mmogo-method adopt an

onto-epistemological stance, assuming that people have developed unique and

different perspectives (relativism), which they express verbally and visually in

relation to a social reality that is not mind-dependent (realism). In applying the

method, researchers create context for optimal participation and take an empathic

position when probing and interpreting participants’ visual representations. They
involve members of the group to obtain detailed data and recognize the importance

of context. Context is distinguished in terms of the situatedness of collected data

(which does not limit knowledge transfer). Multiple data sources are obtained,

namely visual, textual and observational, to explore and describe social phenomena

and to develop theory or interventions. The method is bound by ethical consider-

ations and excludes anyone who has been traumatized or is struggling to deal with

reality. It also has limitations in its application to those who prefer not to participate

in a group or an experiential research activity, and in the choice of materials.
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Introduction

The Mmogo-method is recognized as a visual data-collection method because

participants use open-ended or unstructured materials (malleable clay, beads of

different sizes and colours, and dried grass stalks, or substitute materials serving the

same purpose) to construct visual representations. Participant-generated visual

representations are stimulated by an open-ended prompt and participants are

involved in a group ranging from six to 10 people, allowing for optimal participa-

tion. In the application of the method, participants construct visual representations

which they explain and which serve the group members as stimuli to augment the

subsequent discussion with their views. The visual representations are

photographed and used as visual data while the individual and group’s discussions
are audio or video recorded, transcribed verbatim, and serve as textual data.

Observational data are obtained by observing individual and group members’
non-verbal behaviour and interactions.

The Mmogo-method is useful in exploring personal and group experiences of

social reality that people may find difficult to talk about due to the implicit nature of

their experiences. By generating visual representations, the visual becomes a

representation of some dimension of the participants’ experience of social reality,
on which they can elaborate and which researchers can use to elicit further

discussion about the meanings the creations hold for the participants. In addition,

a group perspective is obtained through the visual representations and participants’
initial clarifications stimulate further discussion. While the Mmogo-method serves

primarily as a data-collection method, the principles of projection could easily draw

the research context into a therapeutic process. Although the method seems

straightforward in its compilation, its application requires researchers who are

skilled in interviewing techniques and who are able to conduct focus groups.

Boundaries have been set for this method to protect participants during data

collection from divulging more personal information than intended. Those who

prefer not to share their experiences in a group or who do not want to engage in an

experiential type of research activity also fall outside the scope of this method.

Background to the Development of the Mmogo-method

The Mmogo-method developed from the Indingilize Structured Observation Tech-

nique (Indingilize) (Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a). The Indingilize (meaning ‘circle’
or ‘round’ in the Nguni languages of Africa) technique refers to a kit of building

materials used to create or shape structures which researchers observe and code

(Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a). The Mmogo-method and the Indingilize employ the

same research materials as well as an open-ended prompt to stimulate participants

to construct visual representations. The rationale of using open-ended or unstruc-

tured materials and an open-ended prompt is to elicit the associative meanings
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attached to the social phenomenon under investigation, drawing on the principle of

projection. Projection focuses participants’ attention on their subjective experi-

ences and on perspectives they may not be aware of and of which they do not

necessarily have a propositional knowledge (Jung, 1961; Lincoln, 2009; Pain,

2013). The more open-ended the materials and prompts, the more participants

will project their meanings in the visual representations (Catterall & Ibbotson,

2000; Roos, 2012). The open-ended nature of the prompt is ambiguous, thus leaving

it open to the participant’s interpretation.
The Indingilize and the Mmogo-method differ in their application, however,

because of their different underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions.

The Indingilize is based on probabilistic causality, which means that if the context

is narrowed, observation of absolute causality is probable, and the harmonious

mapping of the territory is possible (Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a). Based on this

ontological assumption, a methodological orientation is proposed to investigate

social life as both social facts and social process in a “highly structured observation

process in which quantitative and qualitative approaches are used” (Fiedeldey-Van

Dijk, 1993a, p. 105). In the application of the Indingilize the sample size can vary

from several hundred or even thousands from which data may be obtained within a

short period. Data are obtained by using researchers’ pre-defined categories to score
their observations of a particular group under study during construction of visual

models; and completed visual models are scored according to fixed variables

(Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a). The pre-determined variables are categorized under

four themes, namely biographical and demographical data, non-verbal and interac-

tive behaviour, the use of the Indingilize materials, and data on the specific study.

Non-verbal or interactive variables include: enthusiasm, aggression, immediate

start, passivity, concentration, uneasiness, planning, repetition, communicating

about the task at hand, comparing models, correct use of materials (for example,

participants are not supposed to break the dried grass stalks), natural talent,

maximum use of materials, quality of figures, and so on. Researchers also score

how much of the materials was used, such as how many different colours or sizes of

beads, or dried grass stalks. Coding the visual models takes place when the

researchers scientifically “transform the respondents’ display into scientific lan-

guage, using alpha-numerical and numerical symbols” (Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a,

p. 51). For example, visual representations are scored according to participants’
“level of westernisation on a five-point scale” but also in terms of the “visual

objects’ position, size, detail relative to other models, their central placing, and

the roles and activities they display” (Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993a, p. 51). In the

application of the Indingilize, participants’ meanings associated with the visual

representations are not included as data. The group is also not involved in contrib-

uting views. On completion of the research, the coded information of all respon-

dents form the dataset, which is subjected to statistical analysis (Fiedeldey-Van

Dijk, 1993a). According to Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, the Indingilize may be used to

make significant deductions in terms of pathology, interpersonal problems, family

conflicts, self-identification, collectivism, values, preferences, and so on

(Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, 1993b).
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In contrast, researchers following the Mmogo-method assume an onto-

epistemological stance, embracing both the subjective social constructions of

participants and a reality that is not mind-dependent but in relation to which people

develop their subjective constructions (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). Researchers

adopt a meta-reflective position to obtain participants’ subjectively formed social

constructions (informed by the social, cultural, historical, political and economic

environments) and use these subjective social constructions as reflections of reality.

Reality is understood as consisting of three domains: the real, the actual, and the

empirical. The real domain explains causes or causal mechanisms in whatever

exists, naturally or socially, and the structures and powers of objects and hidden

networks, situations and relationships (Clark, MacIntyre, & Cruickshank, 2007;

Sayer, 2000). The real domain is not always observable or understood because it

exists independently of knowledge (Sayer, 2000). The actual refers to what happens

if and when the structures and powers in the real are activated, and the empirical

refers to the meaning or perspectives people develop in relation to the real and the

actual (Sayer, 2000). Although the real and the actual are not mind-dependent,

people develop subjective perspectives in relation to these domains (Sayer, 2000).

These perspectives are, however, fallible representations of the actual and real

domains of reality because some entities in the real and actual are not observable

(Clark, Lissel, & Davis, 2008; Sayer, 2000). Moreover, empirical data about

subjective perspectives reveal only tendencies or broken patterns of reality

(Sayer, 2000). These tendencies are not regular and patterns will not be detected

in every instance. It is for this reason that the Mmogo-method often involves

multiple data-collection strategies and proposes a specific manner of implementa-

tion to enhance the possibility of capturing detailed data from which patterns may

be observed and described. Therefore, by drawing on principles of projection, the

contextual groundedness of personal and group experiences, data obtained from the

Mmogo-method can assist researchers to probe below the surface of the observable

factors (the actual) to explore what is happening underneath (the real) (Clark et al.,

2008).

First Application of the Mmogo-method

The Mmogo-method was first used to obtain the experiences of a group of

Setswana-speaking students who were doing their internships in a mainly

Afrikaans-speaking university in South Africa. The context in which data are

generated is important in applying the Mmogo-method. Accordingly, background

is provided about the South African political environment, the university’s integra-
tion processes broadly, and the group of students involved in the initial application

of the method. South Africa’s socio-political environment before 1994 was char-

acterized by a racially segregated society. The Apartheid ideology culminated in

favouring the white section of the population at the expense of non-white people. In

practice, it meant that the people of South Africa were divided racially on all levels
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of societal functioning, and different standards were used for service delivery. As a

consequence, a segregated tertiary educational sector consisting of racially divided

universities existed and students could register only at certain universities, which

were privileged to a greater or lesser degree. Post-1994, the first democratic

government of South Africa attempted to redress the injustices and the unequal

distribution of resources by merging racially advantaged universities with the

previously disadvantaged tertiary educational institutions. Newly-merged univer-

sities had to integrate in terms of staff, culture, language and student populations.

As a consequence of the broader political restructuring as well as internal

restructuring processes in the university at which this research was conducted, a

group of black students, registered on a mainly Setswana-speaking campus, had to

relocate to a predominantly white Afrikaans-speaking campus to complete a

6-month internship in order to register as counsellors. These students also had to

find accommodation in a white, racially orientated local town in which the univer-

sity was situated. The students tried to find accommodation, but were rejected as

potential tenants as soon as the home owners set eyes on them. It was only after the

supervisor of the internship programme had intervened that a suitable arrangement

could be made to accommodate the students. This particular group also faced

having to integrate into an academic environment in which they were expected to

attend classes (previously their lecturers often did not show up for class), to write

assignments, and do practical work in hospital settings and clinics unfamiliar to

them. They were challenged at every level but appeared to have adjusted excep-

tionally well and were able to excel in their internship.

Towards the end of the internship, the programme supervisor wanted to obtain

feedback from the group. They were asked as a group and during individual

interviews to share their experiences: what had enabled them to complete their

internship despite challenges, and what had they learned? The students’ responses
in the group and individually were brief and communicated the general message

that they had experienced everything as being “very good”.

It was at this stage that I (as the researcher) realized that the participants might

better communicate their experiences visually. I decided to use the Indingilize

materials to provide another avenue to answer the question: what had enabled this

group, despite adversities associated with adjusting into a new socio-cultural and

academic environment, to reach their goal of becoming counsellors? To this end,

Indingilize materials were applied in a different manner: students were provided with

the unstructured materials and asked to visually demonstrate their experiences of

their internship. A discussion of the findings may be found in Roos (2008), and Roos,

Maine, and Khumalo (2008), but for the present purpose their response is given

briefly. By making visual representations, the students indicated how their group had

been formed and how they had been supported by one another and their lecturers to

deal with the challenges they faced and to reach their goals. In Fig. 1.1, a student

demonstrates how his knowledge increased during this internship (the oxen in the

bottom row growing in size from small to big), and how his fellow students and the

lecturers had contributed to the process. The load being pulled (by the oxen)

represents fellow students and lecturers who had made it easier for him to achieve
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his goals than if he had been hauling the load by himself. It would have been

impossible for him to manage the load without the help of his fellow-students and

lecturers. He needed help from others.

The participants were able to further identify specific aspects in the educational

environment that had assisted them in their learning: availability of lecturers and

their willingness to support them; learning content that contributed to their knowl-

edge of counselling; and modes of curriculum delivery that assisted them to develop

specific skills they could apply to their own communities back at home. They

reflected on the challenges they had faced and how they had dealt with adversity.

The visual representations and discussions about them stimulated the expression of

personal as well as the group’s meanings.

The Mmogo-method

The first implementation of the method with a Setswana group of participants set in

motion further developments of the Mmogo-method and resulted in two publica-

tions (Roos, 2008, 2012). The method is distinctive in terms of its emphasis on

involving participants in the research process, relatedness between people, and the

togetherness of people in generating data (Roos, 2008). Consequently, in a discus-

sion with Michael Temane and Itumeleng Khumalo, two Setswana-speaking psy-

chologists and colleagues, it was decided to use the Setswana word mmogo
(meaning ‘together’, ‘as one’, ‘building together’) to capture these different mean-

ings of the method. In developing the Mmogo-method as a qualitative, visual data-

collection method, my training as a clinical psychologist with a community psy-

chology background and an interest in relational well-being led me to treat

Fig. 1.1 Participant’s increased knowledge and the value of social support
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participants in the research as the experts in their experiences, and to emphasize the

value of research in a group and the importance of creating context for

participation.

Participant Involvement in the Data-Collection Process

Participants are central to the method. They are asked to focus on a particular topic

and to create a visual representation of it. By focusing their attention, a way is paved

for attuned communication. Attention requires recognition, and by involving par-

ticipants in the discussion of their visual representations they reflect on their

experiences, formulate ideas and visually produce the meanings associated with

the experiences (Rydzik, Pritchard, Morgan, & Sedgley, 2012; Theron, 2012). In

the visual constructions, participants choose what to include and what to omit. Their

visual representations and their explanations are informed by their experiences,

identities, and intentions, which are often not conscious but related to the topic of

the study (Rydzik et al., 2012). Therefore, every single element of a visual repre-

sentation is important and could potentially symbolize a hidden position or rela-

tionship to reality (Chilisa, 2012; Collier, 2001; Rieger, 2011). However,

researchers’ interpretations should be verified with participants, and meanings

associated with the visual representations should not be decontextualized. This

will be expanded on in the following chapters.

The Importance of the Group

Multiple perspectives on the research phenomenon are obtained from collecting

data in groups; but these cannot be utilized if the perspectives and meanings of the

group are not tapped into. The group is important because people’s social life

consists of continuous experiences, dialogue and interactions both with their social

world and with themselves (Moen, 2006; Stacey, 2003).

The group in the Mmogo-method functions on the basis of Chilisa’s (2012)

talking circles, which are also a form of focus group method. The underlying

assumption is that a talking circle “symbolises and encourages sharing of ideas,

respect of each other’s ideas, [and] togetherness” (Chilisa, 2012, p. 213). As in the

talking circles, the individual participants in the Mmogo-method are able to speak

uninterruptedly about their visual representations, while the group members listen.

When participants explain their visual representations to the group, the process of

visual conceptualization and reflective discussions of the visual representations

provide participants with an opportunity to voice their inner stories to others

(Literat, 2013). In expressing his or her views while the group listens, the individual

gains a place in the group. When an optimal context for participation is created and

the group confirms the position of the individual, that individual is able to become
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visible without fear for rejection (A. A. De Wet, personal communication, April

19, 2013).

If a collaborative context is created and the group functions with a degree of

openness, spontaneity, acceptance, and respect, participants are able to re-assess

their own personal point of view (Stryker & Vryan, 2006). A process of self-

awareness is facilitated by collective self-enquiry and reflection (Reason, 1994).

Through self-monitoring processes and dialogical exchange participants observe

the others, evaluate their own and others’ positions and can adapt their behaviour

(Hermans, 2002; Vorster, 2011; Wood, 1995). In the group setting, multiple

interactions between participants expose them increasingly to more and wider

ranges of possible responses (Stacey, 2003).

The Importance of Context

Context has meaning on two levels. On one level context situates the perspectives

and experiences obtained from people about issues affecting them in the “actual

state of affairs” in which they live (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2005, p. 58). This means

that data obtained from people should be interpreted against the broader environ-

ments in which the experiences are embedded (e.g. the social, economic, cultural

and political) and which are relevant to answering the specific research question.

However, this does not mean that the data generated are useful only for the context

in which they were obtained, because although data are contextually grounded, the

knowledge produced is transferable (Keating, Eales, & Phillips, 2013; Keating &

Phillips, 2008).

On another level context refers to how a research space (context) is created for

optimal participation. Creating context is important because participants do not

refer to a set research protocol to form meaning; instead they form it in every action

of communication with the researchers (Stacey, 2003). Researchers create context

for their research from the very first contact they have with potential participants.

Context is created through verbal and non-verbal communication, because all

human interaction is communicative interaction (Stacey, 2003). Creating a context

for participants to play a part in research means providing a frame for the research

to take place (Vorster, 2011). The effectiveness of the created context will impact

on the quality of the data because participants will engage in the research context

only if they feel safe. Emotional safety, like respect, openness and unconditional

acceptance, is among others promoted when participants are assured that their

visual representations will not be judged (Theron, 2012).

A sense of safety is further promoted when the boundaries of the research are

made explicit. In applying the Mmogo-method, as with other data-collection

methods, the boundaries of the research are usually clearly explained in the

invitation to participate in the research and by obtaining informed consent. A

sense of safety is promoted when the research goal is communicated clearly, by

introducing norms of trustworthiness, and by getting to know participants.
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A sense of safety is further promoted if participants experience a sense of

control. In the application of the Mmogo-method this control is emphasized by

reminding them of their voluntary participation; by exercising choices in what

they want to construct, what they want to share with the group, and when they

want to share it.

Pluralistic Data-Collection Method

The Mmogo-method employs an approach called pluralistic data collection because

both visual and textual data are obtained during the different phases of its applica-

tion (Gilgun, 1999). The specific research design to be used when the Mmogo-

method is applied will be determined by the aim of the research. For example, if the

aim is to develop theory, a constructivist grounded theory design can be used, or

when the aim is to explore and describe social phenomena, a descriptive interpre-

tive design can be used (Charmaz, 2006; Thorne, 2000).

Different qualitative data-collection strategies are applied to obtain visual and

textual data. In Fig. 1.2, the processes of different data collection and analyses are

explained. On Level 1, participants individually construct visual representations by

using open-ended materials elicited by an open-ended prompt. In a group setting,

participants simultaneously project their unique and subjective experiences and

meanings related to the social phenomenon under investigation onto their visual

representations. On Level 2, researchers adopt an empathic stance to obtain the

subjective experiences of the socially constructed meanings in a discussion about

the visual representations. In repeating the process for all the participants, further

ideas for discussion are stimulated, thereby obtaining the meanings for the individ-

ual and the group. The group discussions aim to elicit narratives and participation

from all members.

Different sources of data are obtained through the data generation process such

as: (1) self-generated visual representations of individuals’ experiences or perspec-
tives (visual data); (2) individuals’ verbal explanations of the visual representations
(visual and textual data); (3) group discussions about individuals’ explanations

(textual data); (4) observations of individual and group interaction (observational

data); (5) researchers’ reflections; and (6) analysis of photographs of visual repre-

sentations after data collection.

On Level 3, textual, visual and observational data are analyzed using different

methods. On Level 4, the analyzed data are used to develop theory or to explain a

social phenomenon or develop an intervention.
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Mmogo-method and Other Visual Data-Collection Methods

Visual data-collection methods are well-developed and applied in disciplines such

as human geography, social anthropology, sociology, psychology, education, urban

and regional planning, and tourism (De Lange, 2012; Kokk & J€onsson, 2013;
McNiff, 2013; Pain, 2013; Pink, 2013; Rose, 2013; Spencer, 2010). The application

of these methods differs: some researchers introduce existing visual data to stim-

ulate discussions, or visual data are generated by participants (Prosser, 2007; Ravey

& Johnson, 2008; Rydzik et al., 2012). Participant involvement can also vary from

serving as co-researcher to participating in the process only (Chilisa, 2012). The

Mmogo-method shares the concept that, by involving participants in the generation

of data, their ownership is promoted and the power in the researcher-participant

relationship is distributed (Chilisa, 2012; Mannay, 2010; Rose, 2013; Wall,

Higgins, Hall, & Woolner, 2013).

SOCIAL PHENOMENON

Construction of visual representation stimulated by open-
ended prompt

Obtain personal and group experiences

Data analysis
Visual

Textual
Observations

Applications
Theory development

Intervention development
Answer research question about social phenomenon

LEVEL 1

LEVEL 2

LEVEL 3

LEVEL 4

PARTICIPANT
1

PARTICIPANT
2

PARTICIPANT
3

PARTICIPANT
n

Fig. 1.2 Visual representation of the application of the Mmogo-method
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In line with other visual data-collection methods, the Mmogo-method may

involve participants of different ages, including children, adolescents, young adults,

and older persons (Ebers€ohn et al., 2012; Hinthorne, 2013; Johnson, Pfister, &

Vindrola-Padros, 2012; Rydzik et al., 2012). The Mmogo-method, like other visual

data-collection methods, may be used to obtain data from groups of people who

share similar experiences (Flick & Foster, 2008; Harley, 2012; Mannay, 2010; Pink,

2003, 2013).

Researchers conducting visual research can either use existing visual materials

or initiate the construction of visual data (Pauwels, 2011). The Mmogo-method

joins other visual data-collection methods for which participants generate visual

data; for example, kinetic family drawings are used to explore the resilience of

children of HIV-positive mothers (Ebers€ohn et al., 2012) and participatory videos to
explore young persons’ understanding of gender-based violence (De Lange &

Geldenhuys, 2012). Drawings are used to obtain educators’ perception of what

children need to know about sex (Beyers, 2012) or to promote resilience (Theron,

2012). Photo-voice is employed to discover children’s experiences as citizens of
democratic South Africa (Joubert, 2012) and visual graphics to portray human

rights, social justice, democracy and the public good (Nanackchand & Berman,

2012). Photography can assist in understanding the experiences of compulsive

hoarders (Singh & Jones, 2012).

The scope of visual materials may include any sensory material and can range

from self-constructed materials, videos, photographs, drawings, collages, and cul-

tural materials, to films (Mitchell, 2008; Roos, 2012). Methods which generate

visual data can use any appropriate visual material or tool for data collection, such

as cameras, video cameras, paints, drawing tools, sand, magazine illustrations,

Lego bricks, performance graphs, X-rays, or modelling clay (Hogan, 2013; Johnson

et al., 2012; Literat, 2013; Nanackchand & Berman, 2012; Pain, 2011, 2013; Rose,

2013). However, in choosing the visual material or method, the participants’ levels
of skills and knowledge should be taken into account. For example, in using

material such as Lego bricks, a certain level of skill is expected (Hinthorne,

2012a). Participants should therefore be given an opportunity to experiment with

the medium before engaging in the research. The implicit meanings in visual

materials, such as pictures in magazines used to make collages, may contribute at

times to participants’ feeling no connection to the implicit meanings expressed in

the visual materials (Hinthorne, 2012b; McNiff, 2013).

More particularly, the materials chosen for the Mmogo-method are non-specific

and require little skill to use. They allow participants to make three-dimensional

visual representations that can be moved around, be engaged in interaction or be

viewed from different perspectives. The unstructured nature of the material could,

however, limit some participants in their visual expression because it may not be

suitable or practical for constructing the mental images associated with the social

experience.
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Conclusion

By introducing a new participant-generated visual data-collection method the

question that comes to mind is: why add yet another one to the list? The Mmogo-

method grew out of the need to obtain the often hard-to-explain subjective experi-

ences and meanings that have developed in particular contexts. Interviews and

focus group discussions had failed to provide sufficiently rich data about personal

and group experiences. This method has since been usefully applied to collect data

in different contexts, from diverse groups of people, and on a variety of topics. The

Mmogo-method combines social and research components to gather different sets

of data. It is distinctive in its emphasis on the importance of context for participa-

tion and on the construction of a research space to allow researchers to access

individual participants’ subjective experiences and the group’s perspective on a

social phenomenon. The visual representations participants construct in the course

of a research session serve as points of reference for stimulating individual as well

as group discussions. The choice of materials and the open-ended prompt allow

participants to choose what aspects of their experiences they would like to share,

and how this may be done. The materials chosen and the prompt also provide

researchers with opportunities to probe for deeper meanings of which participants

themselves may by unaware. Researchers assume an empathic position and ask

probing questions, following participants in their explanations. This empathic

position is again assumed in the analysis of the visual and textual data, which

takes into consideration the context in which they were collected. The Mmogo-

method is limited by ethical considerations of not doing harm to those who struggle

to deal with reality, or who had recently experienced trauma; and of respecting an

individual’s choice if he or she prefers not to engage in a group or an experiential

type of research activity; or by the choice of research materials.
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