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Abstract
Comics have long been a focus of scholarly inquiry. In recent years, this interest has taken a 
methodological turn, with scholars integrating comics creation into the research process itself. 
In this article, the authors begin to define and document this emerging, interdisciplinary field 
of methodological practice. They lay out key affordances that comics offers researchers across 
the disciplines, arguing that certain characteristics—multimodality, blending of sequential and 
simultaneous communication, emphasis on creator voice—afford powerful tools for inquiry. 
The authors finish by offering some questions and challenges for the field as it matures.
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Since they first emerged as a major cultural force in the 1930s, comics have fascinated 
scholars. While some railed against their supposed deleterious effects on children’s moral-
ity (e.g., Wertham, 1954), others were quick to see their potential for communication and 
education. In 1944, the Journal of Educational Sociology published a special issue devoted 
entirely to comics. In one article, professor of education W. W. D. Sones (1944) stated that:
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Since 1935, the birth year of the comic magazine. . .Comics have evoked more than a hundred 
critical articles in education and nonprofessional periodicals. Most of these have dealt with the 
sociology of the comics; that is, problems of ethics or problems of taste under the guise of 
ethics. But in the last three years there has appeared an increasing volume of literature dealing 
with the relations of the comics to educational method. (p. 232)

In that same issue, Gruenberg (1944) wrote that using comics for education and com-
munication had already moved beyond schoolchildren. The Congress of Industrial 
Organizations, for example, was replacing some of its labor organizing pamphlets with 
comics. ‘There is hardly a subject that does not lend itself to presentation through this 
medium’ (p. 213).

Fast-forward three quarters of a century, we are in the midst of a resurgence of schol-
arly interest in comics. A substantial body of research has built up around comics’ semi-
otic structure (e.g., Cohn, 2013; McCloud, 1993), cultural significance (e.g., Bongco, 
2000; Wright, 2001), and effectiveness in promoting literacy (e.g., Monnin, 2010; Syma 
and Weiner, 2013). We also see an increasing amount of research being carried out with 
comics, that is, creating comics as an integral part of the research process. Researchers 
in numerous disciplines and fields are using comics to enhance their scholarly inquiry: 
documenting and eliciting data (e.g., Galman, 2009; Ramos, 2004), scaffolding analysis 
(e.g., Flowers, 2017; Jones and Woglom, 2013a), and disseminating findings to aca-
demic and nonacademic audiences (e.g., Sousanis, 2015; Getz and Clarke, 2016). These 
researchers are coming together with increasing frequency through conferences, sympo-
sia, special issues, book series, and other venues, forming the foundation for an emerging 
field of practice that we call comics-based research (CBR).

This article is the first to look across disciplines and methodologies to begin defining 
and documenting this emerging field of practice. We start off defining what we mean by 
CBR and reviewing the field’s growth. Next, we look at why and how comics are being 
used in scholarship by exploring what the comics form ‘affords’ (Chemero, 2003) 
researchers across the disciplines. We argue that certain characteristics of comics—its 
highly multimodal nature, its combination of sequence and simultaneity, its emphasis on 
creator style—offer powerful tools for scholarly inquiry. CBR shares strengths with 
other visual, narrative, and arts-based research methods. For example, it shares other 
visual methods’ facility with interrogating our increasingly image-based modern world 
(Pink, 2006); narrative methods’ ability to tap into human processes of (co)creating 
meeting (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, 1997); and the power of arts-based methods to 
engage people’s emotion and empathy (Leavy, 2019), just to name a few. At the same 
time, the comics form offers a unique set of cognitive frameworks through which 
researchers and their audiences can engage with research. We close our article by outlin-
ing some of the key issues facing this field of practice as it continues to grow and mature.1

Defining comics-based research

We use comics-based research (CBR) to refer to research that integrates the comics 
form into one or more steps of the inquiry process, as outlined in detail below.2 CBR 
is neither a research methodology (a broad conceptualization of how to approach 
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research) nor a method (a specific practice conducted during research). Rather, it is an 
emerging field of practice (Salem et al., 1996) that attracts researchers with diverse 
disciplinary and epistemological commitments. These researchers may go about 
research in quite different ways, but they share an interest in the unique semiotic, nar-
rative, communicative, and educative properties of the comics form for their partici-
pants, their audiences, and themselves.

Comics can be defined in multiple ways. On the one hand, comics can be defined in 
an inclusive manner, delineating only the most basic components. Will Eisner (1985) 
famously defined comics as ‘sequential art’, or ‘the arrangement of pictures or images 
and words to narrate a story or dramatize an idea’ (p. 5). Scott McCloud (1993) built 
on this definition, positing that ‘comics are juxtaposed pictorial and other images in a 
deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic 
response in the viewer’ (p. 9). These and other expansive definitions (e.g., Abel and 
Madden, 2008) link comics with long traditions of visual storytelling and open the 
door what comics could be. At the same time, they do little to help us understand the 
world of comics in all its complexity. As Jacobs (2013) puts it, ‘As cultural artifacts, 
sites of literacy, means of communication, discursive events and practices, sites of 
imaginative interplay, and tools for literacy sponsorship, comics are far more than 
simply “sequential art”’ (p. 5).

A complementary way in which comics can be defined is through a sociological 
lens. Comics developed in particular cultural and historical contexts, and this has left 
its mark on the form. The term ‘comics’ reflects this cultural specificity, harkening 
back to the humorous one-panel cartoons that helped spawn the comics industry we 
know today (Harvey, 2009). Comics came of age as a popular form using cheap repro-
duction techniques, which influenced many of the conventions associated with comics, 
such as the use of cartooning for visual representation. Over time comics have devel-
oped particular languages and a basic set of semiotic resources: speech bubbles, 
thought bubbles, text boxes, and frames around images with ‘gutters’ in between, just 
to name a few (McCloud, 1993; Varnum and Gibbons, 2001; Walker, 2000). Not all 
comics use all of these semiotic resources, but if too many are taken away it may not 
be read as a comic. Comics also carry cultural baggage with them. In North America, 
for example, this baggage includes the idea that comics are ‘for kids’; a history of 
racial, ethnic, and gender stereotyping; and the dominance of the superhero genre 
(Singer, 2002; Van Lente, 2012). Despite this baggage, we prefer the term ‘comics’ 
over more recently crafted alternatives because it is more recognizable than some 
terms (like sequential art), does not confuse form with length or packaging as other 
terms do (like graphic novels) and avoids a falsely clear distinction between ‘high-
brow’ and ‘lowbrow’ comics (Wolk, 2007).

Our focus here is not on defining what comics are, but rather on exploring the 
resources and opportunities that the form affords researchers. The concept of ‘affordances’ 
comes from ecological psychology, where it is used to understand interactions between 
animals and their environments. As originally coined by James Gibson (1979), ‘The 
affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or fur-
nishes, either for good or ill’ (p. 127). Affordances are not inherent to the environment; 
rather, they are relational. They come into being when a particular characteristic or 
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feature of the environment (e.g., a plant that is edible) meets an animal that can both act 
on this feature (e.g., that can digest the plant) and that can perceive its utility (e.g., that 
sees the plant as something it can eat) (Chemero, 2003). Following other methodologists 
like Jordan et al. (2009), we find this concept of affordances helpful in delineating the 
potential efficacy of research approaches.

An emerging field of practice

When we first began exploring CBR in our individual scholarship, most examples of 
published CBR came from the realm of graphic history (Buhle, 2007). These included 
first-person accounts and oral histories (Okubo, 1946; Satrapi, 2007; Spiegelman, 1986), 
as well as comics based on more traditional archival research (Buhle and Schulman, 
2005) and adaptations of existing historical texts (Zinn et al., 2008). There were also a 
few available examples from the field of anthropology, connected to the long but margin-
alized tradition of ethnographic drawing (Afonso and Ramos, 2004; Causey, 2016; 
Crowther, 1990; Newman, 1998).

Over the last dozen years, however, there has been a significant increase in scholars 
using comics as a part of their craft. Many of these researchers work in the discipline of 
anthropology, creating comics as part of a phenomenological exploration of social and 
cultural life (Atkins, n.d.; Bartoszko et al., 2011; Boudreault-Fournier, 2015; Hajská 
et al., 2010; Hamdy et al., 2017; Wadle, 2012). A thriving community of comics-based 
researchers can be found in health fields, working at the intersection of medicine and 
personal narrative under the label graphic medicine (Al-Jawad, 2015; Czerwiec et al., 
2015; Green and Rieck, 2013). History continues to be a highly productive arena of 
CBR, breathing new life into our understanding of everything from individual biogra-
phies to the broad sweep of national change (Lewis et al., 2013; Mizuki and Davisson, 
2013). The field of education has produced an array of comics-based scholars with roots 
in diverse disciplines (Ayers and Alexander-Tanner, 2010; Flowers, 2017; Galman, 2009; 
Jones and Woglom, 2013a, 2013b; Sousanis, 2015;Wallner, 2017; Weaver-Hightower, 
2017). Other comics-based researchers are scattered across the academic landscape, 
including humanities scholars (Dolan, 2017; Helms, 2017); ‘graphic social science’ 
groups (Carrigan, 2017); textbooks in fields as diverse as management (Short et al., 
2010) and rhetoric (Losh et al., 2014); and scholars creating ‘data comics’ in the physical 
and environmental sciences (Bach et al., 2018).

Many of these scholars came to CBR in relative isolation, but a field of practice has 
begun to coalesce around them. Some researchers have published about their CBR 
methodologies (Flowers, 2017; Jones and Woglom, 2013a; Kuttner et al., 2017; 
Laurier, 2014; Weaver-Hightower, 2013; Williams, 2012). The organization Graphic 
Medicine has been running conferences discussing topics at the intersection of health 
care and graphic storytelling since 2010, and symposia on CBR are put on each year at 
the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association. University of 
Toronto Press and Penn State University Press have launched book series on graphic 
ethnography (https://utorontopress.com/ca/books/by-series/ethnographic) and graphic 
medicine (http://www.psupress.org/books/series/book_SeriesGM.html), respectively. 
Digital Humanities Quarterly published a special issue on ‘comics as scholarship’ 
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(Whitson and Salter, 2015) and, more recently, the online journal Sequentials (sequen-
tialsjournal.net) was launched as a venue for scholarly work presented in comics form.

Comics-based researchers have used comics to collect and elicit data, to analyze 
data, and to disseminate findings to various audiences. First, researchers have used 
comic art as part of the data generation process. Anthropologists Crowther (1990) and 
Ramos (2004), and ethnographer Flowers (2017), for instance, draw comics as field-
notes, capturing visual, sensory, and embodied elements of their fieldwork. According 
to Causey (2016), drawing during fieldwork can help anthropologists enhance their 
visual engagement with the world and their ability to ‘see’ what is around them. Ramos 
(2004) suggests that sketching is also ‘an important and creative tool for interacting 
with and relating to human beings. . .being a source of interaction that helps to human-
ize me in other people’s eyes’ (p. 149). Williams (2012) and Afonso and Ramos (2004) 
sketch during and after qualitative interviews. Sketches can be presented to interview-
ees, sparking deeper and more thorough conversations (Afonso and Ramos, 2004; 
Wadle, 2012).

Another way in which researchers use comics to generate data is through participant-
created or co-created comics (Flowers, 2017). Galman (2009), in her study of identity 
among pre-service teachers, asked participants to create ‘graphic novels’ based on the 
narratives they shared in the interviews, either on their own or in conjunction with the 
researcher. Galman writes:

The strengths of the graphic novel as a research tool lie in its richly textured snapshot of 
participant experience, its possibilities for collaboration and its acknowledgement that 
participant stories go beyond the margins of the text and that stories themselves are more than 
the single dimension of monologue can adequately reproduce. (p. 213)

These methods have similarities with other efforts to use drawing as a form of data elici-
tation (Theron, 2011).

Data in comics form can be analyzed similarly to other forms of visual data like pho-
tographs (Ball and Smith, 1992; Pink, 2006). Additionally, the very act of creating com-
ics can be a process of analysis. Sketching, drawing, redrawing, and inking are processes 
of refinement and choice. As Jones and Woglom (2013a) put it,

Much like the standard writing process, cartooning is a means of refining and discovering what 
you want to express through the process of drafting and editing a text. Our own understanding 
of knowledge, being, and even Truth emerge through the act of making. (p. 184)

Analyzing through comics can draw the researcher’s attention to aspects of a phenome-
non that are more visual and more difficult to capture in words, can inspire unexpected 
insights, and can force the researcher to slow down and notice (Causey, 2016). Flowers 
(2017), for example, has written about her ‘reflective and productive form of multimodal 
analysis’ (p. 37), which included expanding on field notes through iterative drawing and 
writing exercises, transcribing audio recordings in a blend of text, drawings, and comics; 
and translating participants’ written work into comics.

Finally, the comics form has been an effective way to disseminate research. 
Williams (2012), studying the experiences of imprisoned women, uses comics to 
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portray a rich, multisensory experience and research context. Jones and Woglom 
(2013a) use comics to capture the physical, embodied aspects of feminist pedagogy, 
and to represent multiple perspectives. Sousanis (2015) communicates big ideas 
through symbol and metaphor, exploiting the multimodality of comics to break down 
‘flat’, simplistic views of knowledge. Getz and Clarke (2016) combine textual and 
visual data to capture the broad scope of Ghanaian history and the up-close experi-
ences of individuals. Laurier (2014) uses comics to present visual and aural data from 
video-based research through ‘graphic transcripts’. In other words, CBR practitioners 
across disciplines draw on the unique affordances of comics to address diverse repre-
sentational needs.

By disseminating research as comics, many CBR practitioners seek to communicate 
findings in a more accessible manner. Research suggests that presenting scientific infor-
mation through comics can increase interest and motivation among readers while com-
municating an equal amount of information as text (Farinella, 2018; Lin et al., 2015), and 
that comics can be effective teaching tools in K–12 classrooms, higher education, busi-
ness, the military, and other learning spaces (Short et al., 2010; Syma and Weiner, 2013; 
Tilley et al. 2017). As Western comics court a wider, more diverse audience (Andrews, 
2016), and as Japanese manga continues its global spread (Jozuka, 2019), CBR practi-
tioners can potentially reach readers beyond the often-impermeable walls of the 
academy.

Affordances of comics for research

The growth of CBR does not come from a sense of novelty or fashion. Rather, comics 
offer cognitive and representational features that make it uniquely effective for research. 
In this section, we lay out three of these key features of the comics medium—multimo-
dality, sequence/simultaneity, and style and voice—exploring what these features afford 
researchers working in different methodological and epistemological domains. This is 
not meant to be a comprehensive survey of affordances; many others exist. These three, 
however, have been shown to be particularly powerful tools in the CBR toolbox.

Multimodality

Comics are highly, and very consciously, multimodal (Jacobs, 2013; Kress and van 
Leeuwen, 2001; Lemke, 2002), with the primary semiotic modes being image and writ-
ing. While some comics eschew one or the other, the vast majority combine both visuals 
and text. Images and words in comics not only mean different things, they also ‘mean 
differently’ (Kress, 2004). They offer distinct meaning-making tools, what the New 
London Group (1996) refers to as visual meaning and linguistic meaning. Written text 
dominates academic production, but scholars in fields like visual anthropology and vis-
ual sociology have long argued that images communicate aspects of research that words 
cannot (and vice versa), and that images are particularly important in our increasingly 
visual society (Bateson and Mead, 1942; Collier, 1967; Curry and Clark, 1977; Pink, 
2006). With comics, scholars are able to move quickly between the modes of writing and 
images as it suits their needs.
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Comics really shine, though, in the interaction between words and pictures. Pictures 
and words in comics function interdependently (Harvey, 1979). As Lewis (2001) writes 
of children’s books, the two modes ‘interanimate’ each other. McCloud (1993) compares 
them to ‘partners in a dance’ who ‘take turns leading’ and supporting one another’s 
strengths (p. 156). He argues that the number of word–image relationships in comics are 
‘virtually unlimited’ (p. 152), including where words lead and pictures follow, where 
pictures lead and words follow, where the two reinforce one another, where they parallel 
one another, and where they are fully interdependent. The comics reader moves back and 
forth between seeing and reading in a cyclical process, with text informing image and 
image informing text.

It is in this complex arena of word–picture interaction—what Hatfield (2005) calls 
‘code vs. code’—that we find powerful affordances for researchers. This relationship 
affords opportunities for simultaneously presenting data and analysis, theory and prac-
tice, the concrete and the subjective, or the official story and the counterstory. 
Researchers can combine mutually reinforcing data from different modes, effectively 
using the panels as spaces of data triangulation (Oliver-Hoyo and Allen, 2006). Or, by 
creating purposeful tension between the images and words, researchers can highlight 
ambiguity, uncertainty, and multiple perspectives—aspects that are often underplayed 
in the seeming certainty of academic prose. For example, in his biography of anti-
slavery rebellion leader Nat Turner, Kyle Baker (2008) prints text from Turner’s pre-
trial confession (as written by Thomas Gray) alongside images that draw from Turner’s 
story and from research into the lives and experiences of enslaved Africans at the time. 
The images sometimes amplify, sometimes expand on, and sometimes challenge the 
written narrative, creating an opening for new interpretations and critical analysis (The 
Free Library, 2014).

In addition to visual and linguistic meaning, comics creators can explore modes such 
as gesture, spatial relationships, and even, in a partial way, modalities like smell and 
sound. This last part is achieved through the use of visual conventions like emanata, a 
term—coined in a tongue-in-cheek manner by Beetle Bailey creator Mort Walker 
(2000)—to describe shorthand symbols that show action or emotion in a comic (e.g., 
wavy stink lines) (Abel and Madden, 2008: 8). But perhaps the most prominent of these 
conventions is the word balloon, which Eisner (1985) described as a ‘desperation device’ 
meant to ‘capture and make visible an ethereal element: sound’ (p. 26). Not only does the 
presence of a word balloon signal that there is sound, also by changing how balloons and 
text within them are drawn (e.g., fonts, font sizes, balloon shape) readers can get a sense 
of the quality of those sounds including volume, tone, and emotion (Jacobs, 2013). In 
this way, words are not treated as a separate mode but, rather, are often ‘drawn’ as an 
integral part of the image.

Comics, then, give researchers access to what the New London Group (1996) calls 
multimodal design. This complex communication system affords opportunities for 
researchers to more fully present the ‘multimodal ensembles’ that individuals orchestrate 
in real-life interactions (Bezemer and Jewitt, 2010), and the ways in which people make 
meaning of their lives through multiple modes of communication (Flowers, 2017). For 
example, Williams (2012), in her work with women in prison, explains how ‘this way of 
presenting experiences also allows me to succinctly share the sounds, sights, and even 
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Figure 1. Basic Anatomy of a Comic by Rachel Marie-Crane Williams (2012).

smells of prison, as well as the conversations and body language’ (p. 6). In her ‘Basic 
Anatomy of a Comic’ (Figure 1), Williams (2012) breaks down how a panel can coher-
ently present multiple forms of data and analysis: the words spoken, the thoughts of the 
researcher at the time, the embodied aspects of participants, the overarching narrative, 
and so on. In this way, comics affords researchers a strong platform for ‘thick descrip-
tion’ (Geertz, 1970), a chance to simultaneously explore the surface interactions and the 
multiple layers of meaning behind them.

Sequence and simultaneity

As Eisner (1985) recognized in his original definition of comics—sequential art—the 
concept of sequence is an important aspect of the form. Like the written word, comics 
panels are generally meant to be ‘read’ in order, with each panel leading to the next. 
The reader, in a gestalt process, mentally connects the images together, giving it a 
sense of continuity (McCloud, 1993). Unless given other information, we read a panel 
as proceeding from the one before in a linear flow of time, and we make causal links 
between panels. This active engagement of the reader relies on conventions of the 
genre and people’s tendency to read narratives into even loosely connected images 
(Abbot, 1986).
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The sequential nature of comics makes it ideal for presenting narratives and pro-
cesses. Narrative has been at the heart of comics from the beginning. In fact, some 
argue that narrative is definitional to the form (Abbott, 1986; Abel and Madden, 2008). 
While there are plenty of non-narrative comics, they are the exception rather than the 
rule in a format dominated by popular storytelling. It is not surprising, then, that CBR 
has grown most rapidly in fields where constructing narratives is already a core prac-
tice, such as history and anthropology. Even when the findings presented are not nar-
rative in nature, CBR practitioners often build a narrative frame around them; for 
example, Bartoszko et al. (2011) used findings from a survey of technology and space 
use at Oslo University to create a series of short comics narratives. Many nonfiction 
comics use a narrator character—frequently the author herself or himself—as a sort of 
tour guide or storyteller, tying concepts together into a narrative (e.g., Ayers and 
Alexander-Tanner, 2010; Gladstone and Neufeld, 2011).

Indeed, comics afford researchers access to a plethora of traditional narrative tech-
niques. Books on comics creation are filled with ways to establish setting, characters, 
visual themes, narration, and plot (e.g., Abel and Madden, 2008; McCloud, 2006). 
Perhaps most intriguing, creators can use the sequential nature of comics to manipulate 
time and pacing. Panels can capture a single moment, the time it takes to read a speech 
bubble, or combine multiple events into a single panel (Hatfield, 2005). Panel-to-panel 
closure can jump from second to second or span centuries. And, as Williams (2012) 
explains, comics afford researchers a way to communicate the pauses and silences of 
real-life conversations (often through repeated panels or dialogue-free panels), which 
can be difficult to communicate in text alone.

In addition to narratives, creators often use comics to communicate processes, be they 
mechanical, scientific, or otherwise. Will Eisner was famously hired by the US Military 
to produce comics-based manuals (e.g., Eisner, 2011), including instructions to help sol-
diers safely use and clean their new M16. Losh et al. (2014), as another example, pro-
duced an entire rhetoric textbook that breaks down writing processes, from gathering 
sources to critical reading, all in comics form. Comics’ facility with process affords 
researchers across the disciplines an opportunity to explore scientific, mechanical, bio-
logical, social, or other processes in clear and understandable ways, including to readers 
without significant technical knowledge of the topic.

For example, in Losing Thomas and Ella: A Father’s Story, Weaver-Hightower (2017) 
leverages the narrative affordances of comics to ‘re-story’ an interview with a father who 
experienced the perinatal loss of twins. Weaver-Hightower uses the tools and conven-
tions of comics to piece together a coherent narrative, with particular attention to the 
flow of time, and also to explore the step-by-step processes of childbirth and grieving 
from both a medical and a social standpoint (Figure 2).

While narrative in comics moves from panel to panel in sequence, comics are usually 
experienced as complete pages, or spreads of two contiguous pages. This opens up 
another affordance of the comics form: simultaneity. Relationships between panels, the 
shape and orientation of panels, how colors or images are repeated across pages, and the 
overall composition of the page can all be used as meaning-making tools by the comics-
based researcher (Miller, 2007; Postema, 2013; Sousanis, 2015). Groensteen (2007) 
coined the term ‘braiding’ for the way that, through visual repetition across panels, addi-
tional layers of meaning can be added to a narrative.

sopra
Highlight

sopra
Highlight

sopra
Highlight



204 Qualitative Research 21(2)

Figure 2. Page from Losing Thomas and Ella: A Father’s Story by Marcus Weaver-Hightower 
(2017).

Braiding thus manifests into consciousness the notion that the panels of a comic constitute a 
network, and even a system. To the syntagmatic logic of the sequence, it imposes another logic, 
the associative. (p. 158)

Other metaphors used to describe this cross-panel meaning-making include architec-
ture (Cohn, 2014), music (Ware, 2012), a network (Groensteen, 2007), a rhizome 
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(Sousanis, 2015), and the ‘fourth dimension’ (Bernard and Carter, 2004). Simultaneity 
allows a researcher to move beyond the linear, left-right carriage returns of text. It 
opens up opportunities to take analysis in divergent directions, to build up multiple 
layers of meaning, and to explore themes that don’t necessarily fall into a traditional 
model of causality.

This sphere of associative meaning-making can, but need not, be integrated into a 
more traditional narrative structure. For example, Sousanis—creator of the 2015 philo-
sophical study of the comics form,  Unflattening—often leaves behind linear narrative 
for a more multidirectional exploration of core concepts. In his piece Against the Flow, 
shown in Figure 3, a traditional left–right sequence leads into a mash-up of contrasting 
directions—a flowing river representing entropy and a spiral representing life in its 
struggle against entropy. It is through repeating symbols (e.g., spiral as coffee, galaxy, 
and DNA) and the overall design of the page that the full meaning is communicated.

The affordance of simultaneity can support analysis and communication of research 
findings. During analysis, for example, the creation of page spreads affords a chance to 
lay out diverse pieces of data from across a study—for example, drawings from field 
notes, participant-created images, photographs, quantitative data—in one place. This can 
be used to explore similarities, contrasts, patterns, and an overall intuitive sense of what 
is emerging from the research. When it comes to presenting findings, page composition 
can be used to achieve levels of analytical complexity that can be difficult in the linearity 
of traditional prose. A researcher might, for example, use their layout to simultaneously 
present multiple perspectives on a topic or experience, to highlight connections across 
seemingly disparate contexts, or to spread the evidence for an argument out before a 
reader for them to make their own decisions. A change in page design from one page to 
the next can be employed to shift across contexts or analytical levels in a way that can’t 
be accomplished with the autoflow of paragraphs.

Style and voice

Comics are unabashedly subjective. The creator’s presence is felt in the very lines on 
the page, whether they come in a brush stroke, a digital vector, or a pen line. Over time, 
comics artists develop their own unique styles, and it is often enough to glance at a 
page to identify the artist. According to comics critic Wolk (2007), ‘cartooning is, 
inescapably, a metaphor for the subjectivity of perception. No two people experience 
the world the same way; no two cartoonists draw it the same way, and the way they 
draw it is the closest a reader can come to experiencing it through their eyes’ (p. 21). 
In visual research methodology texts, authors commonly make clear that photos and 
video are not merely objective views of the world; rather, visuals are shaped by 
researcher choices and the social and technical conventions of photography and film 
(Banks, 2007; Pink, 2006). No such caveats are necessary for comics; drawn cartoons 
are culturally understood by readers as subjective messages rather than objective infor-
mation (Chute, 2016; Williams, 2005). Many nonfiction comics creators have embraced 
the inherently subjective nature of comic narratives and taken it a step further by inte-
grating themselves as characters in their work (Ayers and Alexander-Tanner, 2010; 
Gladstone and Neufeld, 2011) much as do anthropologists like Behar (1996), or soci-
ologists like Lawrence-Lightfoot (1988).
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Figure 3. Against the Flow by Nick Sousanis, originally printed in the Boston Globe, 3 
October 2015.
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This blatant subjectivity and authorial presence afford CBR practitioners a valuable 
method for exploring researcher subjectivity. As Wadle (2012) writes of CBR in 
anthropology:

The authenticity of comics ethnography lies in the fact that the author and artist cannot hide 
behind a camera and behind his data, but that he is openly in charge of choosing what fragments 
of his fieldwork he animates and how to address the reader, to represent the voices of his 
informants. (para. 18)

Some of the best examples of using comics to explore researcher subjectivity come 
from comics journalists like Sacco and Rall. Sacco (2001, 2012) draws himself into his 
books, so we see not only the results of his reporting but his process of interviewing, 
observing, and thinking. Sacco draws on his background in underground, autobiographi-
cal comics to caricature himself (Woo, 2010). He exaggerates some of his own perceived 
shortcomings, visually communicating his worries, biases, awkwardness, and emotions 
and presenting himself as ‘a fallible human being, vulnerable to bias and ignorance and 
error’ (Williams, 2005: 7). In this way, Sacco reflects his own role in constructing the 
narrative, and encourages the audience to critically analyze what they are seeing 
(Rosenblatt and Lunsford, 2010; Williams, 2005).

Flowers (2017) takes this subjective insertion to another level, exploring how comics 
creators ‘inhabit’ the comic and the research participants within. She describes how she 
and others imagine themselves into their characters, in all their physicality and affect, 
even to the extent of mimicking their movements and physicalizing their emotions as 
part of their analysis.

While drawing and making comics during my research, I moved and contorted my body to gain 
a literal and tangible sense of abstracted phrases and words I heard while in the field. . .
Inhabitation extended my analysis to include sharing in the production of corporeal forms of 
agency that emerged during fieldwork. . .Comics making was an explicit means for me to show 
and experience these more tacit ways of knowing about complex terms like agency, identity, 
and meaning-making. (p. 32)

This affordance also offers creators of CBR new outlets for creativity and self-expression 
through their research. For researchers yearning to find such joys in their academic pur-
suits—as they often do in their lives outside of scholarship—this provides yet more 
impetus for engaging in CBR.

The challenges and future of comics-based research

As we have demonstrated in this article, CBR is transitioning from scattered efforts into 
what we can comfortably call an emerging field of practice (Salem et al., 1996). For 
some years now, researchers have been building communities of practice within their 
particular disciplines (e.g., graphic medicine, graphic anthropology, data comics in the 
sciences and engineering). At the same time, these scholars have drawn from a shared 
core literature in comics studies, and they have begun to read and cite one another across 
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disciplines. They are connecting with each other in formal and informal gatherings or 
simply finding one another online to share tips and drafts. With the launch of Sequentials 
(sequentialjournal.net), this emerging field of practice has its first generalist, interdisci-
plinary journal of comics scholarship.

So far, much of the writing about CBR methodologies has focused on explanation and 
advocacy, demonstrating what a particular form of CBR is and why it is valuable. This 
makes sense given the emergent and marginal nature of this practice. As the field contin-
ues to mature, however, it will have to wrestle with more difficult questions, particularly 
those related to quality and ethics.

As CBR projects increase in number and journals like Sequentials emerge, the field 
will increasingly be faced with questions about what makes for good (or bad) CBR. By 
what yardsticks should CBR be measured? To a significant extent, the answers to this 
question will depend on the disciplines within which scholars work: comics anthropolo-
gists and comics historians, for example, will be responding to very different demands of 
traditions, epistemologies, and audiences. But the answers will also be shaped by the 
comics form itself, and experienced comics practitioners will need to contribute to clari-
fying what a ‘good’ research comic or CBR process looks like. The affordances that we 
lay out in this article could serve as an initial framework for exploring this issue. For 
example, the multimodality of comics will require approaches to accuracy or fidelity that 
take into account both visual and textual representation. Similarly, the emphasis of com-
ics on creator style and voice will demand in-depth exploration of how researcher sub-
jectivity plays into the validity of CBR (complicated, in this case, by the practice of 
researchers and comics artists partnering to create products).

A mature field of practice must also include a healthy dialogue about ethics, a topic 
barely touched on in the CBR literature so far. Many of the traditional ethical concerns 
of research apply to CBR, such as informed consent and the responsibility to maximize 
benefit and minimize risk. At the same time, there are ethical questions to be raised par-
ticular to the comics form. First of all, the highly visual nature of comics, combined with 
the heavy hand that creators have in developing the visuals, opens up a wide space for 
issues of visual (mis)representation. This raises questions like: How do researchers who 
publish comics protect the identities of participants—and those around them—while 
maintaining the validity of visual data? And how do we respect different cultural mores 
about what can and cannot be put into an image, like pictures of the dead or of religious 
figures? Second of all, the way comics are understood across cultures varies, and often 
carry some negative connotations. For example, participants may view comics as not a 
‘serious’ scholarship or they may be aware of how comics have often been spaces for 
sexist and racist representations. Informed consent, then, must include a discussion of the 
form that research products will take and the contexts in which it will be disseminated. 
In the realm of research ethics, the goal is not necessarily universal agreement but rather 
a healthy culture of accountability and critical dialogue. The fields we cite in this arti-
cle—such as arts-based research, visual research, and narrative research—can offer use-
ful concepts and examples upon which to build in terms of both quality and ethics.

CBR is still very young in most disciplines, and it has much room to grow and evolve. 
One area that deserves more exploration is the integration of comics into all stages of a 
research project. For many published CBR projects, comics are used purely for 
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presenting research that was otherwise carried out in a traditional manner. As some of the 
scholars cited in this article have shown, comics can do much more. The field would 
benefit from more experimentation and writing about how comics are integrated into 
research design, data collection, and analysis. Another area where CBR should push 
itself as a field is in the form that research comics take. Many have defaulted to drawing 
the author into the comic as a narrator. This ‘sage on the stage’ format can be effective, 
but it mirrors the more traditional authorial voice in research articles and may limit our 
imagination of what CBR can look like. Finally, we suggest that the CBR practitioners 
would do well to continue increasing the ways they connect and share across disciplines 
and fields. Speaking to our own disciplines about the potential of CBR is important, but 
we also have much to learn from one another in interdisciplinary spaces as we build up 
the maturity and complexity of our field of practice. We look forward to CBR, over time, 
becoming as diverse and multifaceted as comics themselves.
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Notes

1. This article is aimed at documenting and defining the emerging field of CBR. For those 
interested in how to practice CBR, see our earlier piece (Kuttner et al., 2017), which includes 
extended examples and tools.

2. We distinguish CBR, in which comics are created as part of the research process, from the 
related fields of comics studies (in which research is conducted on comics, including their 
aesthetics, history, and social context) and research into how comics are used as educational 
and communication tools. However, we recognize there are areas of overlap (e.g., Sousanis, 
2015; Wallner, 2017).
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