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Abstract 

Keywords

Visual methods are reported to have certain advantages when conducting interviews on sensitive top-

ics, such as intimate spaces, home-related ethical issues, and vulnerable families. In this article, we 

concentrate on two visual methods: social network maps and life-lines. In our research project on chil-

dren’s well-being and emotional security in multiple family relations, we collected data by interview-

ing children and asking them to complete social network maps and life-lines. We discuss the suitability 

of these two visual methods for describing children’s close relationships with their family members 

and significant others. Combining these two methods during an interview process with children has 

not very often been tested. It is thus argued that these particular methods help a child to explain his or 

her family relations and life events. For the researcher interested in studying challenging and complex 

family relations, they can be extremely useful tools. 
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The use of visual methods is a long-standing tra-

dition in social science research. As Jacqui Gabb 

(2008) has suggested, family research can also bene-

fit from various different visual techniques. Photo-

graphs, diagrams, and drawings, in particular, have 

been used to prompt and elaborate stories and mem-

ories (Pink 2004; Mason 2007; Sheridan, Chamberlain, 

and Dupuis 2011; see also: Brannen, Heptinstall, and 

Bhopal 2000; Punch 2002a; Darbyshire, MacDougall, 

and Schiller 2005; Konecki 2009). Visual methods are 

said to possess certain advantages, whether used 

alone or together with interviews, when addressing 

sensitive topics, such as intimate spaces, home-re-

lated ethical issues, and vulnerable families. When 

children are the focus of research, asking them to 

draw pictures or diagrams may be helpful when, for 

example, language limitations hinder them from ex-

pressing themselves adequately by word of mouth. 

Past and present experiences that cannot easily be 

articulated through language alone may find expres-

sion when visual and creative methods are combined 

with speech (Parry, Thomson, and Fowkes 1999; Dar-

byshire et al. 2005; Veale 2005; Wilson et al. 2007; Sher-

idan et al. 2011; see also: Phelan and Kinsella 2013). 

In this article, we concentrate on two methodological 

tools: social network maps and life-lines. In our re-

search project on children’s well-being and emotional 

security in multiple family relations, we collected data 

by interviewing children and asking them to complete 

social network maps and life-lines. The purpose of so-

cial network maps is to capture children’s family and 

other important relationships, with particular interest 

in how they define their family. In different studies, 

network maps with varying architectures have been 

used. In our study, we used maps that were divided 

into three sectors (family, relatives, and other import-

ant people) and three zones (closest, close, and remote), 

the child being in the middle of the map (see: Figure 1, 

p. 58). We asked children to freely add people import-

ant to them on the map. By using life-lines, we aimed at 

gathering information on the child’s life history, in par-

ticular important transitions and events in the child’s 

life. The life-line comprised both a horizontal line, 

which represented the whole life course from birth to 

the present day, and a vertical line, which represented 

the mood, positive or negative, connected to different 

life events (see: Figure 2, p. 61). The child marked the 

most significant events on the line and evaluated them.
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The visual material collected in this study was thus 

produced by children in collaboration with the re-

searchers. In this article, we both describe and re-

flect on our research experiences and discuss the 

suitability of these two visual methods for analyz-

ing children’s close relationships with their family 

members and significant others. We argue that by 

using and combining the two techniques, which 

are both visual and creative (Greene and Hill 2005; 

Veale 2005), with child interviews, a researcher 

stands to gain rewarding insights into children’s 

perceptions and experiences of their lives and fam-

ilies. Combining these two methods during an in-

terview process with children has not very often 

been tested: one of the few research efforts to uti-

lize them simultaneously with other participatory 

methods is the Timescapes project (see, e.g., Weller 

and Edwards 2011). 

Our purpose is to demonstrate that using visual 

methods and a mixed-method approach offers sev-

eral advantages in collecting and analyzing quali-

tative data. First, visual methods furnish useful 

background information for the interviews; second, 

they provide rich independent data, a kind of visual 

architecture that is easy to analyze in itself; third, 

some children express themselves better by draw-

ing and others by talking, hence combining these 

two modes can be expected to give better insights 

into children’s experiences; fourth, as we discuss 

below, the specific social network map used in our 

study shows the multiple ways in which children 

understand the difference between their family and 

relatives, information which interviews alone would 

be unlikely to elicit; and fifth, the life-line method 

enables the incorporation of some of the advantag-

es of a qualitative longitudinal study in a research 

setting where it is not possible to follow children’s 

lives for a longer period of time. Moreover, because 

we used social network maps and life-lines in an 

ethically sensitive research setting in which the par-

ticipants’ trust is of crucial importance, throughout 

the course of the article we raise ethical questions 

and highlight some of the challenges such a setting 

poses to researchers. 

Background of the Study

The research data on using social network maps 

and life-lines referred to in this article concerns 

the research project on children’s well-being and 

emotional security in multiple family relations. 

The project is multidisciplinary as it employs re-

searchers from sociology, social work, education 

and psychology, and draws upon the theories and 

concepts used by these disciplines. The different 

disciplines complement each other in the project; 

for example, psychology and education give us in-

sights into, for instance, emotions in families and 

into a child’s development, including understand-

ing of a key concept in our research, emotional se-

curity. Sociology and social work, in turn, help to 

reveal the meanings of family relationships and 

networks, and wider societal perspectives with re-

gard to the structures and institutions that families 

and children are part of. The project was funded 

by the Academy of Finland (2010-2013).

The concept of emotional security refers to a child’s 

social relationships, feelings, appraisals of trust, 

and sense of security in the context of family life. 

According to previous studies, emotional security 
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is an important link between the family environ-

ment, children’s well-being, and child behavior 

problems (Cummings and Davies 1995; Davies 

and Cummings 1998; Davies, Winter, and Cicchetti 

2006). The project at hand focuses in particular on 

children’s personal understandings and emotions 

regarding their family relations and the challenges 

children face as a consequence of these relations 

(Andersson 2005; 2009; Holtan 2008; Pösö 2008). 

Therefore, we talk about multiple family relations. 

In the project, we interviewed children in different 

but often intertwined family situations: children 

living in foster families, who experience relation-

ships with both biological and foster family mem-

bers; children who have experienced physical or 

emotional violence, or have witnessed substance 

abuse within the family; children who have expe-

rienced parental divorce or separation and, as a re-

sult, come to experience residential and non-res-

idential family relations; and children living in 

so-called nuclear families. These family relations 

cover the wide range of family situations that most 

children live in, including challenging and prob-

lematic ones. Family studies have been criticized 

for concentrating too much on the nuclear family 

or on the so-called proper family (Smith 1993; see 

also: Pösö 2008), and hence our purpose was to 

avoid an approach limited in this way. 

Regardless of what type of family they live in, chil-

dren experience multiple relations and connections 

that signify different things to them and offer dif-

ferent meanings. Some of these family relations are 

present in their daily lives, while others might only 

exist as memories or emotions. Many children have 

experiences of loss, separation, and anxiety deriv-

ing from their family relations, including events 

such as divorce of parents or grandparents or com-

plex relationships with step-fathers or step-sib-

lings. To be able to capture the multiple and chal-

lenging characteristics of a child’s family relations, 

the use of innovative and versatile research meth-

ods is required. Family relations are emotionally 

laden and can import negative and positive effects 

and emotions into a child’s life, the ones that are 

difficult for children to talk about. This is another 

reason for applying several research methods.

According to the contemporary sociology of child-

hood, it is important to provide children with the 

possibility to express their personal interpreta-

tions and thoughts, and to treat children as sub-

jects instead of objects of the research (Eder and 

Fingerson 2002; Greene and Hogan 2005; see also: 

Roberts 2000; Ajodhia-Andrews and Berman 2009). 

Child and parent may view family relations very 

differently (Smart 2002). Our project is concerned, 

in particular, with capturing the child’s perspec-

tive. In fact, children may sometimes comprehend 

complicated family relations differently from 

adults, and they can be very creative in defining 

who belongs to their family (Mason and Tipper 

2008). However, researchers cannot ignore the fact 

that children need protection from adults, even 

when they are considered social actors (Eriksson 

and Näsman 2010).

Our interest in family relations also derives from 

awareness that family forms have changed consid-

erably across the Western world. As Jokinen and 

Kuronen (2011) have stated on the basis of European 

comparative family studies, the most well-known 
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changes in family life include an increasing divorce 

and reconstitution rate, and an increasing num-

ber of children living outside their birth families 

(see also: Amato 2000; 2010). These changes have 

brought a need for studies from the child’s point of 

view (Jokinen and Kuronen 2011). Families remain 

a child’s most important growth environment and 

most significant source of emotional security and 

well-being. This applies to all families, biological 

and other.

The data gathered for the project on children’s 

well-being and emotional security in multiple 

family relations consists of mobile phone-based 

diaries, thematic interviews, social network maps, 

and life-lines collected from a total of 64 children 

aged 7-15. Children at this age, while competent 

enough to take part in our study, are still to be con-

sidered “children.” We were unable to include chil-

dren under school age in our study since the use 

of mobile phone-based diaries requires them to be 

able to write fluently. Moreover, as Eriksson and 

Näsman (2010) state, school-aged children proba-

bly have more experience regarding interactions 

between children and adults outside the family 

than younger children, and are also more experi-

enced in producing knowledge.

The data collection process began in two elemen-

tary schools, where the children were mainly liv-

ing in nuclear families, single parent families, or 

reconstituted families. The schools recruited to the 

study were the ones that the researchers already 

had contact with, and located within a reasonable 

distance for interview purposes. This “familiarity” 

sped up the research process, as we were able to 

implement the data collection almost immediately 

instead of trying to start the process from scratch. 

In the Finnish school system, there are generally 

no substantial differences between schools, either 

geographically or otherwise, and the schools par-

ticipating in the study were “ordinary” primary 

schools. Other children, such as children living 

in foster families, or who had experienced or wit-

nessed violence or substance abuse, were recruit-

ed to the study via appropriate child protection or 

domestic violence-related institutions and NGOs, 

such as Save the Children. 

The research questions addressed by the project 

at hand were: (1) How do children develop and 

maintain degrees of emotional security in complex 

family situations? (2) What factors (e.g., the quality 

of social networks, roles of significant others, etc.) 

contribute to or hinder a child’s emotional security 

in complex family situations? (3) How do children 

define and maintain their family relations in chal-

lenging life situations?

This article focuses on the social network maps 

and life-lines drawn by children for the purposes 

of our project. 64 children participated in the diary 

data collection, 41 of these children filled-in social 

network maps and life-lines, and we had permis-

sion to conduct interviews with 35 of them. We 

also asked for the consent of the children’s parents 

and interviewed some of them. The data referred 

to in this article thus consists of network maps 

and life-lines collected from 41 children. Several 

methods were used to analyze the different data 

obtained during the study. In the analysis of so-

cial network maps and life-lines, thematic content 

analysis and thematic category analysis were uti-

lized. In the analysis of social network maps, we 

were interested in how the children understand 

their family: who belongs to it, how the children 

would group and arrange people on the map, how 

close people on the map were to the children, and 

whether these people were biological family mem-

bers. In the analysis of life-lines, important events 

in the children’s life-lines were categorized into 

thematic categories. Unfortunately, the substantive 

results of the analysis can only briefly be touched 

in this article; however, they are presented in other 

publications (see, e.g., Jokinen et al. 2013; Jallinoja, 

Hurme, and Jokinen 2014).

Ethical Starting Points

We recognize that it is not necessarily an easy task 

to give a voice to children living in challenging 

family relations and, consequently, that multiple 

methods may be required to achieve this goal. 

Owing to the sensitive nature of the topic, ethical 

considerations must be borne in mind at all times 

when doing research on family relations (Warin 

2011; Phelan and Kinsella 2013). Such relations 

usually involve personal secrets. In some studies, 

it has been stated that children are particularly 

prone to keeping secrets, as they want to remain 

loyal to their parents (Pösö 2008; see also: Hurtig 

2006; Smart 2007; see, e.g., McNay 2009 on family 

secrets). Clearly, loyalty towards family can be ar-

gued to be a characteristic of family members of 

any age; however, in the case of children, it has 

particular significance owing to children’s depen-

dency on adults. For example, some of the children 

in our study who had experienced their parents’ 

divorce spoke honestly about it, while others did 

not mention it at all.

In our study, parents who were willing to partici-

pate alongside their children were also interviewed 

and asked to complete their own social network 

maps from the child’s point of view. This approach 

raised ethical concerns about whether children or 

parents would feel obliged—against their will—to 

reveal certain information about their lives (Heath 

et al. 2009). For example, in the interview situa-

tion, a child might expect a parent to reveal details 

about their family life, such as arguments in the 

family, that he or she might not otherwise wish to 

be unveiled. Hence, a child might also talk about 

the issue at hand, albeit reluctantly. There was also 

an additional problem—that participants might be 

curious to know what other members of the fam-

ily had told the interviewer. It was our duty as 

researchers not to disclose to other family mem-

bers what a parent or a child had said. Carol Smart 

(2007) argues that it can be difficult to get people 

to talk about their negative feelings towards mem-

bers of their own family, especially in an ongoing 

situation. This poses a challenge for research delv-

ing into problematic family relations and provides 

the underlying rationale for developing new data 

collection methods.

One priority of an ethically responsible approach 

was to avoid causing harm or distress to the par-

ticipants. Therefore, we felt the need to ensure 

that children were receiving professional help 

and/or had access to a help system during the re-

search process. While this applied, in particular, 

to children living in difficult family situations and 
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reached via NGOs, we also wanted to ascertain 

that children recruited via schools would receive 

help if the interviews were to reveal worrying sit-

uations in their families. The organizations we co-

operated with were Finnish NGOs working with 

adults and children on the issues of foster care, 

family violence, and substance abuse treatment. 

These organizations selected potential informants 

from their clients and employed an ethically fo-

cused selection criterion: the family situation had 

to be relatively stable. This meant, for example, that 

actions relating to foster care needed to have been 

taken a relatively long time before the data collec-

tion began. The social workers in the organizations 

knew their clients well enough to evaluate whether 

their life situation was such that participation in 

the study would cause them no harm or danger, 

and that, if needed, they could also provide help 

and counseling if the interviews were to bring back 

feelings and memories a client needed to discuss. It 

is noteworthy that the project was granted ethical 

approval by the ethics committee of the research-

ers’ university (see: Jokinen et al. 2013). 

Owing to the sensitivity of certain issues related 

to the research subject, careful consideration was 

also given to several other ethical and child-spe-

cific questions. For example, during the data col-

lection, it was highly important that the children 

understood the purpose of the study (see: Cree, 

Kay, and Tisdall 2002; Pösö 2004; Mason 2007; Ryen 

2011), and to bear in mind that although children 

may be capable of understanding the nature of the 

work being done, their lack of life experience may 

hinder their ability to comprehend its consequenc-

es. This is not, of course, to say that participation 

in a study may not sometimes be difficult for adults 

as well (Mishna, Antle, and Regehr 2004; Helavir-

ta 2006). As these kinds of ethical questions and 

challenges are discussed by the present research 

group elsewhere (Notko et al. 2013), they will not 

be considered any further in this article. 

Visual Methods for Capturing Children’s 
Family Relations

Mixed methods designed for children were used 

during the data collection. These methods aim at 

being “child-friendly,” or “research-friendly.” This 

approach reflects changes in the understanding of 

childhood that have taken place over the past few 

decades, one of which is the emphasis on a child’s 

agency during research. In studies with child par-

ticipants, there seems to be a growing desire to de-

velop new “fun” and child-friendly methods. It is 

also important that such methods are participatory 

and creative in nature (Punch 2002a; 2002b; Veale 

2005; White and Bushkin 2011). 

Samantha Punch (2002b) has stated that the chal-

lenge lies not in patronizing children during re-

search, but in recognizing their competencies, 

namely, by letting them enjoy being involved in the 

project and letting them communicate. A combina-

tion of techniques can make the interview process 

more fun and interesting for child participants. 

However, the main purpose of using multiple tech-

niques in our study was not just to develop “fun” 

methods but also to generate useful, relevant data. 

Using participatory techniques helps, for example, 

overcoming obstacles pertaining to a child’s possi-

ble lack of confidence when addressing adults be-

cause of lack of experience of being treated as an 

equal by adults. It might also be the case that young-

er children are less able to concentrate. Bringing vi-

sual methods into the interview may make it easier 

to help them maintain their concentration. Howev-

er, adults should not presume that this is necessarily 

the case for all children, as children are not all the 

same. Nevertheless, developmental factors are un-

doubtedly important in the choice of methodology 

(Punch 2002b; Greene and Hill 2005; Veale 2005). 

During the present thematic interviews, social net-

work maps and life-lines were used as visual meth-

ods. Because we had used social network maps and 

life-lines separately—but not simultaneously—in 

our earlier individual studies, and noted their suit-

ability for family research, in this project, we were 

interested in seeing what benefits might emerge 

from combining them. Of course, other visual meth-

ods, just as good as the ones used in our project, are 

available for use in studies with children, such as 

the photograph method (Punch 2002b; Barker and 

Weller 2003; Darbyshire et al. 2005; Phelan and Kin-

sella 2013). For our purposes, however, no addition-

al methods were needed, as the two visual methods 

complemented the thematic interviews. We also felt 

that, from the resource perspective, the use of more 

methods in this particular project was not justified. 

The chosen methods were considered sufficient to 

yield visual information on the research topic, that 

is, children’s family relations and important life 

events. In choosing our visual methodology, we 

were keen to explore not only the content of both the 

maps and life-lines but also the spatial organization 

of the social network maps (see: Rose 2001). 

Using Social Network Maps to Study 
Children

The social network map used in our study com-

prised three concentric zones: closest, close, and 

remote. Along with these zones, the map was 

also divided into three sectors, one for each of the 

child’s family, relatives, and other important peo-

ple, such as friends. The children located their fam-

ily members and others in these sectors according 

to the level of intimacy they felt towards the per-

son. It is noteworthy that while such maps have 

been used in other social science studies, their ar-

chitecture has tended to vary. For example, Julia 

Brannen, Ellen Heptinstall, and Kalwant Bhopal 

(2000) divided their network map into three zones 

and four domains: household, relatives, friends, 

and formal others. Carol Smart, Bren Neale, and 

Amanda Wade (2001) used, in turn, a three-zone 

map, which was divided into just two sectors: fam-

ily and friends. There are also methods that re-

semble our approach to network maps, such as the 

family network method, employed by, for example, 

Eric Widmer (2006). In addition, Kati Hämäläinen 

(2012) used a social network map in the shape of an 

apple tree in her study on foster children. 

Thus, the shape of the map can vary in form from 

more simple to a more sophisticated; the role of the 

architecture of the map, that is, whether its visual 

image affects how children fill-in and understand 

the map, is a question that merits closer investi-

gation. For example, does a simple map give chil-

dren more freedom and hence prompt them to fill 

it in more on their own terms than a sophisticated 

map, or, does a map with a more sophisticated and  
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detailed architecture better assist children to focus 

on and ponder the topic of the study than a simple 

map? These are questions that remain unanswered 

here.

At the beginning of the interview session, children 

were asked to indicate on their social network maps 

people who were most important to them (see: Fig-

ure 1 below). The interview did not continue until 

the maps had been completed. If necessary, during 

the course of the interview, children were able to 

add new names to the map:

Child: Hmm. Can I still add [something] there?

Interviewer: Yes, you can. You can, of course.

Child: I’ll write godmother.

Interviewer: Right, that already came up in your talk. 

You can add [names] there, yes. [Interview 6]

Figure 1. Social network map drawn by an 11-year-old.1 

1 Names and details have been altered and translated into English to protect the child’s anonymity.

Our experience suggests that filling-in a social net-

work map as the first phase of engagement during an 

interview has certain benefits, the most notable being 

that the map acts as an “icebreaker” between inter-

viewer and interviewee (child). Drawing or illustrat-

ing makes the interview process less authoritative. If 

the child felt a bit shy, he or she was not required to 

look directly at the interviewer immediately. Instead, 

the child had an opportunity to muster the courage 

to talk while marking people on the map. According 

to Punch (2002b), the use of task-based methods puts 

children at ease. In our study, most of the children 

were keen on using visual methods, whereas a small 

minority preferred not to use them and appeared to 

be more at ease talking (see also: Darbyshire et al. 

2005). Nevertheless, when needed, visual methods 

like social network maps and life-lines can serve as 

a distraction for interviewees who are shy or anx-

ious about being interviewed. The visual graph also 

becomes the third—and active—player in the inter-

view process since it draws attention to itself and 

away from uneasy children (Veale 2005; Sheridan et 

al. 2011). The social network map also facilitates the 

transition towards asking the actual questions. 

Elizabeth Silva and Carol Smart (1999) write that it is 

a common methodological practice in research on fam-

ilies and childhood to ask respondents to draw maps 

that would describe their families, or to locate their 

family members within a set of concentric circles. Iden-

tifying family members and friends in these ways is 

understood to reflect the subjective meanings of fam-

ily relations. In some instances, the maps drawn may 

be far from an idealized or “standardized” portrayal 

of the family and its members. This would therefore 

disrupt the taken-for-granted assumption about blood 

and marital relationships. Stretching the concept of 

family might, in fact, erase clear-cut boundaries. Bran-

nen and her colleagues (2000) report that children do 

not necessarily find it problematic to describe complex-

ities associated with family relations. In their study, 

children were articulate and it were more commonly 

the researchers who struggled to make sense of fami-

ly circumstances. These notions echo our experiences 

with social network maps, confirming their value as 

tools for research. Another research advantage that we 

noted is that one can discern at a glance, or at least be-

gin to perceive, a child’s social relations from their im-

pressionistic network maps. In contrast, the interview 

method cannot offer such a quick and concrete outline.

Examination of the data collected from social network 

maps in our study revealed that although most fam-

ily members were placed in the “closest” zone, some 

were not. An argument and/or a remote relationship 

with a family member, whether a sibling, a father, or 

a mother, was a reason to locate them in a zone outside 

the “closest.” Mothers, however, were marked as “clos-

est” more often than other family members.

Interviewer: So you marked your mother as your closest 

family member. Why do you feel that she’s the closest? 

Child: Well, I like to tell things to mum and that.

Interviewer: Mhm, yeah. And then your big brother is 

the one you placed furthest away?

Child: Well, we don’t sort of talk much or we do argue 

and stuff, but we are pretty much in agreement with each 

other.

Interviewer: And then your father and little sister are 

between your mother and your big brother.

Child: Mhm.

[Interview 7]
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Network maps have often displayed almost parallel re-

sults, as many children tend to locate their significant 

others in the inner circles (see: Brannen et al. 2000). 

Correspondingly in our study, for example, one boy 

replied when asked why he had placed his parents in 

the inner circle: “I don’t know. They are my parents.”

However, not all of the children in our study conven-

tionally located their biological parents in the inner 

circle of the map. Some other studies also have shown 

that children’s idea of a family can be very flexible. 

According to Brannen and her colleagues (2000), chil-

dren rarely refer to a “proper family” when answer-

ing questions about their significant others; neither 

do they often use this term when referring to their 

own families. By the term “proper family” we under-

stand here conventional ways of seeing a family, that 

is, as a nuclear family composed of a mother, father, 

and their biological children. We have also noted 

above that although it might be considered that plac-

ing parents in the “closest” zone is an idealized way 

of configuring the family, this does not mean that 

the family is “proper” as such. Children also placed 

grandparents, pets, and adult siblings’ children, and, 

in some instances, a brother’s wife, a step-sibling, 

and a step-grandfather in the “closest” zone, which 

indicates that they had not necessarily filled in their 

maps according to social expectations regarding 

what constitutes a “proper family.” For example, one 

child marked pets in the closest zone with other fam-

ily members (see also: Charles and Davies 2008 on 

pets as part of people’s kinship networks):

Interviewer: Does anybody else belong to your family 

in addition to your mum, dad, and little sister?

Child: No. Except our pets [belong too]. [Interview 11]

In addition, children did not hesitate to place family mem-

bers they did not have a close relationship with in zones 

other than the “closest” on the network map. One child, 

a girl whose parents are divorced and who lives with her 

mother and sees her father every other week, explained 

in the interview: “I put also my father here [in zone two], 

he is at least a little bit.” Another girl, who meets her father 

only rarely, told us: “My father, well, okay, he belongs to 

my family. However, I put him over there [in zone three] 

because he is, in a way, not in my family. Either at Christ-

mas or during the summer or autumn holidays we meet 

each other. But, otherwise, he’s not…”

Furthermore, children who had gained new family 

members when their parents had remarried or repart-

nered after divorce, and children who had biological 

parents and foster parents, had two families to mark 

on the map. The children’s perceptions of people clos-

est to them could thus also vary, and—occasional-

ly—a parent was marked as “remote.” In the case of 

foster children, the most secure and closely connected 

family relations might be, in particular, between chil-

dren and non-biological family members. Similar re-

sults have also been obtained in other studies (see, e.g., 

Mason and Tipper 2008; Castrén 2009).

As an example of the variety of family configurations, 

one child, who—in addition to his biological parents—

had a step-mother, a step-father, and a step-sibling, 

placed the step-sibling in the “closest” zone with his 

biological family, and his step-father and step-moth-

er in the “close” zone. He pondered about placing his 

step-sibling nearer than his step-parents:

Child: And then my dad’s wife’s child, she’s in a way 

also counted in [the family]... [Interview 6] 

Importantly, all of the children had family members 

who were considered to be close and important to 

them, and were accordingly placed in the “closest” 

zone. Moreover, the fact that a child might start by 

filling-in maps that conform to the idealized view of 

the family could also reflect the child’s desire for fam-

ily relations of precisely that kind.

Life-Lines in the Study

Similarly, during the later stage of the interviews, 

children were asked to draw a line and mark signif-

icant events relating to their families on it. Because 

our aim was to trace changes, continuity, and breaks 

in family relations, the life-line method enabled 

us to trace temporality, which ranged from larger 

entities to small details. The horizontal axis repre-

sented time from a child’s birth to the present day, 

and dots marked on the life-line referred to their 

age. As in the study by Joanna Sheridan and her 

research group (2011), the act of drawing life-lines 

could be a co-constructed effort between research-

er and child. Children marked significant events on 

the life-line that related to their family, and wrote 

down what each of them expressed. The research-

er worked as an aide during the process, asking 

questions when needed about the child’s life. Thus, 

in much the same way as working with network 

maps, the researcher was able to point to marks on 

the graph and ask the child, “Tell me about this,” or 

“What happened here?,” or “Why did you draw this 

here?” It is also noteworthy that, with this method, 

children can more easily express events relating to 

different contours of time, such as historical, cycli-

cal, and, perhaps most significantly, personal time. 

This emphasizes children’s personal experiences 

with the concept of time and its effects on family 

relations (see: Sheridan et al. 2011). 

Figure 2. Life-line made by an 11-year-old. Translated (with details altered).
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Karen Davies (1996) notes that the life-line method 

can be useful when trying to explain the complex-

ity of an individual’s life. In our view, for the very 

same reason, it also helps to capture a child’s life, 

including family relations and emotional experi-

ences. Research often captures time as a snapshot 

of the child’s present life (see: Greene and Hill 

2005). Our more ambitious aim was to gain an in-

sight into children’s pasts and futures as well. An-

other method well-suited for studying temporal 

dimensions in children’s lives is, of course, quali-

tative longitudinal research (see, e.g., Thomson et 

al. 2004). Whilst we did not have a possibility to 

carry out longitudinal research within the proj-

ect’s time and resource framework, using the life-

line method worked well for our purposes.

Allen White and Naomi Bushkin (2011) used life- 

-line exercises, along with a wide range of meth-

ods, in their study on asylum-seeking children, 

whose lives are often full of complexities. What 

made the life-line technique so suitable for our 

study was that it positioned children’s lives along 

a chronological line while representing time as 

relational instead of individual. This means that 

separate events and time as a whole should be 

seen in relation to the child’s, the child’s family 

members’, and significant others’ times (Davies 

1996). Life-lines can also be seen as a memory aid 

for children in the sense that they act as a trigger 

for remembering the various events and experi-

ences that have taken place during the totality 

of a person’s life. Life-lines depict events quickly 

and effectively in a graphic format. Children may 

have plenty of events to mark on the line, and in 

these cases, for the interviewer, the graphic form 

also is very welcome for reasons of clarity. Here, 

a child explains events on his life-line:

Child: When I was 3, my dad and mum separated. 

And when I was probably 5, my little sister was born. 

Interviewer: That was a happy event?

Child: Hmm. Except…if anybody else held her, 

I would scream and shout that nobody else but me 

can hold her…so jealous! ... And I remember I was 

so excited about school starting, I was 7…I’ll write 

that above there because I’ve run out of space. And 

there, that’s my rabbit. There, I write that I got 

him. And then he died. And that is a bit blurred, 

but there I went to kindergarten and I got my first 

friend. 

Interviewer: And your grandma has died? Do you 

remember a lot about your grandma?

Child: No, I just remember that, that we visited her, 

you see, she got this serious illness…and she used to 

wave like this…

Interviewer: But, it’s nice that you have those mem-

ories, although you were quite little back then. And 

then your dad died?

Child: Yeah…and now our house is empty [the house 

is being sold]…it was our home, you see. 

[Interview 32]

As one can imagine on the basis of the extract, 

even though some events have been excluded to 

protect anonymity, the life-line corresponding to 

the events that the child has described during the 

interview added clarity to the order of events. It 

also assisted the child to recall feelings attached 

to the events, both happy and sad. On the other 

hand, two children in our study left the life-line 

blank. As already mentioned, we emphasized the 

voluntary nature of participation to the children, 

for example, that they did not have to answer every 

question. Sometimes the children took advantage 

of this possibility, as these blank life-lines show. 

Because the number of blank lines was only two, 

it did not present problems for the data analysis. 

Pirskanen (2009) also noted in her study on men 

who have had problem-drinking fathers that not 

all individuals feel at ease filling in a life-line since 

they find it difficult to express time and events in 

a graphic form. 

At the same time as a life-line encourages partici-

pants to tell their stories, it acts as data in its own 

rights, since its value goes beyond merely plotting 

and recording life events (Davies 1996; Sheridan 

et al. 2011). In their study on obesity and weight 

loss, Sheridan and her colleagues (2011) exemplify 

how time-lining serves as a subtle and reflexive re-

search method. In our study, life-lines opened up 

a rich view on how children perceive time and tem-

porality and how children’s memories and family 

histories are mingled in these perceptions.

One intriguing feature of life-lines as a research 

method, however, is their ability to reveal life 

events and family matters while simultaneously 

concealing or disguising them (Sheridan et al. 2011). 

Participants have the potential to leave significant 

events unmarked if they feel that these are some-

thing they do not wish to share with interviewers. 

They also might seek to draw attention to a partic-

ular event in the hope of taking it away from an-

other event of a more sensitive kind. However, in 

our research, we did not find this a problem. We 

wanted to respect the child’s freedom of choice in 

labeling family events as significant, as well as to 

refrain from obliging them to speak about sensi-

tive issues that were too difficult. In general, re-

specting interviewees’ choices on the topics they 

are willing or unwilling to talk about concerns not 

only studies on children but all research, especial-

ly when the topics can be considered sensitive or 

private. Our view is that in these cases, the ethi-

cal nature of research is primary, even if it means 

that the knowledge gained during the study is not 

as “complete” as it ideally could be. Comparison 

of children’s and their parents’ interviews also re-

vealed that some children who had experienced 

violence or substance abuse in the family did not 

mark these experiences on the life-line. One pos-

sible interpretation of this, in addition to the sen-

sitivity of the topic, is that events of long duration 

(e.g., an alcohol problem that extends over several 

years) are not necessarily easy for children to lo-

cate in a temporal line. Here, again, we emphasize 

the advantages of using multiple methods to ob-

tain as rich a dataset as possible, as the different 

methods complement each other also with respect 

to “missing” information. In addition, the use of 

life-lines gave us rich and detailed information on 

most of the children’s important experiences and 

transitions.

To summarize, it is easier to learn about how chil-

dren—and also adults—analyze their world when 

they are given adequate space to talk about it (Ala-

suutari 2005). As our research suggests, visual 

methods offer children a space for explaining and 

describing their family relations in the course of 

being interviewed. It has been said that qualitative 

research generally provides an opportunity to tap 
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talked about, then to point to these things, and 

ask the child about them. All of the above indi-

cates that visual methods encourage children to 

remember and talk about issues related to their 

families.

We also took cognizance of the criticism that us-

ing a social network map might cause children 

to draw maps of an idealized family. In other 

words, children might locate their family mem-

bers on a map in such a way as to make them 

appear socially desirable. However, this did not 

appear to be the case in our study. For example, 

most of the children who had experienced paren-

tal divorce did not think there was such thing as 

normal, perfect, and proper family. Very few of 

them referred to the standard or idealized nu-

clear family stereotype of a father, mother, and 

their biological children. In the case of life-lines, 

children might leave out events that they do not 

want to reveal to researchers. However, as part 

of an ethical research process, we sought to re-

spect their right to do so and not to probe ex-

cessively into possibly painful memories. Hence, 

despite their potential weaknesses, we consider 

the advantages of visual methods outweighing 

their possible disadvantages when researching 

family relations.

More importantly, richer data may be compiled 

by using a variety of methods. For example, 

a combination of the interview method and in-

novative techniques aimed at children enables 

a child’s unique perception of his or her fam-

ily to be brought into light (see: Punch 2002b). 

When combined, a variety of methods helps to 

produce a picture of children’s day-to-day fami-

ly relations, as well as significant family events 

from the past, which have impacted the course 

of their lives. These are the most explicit advan-

tages of using a composite methodology. As a re-

sult, we are not solely limited to an understand-

ing of children’s family relations as they happen 

on a day-to-day basis, but we can also grasp the 

past and therefore understand the temporality 

of family relations, as understood by children.

These methods also assist us to form a compre-

hensive account of why and for what reasons 

a child’s current family relations appear as they 

do from the child’s perspective. With graphic 

assistance, we can see how family bonds evolve 

over time, grow in importance, remain stable, 

undergo ruptures, or even fade, as is sometimes 

the case. We argue that exploring temporality in 

a child’s family life is an important key to un-

derstanding family relations, which is why the 

life-line method is of such value when it is not 

possible to implement a longitudinal research 

setting. Perhaps the most important benefit of 

using social network maps is, however, the po-

tential to grasp a child’s perception of his/her 

family relations in their entirety, as well as to 

see the commitments, loyalties, and bonds chil-

dren share with the significant others in their 

lives. For example, our maps, where family 

members, relatives, and other important people 

had a sector of their own, offered interesting 

and important information on how children de-

fined in many different and detailed ways who 

belonged to their family or was counted among 

their relatives. Our maps show that—from the 

the richness of a child’s thoughts. Through such 

methods we are able to step outside the bounds of 

adult thinking and discover unexpected differenc-

es between the perceptions of adults and those of  

children (Mishna et al. 2004). It might be that chil-

dren are used to trying to please adults, some-

times fearing an adult’s reaction. It is therefore 

important to create an atmosphere of confidential-

ity when working with children (Punch 2002b). In 

our opinion, visual methods emphasize not only 

a child’s agency but they also expressly create an 

atmosphere in which children do not need to wor-

ry about giving the “right” answers. 

Interviewer: You can mark in the closest zone people 

you feel are the closest to you.

[The child writes].

Child: Can I put two?

Interviewer: You can put as many names as you 

want.

Child: And, can I mark pets, too?

Interviewer: Yes, you can. These maps can look very 

different. There are no right or wrong answers, but 

your own experiences are important, as is the case 

with all the questions.

Child: These are all [members] we have in our fami-

ly. [The child shows completed map].

[Interview 21]

Thus, children are allowed to be experts on a topic 

of interest to them: their family. Naturally, it must 

be borne in mind that research participants may 

respond differently to different research methods 

(Brannen et al. 2000), and, as we have stated before, 

using a mixed-methods approach is a good way of 

handling this problem. 

Discussion

This article describes and evaluates the use of 

specific visual methods in our research on fam-

ily relations. Both social network maps and the 

life-line method were used in a study where 

children were interviewed. Sheridan and her 

colleagues (2011) argue, in the light of their own 

research and other social studies, that qualita-

tive research generally relies on talk, but that 

talk can be assisted and supported by visual 

means. Our experiences with the use of social 

network maps and the life-line method when in-

terviewing children about their family relations 

strongly support this argument. These particu-

lar methods help a child to effectively explain his 

or her family relations and life events, especially 

when compared to merely speaking about them 

during the interviews. Therefore, visual meth-

ods support the interviews, help the interviewer 

to follow the child’s story, and give a versatile 

picture of the child’s social world. Moreover, 

these methods are participatory, and the child 

is invited to actively join in the interviewing 

process by illustrating, as well as talking about 

their perceptions. In other words, our experi-

ence shows that offering children multiple chan-

nels to express themselves enhances their active 

participation. During the research process, it be-

came clear that some children expressed them-

selves better by talking and others by drawing. 

During the interview process, the children often 

referred back to their social network maps and 

life-lines in order to supplement them with fur-

ther details. The interviewers were also able to 

spot things on a map which the child has not 
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children’s point of view—the boundary between 

family and relatives is fluid. Each of these visual 

methods is valuable as each differs in its scope 

while helping to capture experiences relating to 

the multiple dimensions of family life. 

In addition, using task-based and creative visual 

methods can cause children to feel more comfort-

able in certain situations. This is relevant to our 

research topic since the discussions we had with 

children were often sensitive in nature (e.g., in 

the case of foster children). Both social network 

maps and life-lines help to reveal the complexity 

of family relations in many ways, even when the 

issues in question might be difficult for the child 

to cope with. Combining these methods enables 

children to contemplate and visualize their ex-

periences. Hence, they offer a combination of re-

flexive methods that can be applied by research-

ers interested in children’s family lives.

Using social network maps and life-lines assist-

ed us in our efforts to capture some of the ir-

regularities and similarities in family relations 

across family types, such as nuclear families, 

divorced families, foster homes, or families af-

fected by violence or a parent’s substance abuse. 

The results displayed greater diversity when 

relations in the family had gone through ma-

jor change or adversity, as the children in these 

families reflected more on issues related to re-

lationships and people close to them. In gener-

al, the children included happy and normal ev-

eryday events, such as birth of siblings, getting 

pets, or going on trips, but sometimes also illus-

trated their life-lines with difficult events, such 

as family members’ illnesses and deaths or ar-

guments with family members. In other words, 

the life-lines displayed the complexities of fami-

ly life in its entirety and showed how children’s 

lives are relational—related to people important 

to them—in nature.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that com-

bining visual methods when researching chal-

lenging and complex family relations can be ex-

tremely useful from the researcher’s perspective. 

Our results indicate that by applying such meth-

ods, versatile knowledge on children’s families 

can be gained. Combining visual methods also 

enables children’s voices to be heard on the mat-

ters regarding their families. Because we used 

both interviews and visual methods, we venture 

to say that not all the information gained by us-

ing visual methods would have been gathered by 

interviews alone. In addition, for our analysis, 

the visual data, as independent data in its own 

rights, furnished very useful material in a com-

pact form. The challenging task that researchers 

face when studying children on sensitive matters 

such as their family relations can thus be eased 

by utilizing and combining innovative visual 

methods.
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