Inclusive Public Participation & Visual Literacy
Introduction

Narrative approaches have been pointed out as key to enable effective public participation, stressing the relevance of narrative knowledge, both to cosmopolitan societies and to traditional or indigenous communities, when tackling complex phenomena such as climate change (Lejano et al, 2013). Indeed, narrative approaches can convey decisive climate change knowledge to non-scientific communities, promoting inclusive public participation. Such inclusive public participation is needed to allow those mostly affected by climate change, or by other environmental problems, to feel they share a decision capacity, to learn and to exchange, to inform and be informed, through a two-way, interactive, communication process. 
The word communication stems from communis i.e., common. A common language or a common medium would circumvent unique or even divergent perceptions or interpretations of natural or man-made events. When scientific and non-scientific communities discuss common matters such as climate change, it is of upmost importance to consider a proper and effective communication medium. 
However, what means or tools are currently used by the scientific community to enable learning, sharing knowledge, and inclusive public participation? What are alternatives to long and complex reports and public performances? And what has been the role of image in such tools, beyond graphical, illustrative or geographical representation? 

As early as 1913 Frédéric Mistral, one of the 1904 Literature Nobel Prize winners, a poet, philologist, and master of images, stated: 
What could be more powerful than the image? For all those who should understand but do not, it is the worthiest, most striking translation of thought. 
This paper intends to re-open this debate by addressing the role of image in stimulating learning and knowledge sharing for improved inclusiveness in impact assessment.

Visual Perception

Contrary to many other species, which rely on smell, hearing or even radar to perceive the surrounding environment, humans process the world visually (Gerard and Goldstein, 2005). Visual perception involves the eyes which receive visual information that is then transmitted to and refined in the visual cortex (the largest system in the human brain), using a non-uniform visual processing power. This powerful ability is far from being a simple and uniform process, involving multiple sequential stages and processes (Strecker, 2012).

Whereas one can influence people by providing information easily detected during the first stage of such processes – which “involves the extraction of orientation, color, texture, and movement from our field of vision” –, during the following stages the initial information will be subject to peoples’ attention and memory. Finally, and probably most importantly, peoples’ visual perception is filtered by their cognitive capacities, social culture and behaviors, therefore subject to a considerable bias upon their expectations – what they are seeking or anticipating (Strecker, 2012).

A well calibrated visualization will allow both a faster understanding and higher retention of relevant information, using at best the seeing and interpreting capacities of the brain, thus leading to a more effective communication and, subsequently, enhancing decision-making.

Visual Tools
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The use of visual tools is usually associated with effectiveness of communication between individuals or groups of individuals with different cultures or literacy levels, such as development work with indigenous peoples or social work with disadvantaged or marginal population groups. Such misconception, and sometimes even prejudice, can only contribute to preventing effective participation, affecting self-motivation and willingness to be involved, and consequently the sharing of responsible action by all stakeholders and affected populations of a given project, program, or policy. VSO (2004) forwards three main reasons why creative and visual stimuli may induce effectiveness in communication: (i) the use of the full potential of the right side of the brain for perceptive analysis (in the absence of visual impairments); (ii) more inclusive and democratic communication, as people often better express themselves and more freely through group visual activities; and (iii) conflict management by directing arguments to the object rather than to each other. 

In fact, the use of visualization is currently widespread among authors and facilitators to convey complex situations or ideas. “A descriptive image cuts through language barriers and provides a form of information that needs little or no translation” (Gerard and Goldstein, 2005). In humans, the visual sense dominates over the verbal sense; decisions and actions rely more on emotional reactions than rational thought (RM, 2014); perceptions and feelings are better conveyed in images and other visual approaches than in words, and, in turn, this communication medium promotes strategic dialogue (Strecker, 2012) and inclusiveness. 
It is important to keep in mind the various types (cognitive, emotional, social) of visualization disadvantages, designer or user induced; these can be used as the focus of specific and efficient countermeasures (see Strecker (2012) for details and examples) that allow for an effective use of images in today’s complex and everchanging environmental, social, and economic dependencies and interrelations.
Visual Culture and Visual Literacy

“You see what I mean? – Visual information needs to be interpreted, too, and the ‘visual literacy’ to do so is not shared interculturally” (Oepen, 2003)

The term visual culture may suggest the use of visuals or visual images to promote knowledge and cultural interaction. Yet, it involves various communicative modes - of which imagery is an important component - that interact with each other (Duncum, 2004). Duncum stresses the uniqueness of image as essential for ongoing social practices, “both a mirror and a contributor to social activity”. 
Indeed, as a qualitative tool, image may be subjective and prone to multiple interpretations. Extracting the meaning of images involves considering their various characteristics, being particularly relevant to the present analysis that the meaning of images is socially constructed: “Meaning is actively produced through the particular ‘ways of seeing’ that define and distinguish different social or stakeholder groups” (Gillian Rose, 2001, cited by Dennis, 2004). In fact, in the context of environmental decision-making processes, the public interested or affected by those decisions include not only stakeholders and the directly affected public, but also the observing and general public, of which most are likely not scientifically educated and have varied cultural and social references and values. 
Visual literacy, concerned with the connection of writing with social contexts, acknowledges the importance of associating written texts with other sign systems such as images. Grushka (2010) acknowledges that, while visual knowledge has always been primary to thought and expression, given the current proliferation of new digital worlds, text and image interpenetrate one another and “visual proficiency is now an essential skill or key literacy”.
Inclusiveness in impact assessment & indigenous knowledge – go visual!
The goals of the United Nations Agenda for Development (Agenda 21) and of the Aarhus Convention, regarding the access to information and public participation in environmental decision-making processes, are only achievable through inclusiveness of the affected and interested populations. Specifically, the Aarhus Convention refers to the need to include a visual presentation of the non-technical summary, as part of the environmental impact assessment compulsory documentation (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2014).  As stated in the IAIA FasTips no.9 on non-technical summaries (NTSs), “NTS should be considered, above all, a communication tool” (Eijssen and Jesus, 2015). 
However, the same authors indicate that the review of (SEA and EIA) NTSs “over the last decades suggests similar inadequacies: a cut-and-paste approach, few graphics, incoherence in narrative, little indication of how the SEA or EIA contributed to the plan or project, no clear key messages for targeted audiences and often not written in “plain language.” Sometimes public complaints were made that NTSs failed to live up their names and were merely publicity brochures for the proponent and regulator” (Eijssen and Jesus, 2015). Within the five important things to know the authors include innovative communication approaches, use of hyperlinks, and embedded multimedia (video, sounds).

In the context of environmental assessments and decision-making processes, public involvement or participation should go beyond a formal procedural requirement, and be fully incorporated as a fundamental, enabling component in those processes. However, “scientific reports are usually written in the dense language of the fields of science that underpin the analysis, so most non-specialists, and even specialists from different disciplines, find them very time-consuming to interpret or completely opaque” (National Research Council, 2008).
While images may help the understanding of complex issues such as climate change – or issues foreign to one’s culture, common knowledge, or expertise – they also promote inclusiveness and conversation between interested and affected parties and those presenting a project, program, plan, or policy. This inclusiveness is, in turn, key to convey the so called traditional or indigenous knowledge, necessary to a complete and credible assessment (quality and legitimacy) and to improve the understanding of the assessment findings (National Research Council, 2008)
The use of images creates a sense of ownership, where the interested parties commit to supporting and defending proposed projects (Blangy et al, 2008). Useful information flows within a two-way communication channel, building trust and bridging the gap between the public and scientific knowledge while expanding the public critical visual literacy (Northcut, 2006). Grushka (2010) indicates visual education as the key to engage traditional knowledge. Consequently, indigenous peoples intensified their demands regarding active participation in decision-making processes. 
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 “Everything is visual which is good for a Cree” (Blangy et al, 2008)

Also, the use of images and other visual tools, may promote trust between the project promoters and the affected populations, allowing for an effective and inclusive participation. CEGSS (2015) reports the difficulties and methodologies used in the implementation of a participatory health rights-based approach to citizens’ empowerment for the monitoring of public policies and healthcare services system in Guatemala. Local authorities disregarded written reports claiming that “data collected through pen and paper (…) was prone to manipulation”. Therefore, complaints from users of the healthcare system were collected through video, photographs, and voice recording. 
A growing interest in indigenous knowledge is taking place worldwide. While Grenier (1998) refers to the failure of dozens of rural development projects in Belize tropical forests, due to the disregard of indigenous local technologies, Collier and Collier (1986) elaborates on the use of photographs (photo interviewing), to gather information among indigenous and rural communities: “Photographs sharpen the memory and give the interview an immediate character of realistic reconstruction”; “The Navajos read photographs as literally as we urban Westerners read books or mariners read charts”; “We were dealing with a phenomenon having nothing to do with modern acculturation (…) but with the sensory perception of a preliterate culture in which a man must survive by astute visual analysis of the clues of his total ecology”. Thus, photographs can be used as a key to explore and communicate indigenous knowledge and to bridge it with scientific and other types of knowledge.

Failure in fostering inclusive societies towards sustainable development will undoubtedly postpone the historical goals of inclusiveness and the major achievements urgently needed in various international environmental, social and sustainability agreements worldwide – and will continue to undermine the chances of success of development projects, as well as of conservation and climate change adaptation initiatives. 
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