
 FOTOCINEMA, nº 33 (2026)    | |    E-ISSN: 2172-0150 

Received 2026/03/10  | |  Approved 2026/04/23 41 

 

The visual construction of desire from the classroom: Study of 
photographic competence as an art direction tool in CAV and 

Advertising and PR degrees in Spain 
 

La construcción visual del deseo desde las aulas: Estudio de la 
competencia fotográfica como herramienta de dirección de arte en 

los grados de CAV y Publicidad y RR.PP. en España 
 

Rodrigo Elías-Zambrano  
Universidad de Sevilla, España 

rodrigoelias@us.es  
 

Gloria Jiménez-Marín 
Universidad de Sevilla, España 

gloria_jimenez@us.es  
  

Alexandre Duarte 
Universidade Nova de Lisboa, Portugal 

alexandreduarte@fcsh.unl.pt 

Abstract: 
Photography is a key element in the training of future professionals in visual 
communication and advertising, not only as a technical tool but also as a symbolic 
medium that contributes to message construction and the mediation of consumption, 
playing a central role in the art direction of advertising, informational, and audiovisual 
pieces. This study analyses how photography is taught for art direction purposes in 
university degrees in Spain, through a review of curricula, a questionnaire, and a panel 
of experts. The results show that, although there are compulsory subjects related to 
photography and art direction, their credit weight is limited, indicating an insufficient 
presence compared to other content. Both teachers and graduates agree that the training 
does not always develop the necessary technical and creative skills solidly, especially in 
visual conceptualization, art direction, and the construction of photographic narratives 
for brands or products

Resumen: 
La fotografía es un elemento clave en la formación de futuros profesionales de la 
comunicación visual y publicitaria, no solo como herramienta técnica, sino también 
como medio simbólico que contribuye a la construcción de mensajes y a la mediación del 
consumo, desempeñando un papel central en la dirección de arte de piezas publicitarias, 
informativas y audiovisuales. Este estudio analiza cómo se enseña la fotografía con fines 
de dirección de arte en los grados universitarios en España, mediante la revisión de 
planes de estudio, un cuestionario y un panel de expertos. Los resultados muestran que, 
aunque existen asignaturas obligatorias relacionadas con fotografía y dirección de arte, 
su peso en créditos es limitado, lo que evidencia una presencia insuficiente frente a otros 
contenidos. Tanto docentes como egresadas/os coinciden en señalar que la formación no 
siempre desarrolla de manera sólida las competencias técnicas y creativas necesarias, 
especialmente en la conceptualización visual, la dirección de arte y la construcción de 
relatos fotográficos de marca o producto. 
 
Keywords: Art; Audiovisual; Communication; Consumption; Digital; Photography; 
Advertising. 
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1. Introduction: Photography and consumer culture in the 

digital age 

Contemporary photography has become a central element of consumer 

practices and visual communication, functioning not only as a medium of 

representation but also as an active agent in shaping cultural meanings and 

social desires. According to Schroeder (2005), today’s economy is deeply 

mediated by the image, giving photography and other visual forms a dominant 

role in shaping consumer behaviour and perceptions. Furthermore, in the 

digital age, the ubiquity of photographic images on online platforms and social 

media has intensified the interdependence between photography and 

consumption (Blanco Pérez, 2022), transforming images into architects of 

desire and brand narratives (González Marzal, 2021) that seek to resonate 

emotionally with audiences.  

Recent studies highlight how digital visuality redefines the relationship 

between subject, image, and object of consumption, creating new dynamics of 

attention, desire, and aesthetic engagement (Carrillo & Guerrero, 2026). In 

this vein, critical visuality theory has also provided a framework for 

understanding the symbolic construction of desire through images (Martínez-

Luna, 2024). Thus, analysing the function of images in the context of 

advertising and the media, Berger (1972) emphasises that photography not 

only depicts objects but also produces meanings that influence the way in 

which individuals interpret the value and desire associated with those objects. 

Similarly, from a sociocultural perspective, consumer culture has made 

photography a constituent element of the modern experience, intensifying its 

role in the production of identities and lifestyles, as Marzal-Felici and Soler-

Campillo noted as early as 2011. Thus, the photographic image is no longer a 

mere medium for visual information, but a persuasive and meaningful device 

that articulates social, aesthetic, and commercial representations in highly 

saturated digital contexts (Sánchez et al., 2024). Indeed, in the field of visual 

marketing, advertising photography functions as a strategic medium for 
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guiding consumer practices (Arcas-Sánchez & Ripoll-Martínez, 2026). The 

literature indicates that the use of images in advertising not only provides 

information about a product but also acts as a persuasive tool capable of 

influencing consumer intentions and choices (Niño et al. 2014), generating 

emotional responses that connect with cultural values, identities, and 

aspirations. For its part, the digitisation of photography has profoundly 

transformed the processes of production, circulation, and visual consumption 

(Olivio et al., 2022), extending the logic of visibility through algorithms, 

platforms, and online interaction practices. This transformation not only 

multiplies the number of images available but also reinforces their role in the 

construction of cultural meanings and in mediating between brands and 

consumers in contexts of visual hyperabundance. 

 

2. Current state of the art 

2.1. Advertising photography: representation, persuasion, and 

aestheticization 

Advertising photography stands as one of the most influential visual practices 

in contemporary cultural economies, not only because of its ability to depict 

products realistically (Stoklossa, 2006), but also because of its active role in 

constructing meanings linked to values and in driving consumption (Palomo-

Domínguez et al., 2023). From a semiotic and critical perspective, the 

advertising photograph operates as a system of complex signs, where the 

selection of visual elements (such as composition, colour, perspective, or 

lighting) is not limited to describing an object, but rather articulates narratives 

that predispose the viewer to experience desires, emotions, and symbolic 

connections (Henderson & Cote, 1998). Thus, this persuasive nature of 

photography in advertising (as expressed by Coronado and Hijón, 2000) 

implies a close intersection between aesthetics and rhetoric, in which visual 

resources are used strategically to direct the viewer’s attention towards specific 

meanings favoured by the message senders, typically advertisers. In this sense, 

the function of advertising photography goes beyond mere illustration: it 
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becomes a form of visual argumentation that appeals to both the cognitive and 

affective dimensions of the recipient. Furthermore, advertising photography 

plays a key role in the aestheticization of products and the lifestyles associated 

with them. This aestheticization is not accidental, but the result of visual 

decisions aimed at conferring symbolic attributes that transcend the 

functional qualities of the advertised object (Messaris, 1997). 

The centrality of photography in contemporary advertising is also linked to the 

visual saturation that characterises today’s digital ecosystem (Sánchez Franco, 

1999). Social media platforms, search engines, and e-commerce sites operate 

under a visibility logic that prioritises attractive and easily digestible visual 

content, reinforcing the role of advertising photography as a strategic resource 

for capturing attention in contexts of intensified competition (Racioppe & 

Párraga, 2020). This situation also redefines the aesthetic expectations of both 

creatives and audiences, creating a cycle where the persuasive effectiveness of 

the image increasingly depends on visual codes that are, on the one hand, 

instantly recognisable and, on the other, emotionally powerful. This is 

amplified by the emergence of artificial intelligence as a creator of images that 

integrate both capabilities (Braza Delgado, 2026).  

Thus, advertising photography constitutes a central pillar of contemporary 

commercial communication by integrating representation, visual narrative, 

and aesthetic construction into a single static or audiovisual piece. Its 

effectiveness lies in its ability to condense complex meanings into high-impact 

images within brief moments (Balakrishna & Upadhyaya, 2024). 

Consequently, in today’s media ecosystem, dominated by the visual, 

photography facilitates identification and differentiation, thereby establishing 

itself as a strategic tool in articulating interest or desire, whilst also generating 

the values that advertisers seek to promote. 

2.2. Art direction as a mechanism of symbolic construction 

The integration of photography into contemporary art direction and 

advertising education calls for critical reflection on its impact on the culture of 

digital consumption. Through interdisciplinary approaches combining media 
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theory, semiotics, and cultural studies, contemporary research seeks to 

unravel how photographic images operate as agents of symbolic power that 

structure practices of desire and aesthetic configurations within a global media 

landscape. In this context, advertising art direction now constitutes a 

fundamental symbolic device in the construction of meaning within 

contemporary visual culture, particularly in contexts where the saturation of 

images and messages competes for the public’s attention. Far from being a 

mere aesthetic arrangement of pieces or campaigns, art direction operates as 

a strategic practice that organises and hierarchises visual elements with the 

aim of producing meaning, mobilising emotions, and guiding specific 

consumer behaviours or predispositions towards them (Suárez-Carballo et al., 

2021). In this sense, art direction is not merely a matter of style, but an active 

mechanism of signification (Miguélez-Juan, 2019), which contributes to the 

naturalisation of cultural values, brand ideologies, and desire relations linked 

to consumption. 

From a semiotic perspective, the role of art direction can be understood as a 

process of visual encoding and decoding (Raposo, 2009), where symbols, 

colours, shapes, and compositions not only represent objects or brands but 

also construct broader cultural associations. This implies that every visual 

decision functions as a sign that refers to shared meanings within a specific 

socio-cultural context, facilitating the creation of deep symbolic connections 

between the brand and the consumer (Yilmaz & Kir, 2025). Thus, art direction 

has a strategic function that becomes evident when compositions and visual 

elements are articulated to suggest desirable attributes that go beyond the 

functional characteristics of the advertised product or service. In doing so, art 

direction acts as a bridge between dominant cultural values and the symbolic 

projections a brand wishes to convey, reinforcing cultural patterns of 

consumption that are sustained by the public imagination and aspiration 

(Schroeder, 2005). 

The academic literature on symbolic construction in visual communication 

also highlights the importance of considering art direction as an agent of visual 

ideology (Blanco Pérez & Parejo, 2022). It not only directs the aesthetic 
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presence of a message but also participates in processes that shape shared 

symbolic realities and, in some cases, reproduce or challenge sociocultural 

structures (Martín Núñez et al., 2022). In contexts where consumption is 

articulated as a form of identity, art direction contributes to the crystallisation 

of myths and narratives that legitimise certain market practices and values 

(Rivera-Betancur, 2022). Furthermore, art direction is embedded in processes 

of symbolic power, insofar as visual decisions influence how consumers 

perceive, interpret, and respond to advertising stimuli. This dimension of 

symbolic power involves a constant negotiation between sender and receiver, 

where the visual codes designed by art directors are interpreted and reworked 

by audiences according to their cultural frameworks and individual 

experiences. Art direction, therefore, not only conveys messages but also 

participates in the construction of interpretative frameworks that guide 

perceptions of the social, cultural, and economic world (Suárez-Carballo et al., 

2021). 

Indeed, in the digital age, art direction takes on renewed relevance due to the 

amplification of the image as a communication resource and its intersection 

with emerging technologies and media platforms. In environments where 

audiences are simultaneously producers and consumers of visual content, the 

symbolic construction of art direction emerges as a key element in generating 

cultural impact, encouraging participation, and consolidating brand 

narratives that can compete effectively in the attention economy (Yilmaz & Kir, 

2025). Art direction, therefore, as a device for symbolic construction, 

represents an essential component of contemporary visual strategies, playing 

a central role in the articulation of meanings that mediate the relationships 

between brands, cultures, and consumers. 

2.3. Contemporary advertising and audiovisual training: visual 

skills and technological challenges 

Advertising education in the contemporary context faces the need to redefine 

its pedagogical frameworks (Duarte,2021), especially around the visual and 

technological skills demanded by a professional environment characterised by 
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image saturation, constant digitalisation, and the attention economy (Elías-

Zambrano & Cabezuelo-Lorenzo, 2024). In this regard, the focus on visual 

skills within university advertising programmes (Bachelor’s degree in 

Advertising and Public Relations; Bachelor’s degree in Digital 

Communication; Bachelor’s degree in Audiovisual Communication and 

similar) is no coincidence, but rather a response to the growing demand for 

professionals capable of managing visual communication across multiple 

formats and platforms. Recent research (Sanz-Marcos et al., 2021; Castelló, 

2020) has observed that university students, even when exposed to large 

quantities of images, demonstrate shortcomings in the critical evaluation, 

selection and use of visual materials in academic and communicative contexts, 

highlighting the urgent need to systematically integrate visual education into 

communication and advertising curricula (Cuenca et al., 2017; Farfán & 

Corredor, 2010).  

Visual competences are closely linked to the ability to apply multimodal 

analysis in the interpretation of advertising messages, an approach that 

combines linguistic, visual, gestural, and spatial aspects to understand their 

complex meanings. Current research (Huri et al., 2025) shows that, in a global 

context, students who participated in multimodal analysis of advertisements 

significantly improved their visual perception and comprehension skills, 

reinforcing the relevance of developing pedagogical strategies that integrate 

critical image analysis into advertising training. At the national level, in the 

case of Spain, Vázquez Gestal and Fernández Souto had already highlighted, 

in 2012, the need to adapt and tailor training for new communicators in line 

with the requirements of practising professionals, in a comparative analysis of 

the various communication degree programmes in Spain. 

At the same time, the digitalisation of professional practice poses educational 

challenges that require not only mastery of technological tools, but also an 

understanding of the processes of production, distribution, and visual 

optimisation in digital environments (Parejo et al., 2025). This implies that 

training must encompass skills related to knowledge grounded in the 

photographic project itself (Blanco Pérez, 2023), as well as the use of design 
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and editing software, and the technological mediation underlying the 

circulation of images, both for digital platforms and for offline projects, 

reinforcing the need for technological literacy to complement aesthetic and 

conceptual competence (Gómez Gómez, 2023).  

Furthermore, the integration of digital technologies entails the ability to 

respond to ongoing transformations, such as the emergence of artificial 

intelligence in creative production or the use of data analysis to guide visual 

decisions (Herrera Calderón, 2024). Educational institutions must, therefore, 

promote learning environments that not only teach techniques but also foster 

adaptability, strategic thinking, and a critical understanding of how 

technologies shape the formation of visual meaning in advertising, 

informational, or persuasive campaigns. In short, contemporary advertising 

education requires the recognition of visual literacy and technological skills as 

cross-cutting themes within the curriculum, integrating critical image 

analysis, creative production, and mastery of digital tools. This integration not 

only prepares students to face the challenges of the labour market but also 

fosters a critical and creative perspective on the role of advertising today. 

 

3. Objectives 

From the perspective of the university classroom as a space for producing and 

reflecting on the imaginaries of consumption, where photography fulfils not 

only a technical function but also a discursive and strategic one, art direction 

is approached as a device for symbolic construction. Therefore, the aim is not 

to describe an innovative teaching experience, but to study: how students 

reproduce or reinterpret codes of digital consumption, which brand 

archetypes and visual styles predominate, and how the culture of iconographic 

social media, e-commerce, or influencer aesthetics, amongst other issues, 

influences the academic training in photographic production. 

Thus, based on the theoretical framework developed above, this research aims 

to determine whether a review and update of the curricula for degrees in 

advertising and/or audiovisual communication is required, considering the 
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current demands of the labour market in the field of advertising strategy and 

creativity in Spain. Thus, the general objective (GO) is to examine the curricula 

of degree programmes in Advertising and Public Relations and in Audiovisual 

Communication in Spain, with particular attention to subjects related to 

advertising photography, to determine whether their structure and content 

adequately meet the demands of the professional sector. 

In line with this central aim, the following specific objectives are established: 

• O.1.1. To ascertain the degree of correspondence between the course 

content and the profiles currently required in the professional field of 

advertising photography. 

• O.1.2. To assess the suitability of the photography training received by 

graduates of the Bachelor’s degrees in Advertising and Public Relations, 

and in Audiovisual Communication, in relation to their performance 

and adaptation to the workplace. 

 

4. Methodology 

As shown in Figure 1, these objectives are addressed through a mixed-methods 

design, which combines qualitative and quantitative approaches. This 

approach is implemented through various data collection and analysis 

techniques, organised into successive phases, to ensure a comprehensive and 

rigorous approach to the subject of study (F1). 

[F1]. Stages of the research methodology 
 

STAGES 
METHODOLOGY 

USED 
SUBJECT OF THE 

STUDY 
ALIGNMENT WITH 

OBJECTIVES 

S1 
Content analysis 

(Krippendorf, 2004) 

Curricula for: 
Advertising and Public 
Relations, Audiovisual 

Communication 

O1 

S2 
Questionnaire (Martínez 

Olmo, 2002) 

Current students and 
graduate teaching and 

research staff 
O1.1. 

S3 
Expert panel (Linstone & 

Turoff, 2002) 
Professionals O1.2. 

Source: Own elaboration (2026) from Sanz-Marcos et al. (2021) 
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4.1. Methodological stage 1: Content Analysis 

The first stage of the methodological design focuses on the systematic 

examination of the curricula for degree programmes in Advertising and Public 

Relations and Audiovisual Communication in Spain. To this end, an 

exhaustive literature review is carried out of the degree programmes offered 

by public and private universities that provide these courses. The programmes 

were identified using the university degree search engine available on the 

ANECA website, which allows for the identification of the complete range of 

officially accredited degree programmes within Spain. The analysis covered a 

total of 14 cases from 11 higher education institutions spread across various 

provinces of Spain. The collection and review of the information took place 

during December 2025, using the current curricula for the 2025/2026 

academic year as a reference. 

As for the analytical procedure, the content analysis technique proposed by 

Krippendorff (2004) was applied, using a recording template designed based 

on the model used by Matilla et al. (2018) in their study on the presence of 

communication subjects in Spanish MBAs. This tool was adapted to the 

subject of study and applied to the information available on the official 

websites of the selected universities. The analysis matrix included the 

following variables: the province in which the institution is located; the name 

of the university and its legal status (public or private); identification of the 

modules specifically linked to advertising photography; the number of ECTS 

credits allocated to each module and its percentage weight within the 

curriculum; whether the modules are compulsory or optional; and the 

academic year in which they are taught. This procedure provided a structured 

and comparable overview of the presence and distribution of creativity 

training within the degree programmes analysed. 

4.2. Methodological stage 2: Questionnaires 

To assess the suitability of photography training in communication studies 

(advertising, audiovisual) regarding graduates’ professional performance, an 

online questionnaire comprising closed-ended multiple-choice questions was 
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designed (Alvira Martín, 2011), administered via Google Forms, and analysed 

using SPSS. The fieldwork was carried out between 15 December 2025 and 15 

January 2026, yielding 209 valid questionnaires (out of a total of 217 

questionnaires completed, either incorrectly or incompletely). 

The questionnaire was organised into five sections: employment status, 

professional skills, training gaps, assessment of teaching methodologies, and 

the development of the subject of advertising photography as part of art 

direction during university education. The sample included active graduates 

with different profiles within the advertising and/or audiovisual sector. 

Furthermore, the views of 15 individuals with teaching and research profiles 

were gathered; these individuals had, at some point in the last five years, 

taught subjects related to advertising photography and/or art direction. This 

was done via an online questionnaire administered on the same date. 

The questionnaire, comprising 10 closed-ended multiple-choice items, was 

structured into four thematic blocks, aligned with the main conclusions of 

previous studies (Farfán & Corredor, 2012; Ruiz & Martín, 2005): 

• Section 1: designed to gather information on the respondent’s socio-

demographic and professional profile. 

• Section 2: focused on assessing the teaching methodologies used in the 

classroom 

• Section 3: intended to evaluate the relevance of the curricula in relation 

to the current demands of the labour market. 

• Section 4: focused on perceptions regarding the education and training 

of teaching and research staff. 

4.3. Methodological Phase 3: Expert Panel 

Once the initial phases had been completed, an expert panel was convened 

(Linstone & Turoff, 2002), the purpose of which was to analyse the complexity 

and specific characteristics of creative work, with a view to assessing the 

suitability of the curricula for the degrees in Advertising and Public Relations 
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and Audiovisual Communication to the actual demands of the professional 

field (objective 1.1). The selected experts come from the following institutions:  

- Club de Creatividad (E1) 

- Más Mujeres Creativas (E2) 

- &Rosàs (E3) 

- El Ruso de Rocky (E4) 

- Parnaso (E5) 

- Family (E6) 

- WASD (E7) 

- Franja (E8) 

The selection of experts was based on two main criteria, in line with the work 

of Landeta (1999): 

1. Affinity with the subject of study, namely, advertising photography, as 

a distinguishing feature of campaign creativity. In other words, we 

sought creative agencies that frequently use images in the art direction 

of their campaigns, or companies that offer advertising photography 

services as an outsourced service to creative agencies or creative 

associations. 

2. National recognition and prestige within the professional sphere 

related to advertising photography. 

The panel was held online. Each expert was sent an email invitation, which 

included a description of the study, a summary document with the main 

results of the previous stages, and a questionnaire consisting of open-ended 

questions. These questions were designed to cross-check and consolidate the 

findings derived from the content analysis and previous questionnaires, 

thereby encouraging the active involvement of the specialists. To structure the 

discussion, a report was prepared that integrated the results obtained in the 

preceding phases, serving as a framework for the panel’s proceedings. 

Subsequently, the contributions were coded and grouped into categories, with 
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the data organised according to the different thematic areas. The presentation 

of the results follows this categorisation, incorporating direct quotations and 

assigning each participant an alphanumeric code (E1, E2… E8) in accordance 

with the previously established sequential order. This made it possible to 

achieve a broader and more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon by 

integrating different professional perspectives with the findings from the 

documentary and quantitative stages carried out previously. A total of 8 people 

were consulted, in line with Landeta’s recommendations (1999).  

 

5. Results 

5.1. Results of the content analysis 

An examination of the curricula for the degrees in Advertising and Public 

Relations and in Audiovisual Communication at the 11 universities analysed 

(including affiliated centres) revealed a total of 14 modules specifically focused 

on the field of advertising photography, either as a standalone module or as 

part of the syllabus of another cross-disciplinary or general module. 

[F2]. Stages of the research methodology 
 University Course Curricula Type Course ECTS 

1 
Complutense 
University of 
Madrid 

Advertising Photography A&PR Optional 3 6 

2 
University of 
Malaga 

Advertising Photography A&PR Optional 3 6 

3 
CESUGA – 
Higher Centre 
of Galicia 

Advertising Photography A&PR 
Compul

sory 
3 6 

4 
International 
University of 
Catalonia 

Photography and Design 
Applied to Advertising 

A&PR 
Compul

sory 
3 5 

5 
University of 
Seville 

Theory and Technology 
of Advertising 
Photography 
 

A&PR 
Compul

sory 
3 6 

6 
University of 
Seville 

Image Theory/courses 
with visual content 

AVC 
Compul

sory 
3 6 

7 
University of 
Granada 

Photography and Image 
Theory (or Theory and 
Practice of Photography) 

AVC 
Compul

sory 
2 6 

8 
European 
University of 
Madrid 

Photography and Image 
Theory 

Double 
A&PR+A

VC 

Compul
sory/opt

ional* 
2 6 
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9 

Miguel de 
Cervantes 
European 
University 

Photography Theory and 
Technique 

Double 
A&PR+A

VC 

Compul
sory/opt

ional* 
2 6 

10 
University of 
Valencia 

Photography Theory and 
Technique 

AVC 
Compul

sory 
2 6 

11 
EUSA 
(affiliated with 
US) 

Theory and Technology 
of Advertising 
Photography 

A&PR 
Compul

sory 
3 6 

12 
EUSA 
(affiliated with 
US) 

Image Theory/courses 
with visual content 

AVC 
Compul

sory 
3 6 

13 
University of 
Navarra 

Introduction to 
Photography 

AVC Optional 3 6 

14 
Francisco de 
Vitoria 
University 

Photography and Image 
Retouching 

A&PR 
Compul

sory 
2 4 

Source: Own elaboration (2026) 

As can be seen, in some Advertising and Public Relations degree programmes, 

advertising photography is offered as a specific module (either optional or 

compulsory) with content directly applied to visual communication in 

campaigns, as is the case at UCM, UMA, and CESUGA. In contrast, in 

Audiovisual Communication degree programmes, some modules incorporate 

photography within broader subjects such as image, visual theory or image 

theory and practice, which relate to the teaching of photography as an element 

of audiovisual language (for example, at the US, UGR or the UV). 

Furthermore, in some dual degrees or joint programmes combining 

Advertising and Public Relations with Audiovisual Communication, 

photography and image theory appear as cross-disciplinary subjects that can 

be taken within both pathways (and are therefore not assigned to a specific 

year). It should also be noted that the exact title or status within the curriculum 

(compulsory or optional) may vary between universities. 

About the credit load of subjects related to photography, it is observed that 

most of them are worth 6 ECTS credits, representing 85.71% of the total. 

However, some universities assign a lower credit load: in only one case, the 

International University of Catalonia, 5 ECTS are allocated to the subject 

“Photography and Design Applied to Advertising”, accounting for 7.14%; and 

at just one other university, the University of Francisco de Vitoria, are 4 ECTS 

credits (a further 7.14% of the total) allocated to related subjects: 
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“Photography and Image Retouching” (which is not specifically advertising-

related, but photography in general). 

As regards their academic nature, many of these subjects are compulsory 

(71.42%, corresponding to 10 subjects), meaning that passing them is essential 

for obtaining the degree. In contrast, 14.28% (2 subjects) are offered as 

optional. Notably, in the dual degree in Advertising and Public Relations and 

Audiovisual Communication at the European University (at both its Madrid 

and Miguel de Cervantes campuses), whether a subject is considered 

compulsory or optional depends on the chosen pathway. 

As for their placement within the curriculum, these subjects are mainly taught 

in the third year (61.29%, 9 cases), followed by the second year (35.71%, 5 

cases). They were not found to be taught in either the first or fourth year. 

5.2. Questionnaire results 

Starting with the first section, which aimed to gather information on the 

respondents’ socio-demographic and professional profiles, the results show 

that the 209 participants come from a wide variety of universities. Among the 

institutions with the highest number of graduates are the Complutense 

University of Madrid (31), the University of Malaga (29), the University of 

Seville (63, of whom 27 came from the US and 36 from the EUSA centre), 

CESUGA (17), the International University of Catalonia (15), the Miguel de 

Cervantes European University (11), the University of Valencia (9), Francisco 

de Vitoria University (9), the University of Navarra (9), the University of 

Granada (8) and the European University of Madrid (8). 

As regards the 15 lecturers surveyed, the first set of questions, aimed at 

identifying their profile, shows that they come mainly from the following 

universities: Complutense University of Madrid (4 participants), University of 

Seville (1 participant), CESUGA (1 participant), International University of 

Catalonia (1 participant), University of Granada (1 participant), European 

University of Madrid (1 participant), Miguel de Cervantes European University 

(1 participant), University of Valencia (2 participants), EUSA (1 participant), 
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Francisco de Vitoria University (2 participants), with no academic staff from 

the University of Navarra.  

Regarding the second section, which focuses on the assessment of teaching 

methodologies applied in the classroom and the development of photography 

during university education, the results indicate that 5.26% (11 people) 

consider the courses dedicated to this discipline to be insufficient; 20.57% (43 

people) rate them as sufficient; 59.33% (124 people) as acceptable; and 14.83% 

(31 people) as excellent. 

These results may be linked to the participants’ perception of the degree’s 

contribution to the development of their photographic skills and abilities. In 

this regard, 11% (23 people) state that the degree has contributed very little to 

improving this competence; 17.22% (36 people) consider that it has 

contributed little; 32.06% (67 people) indicate that it has contributed 

somewhat; whilst 26.8% (56 people) and 12.91% (27 people) consider that the 

contribution has been significant or quite significant, respectively. Similarly, 

in this second section on methodology, a largely positive perception is 

observed. In this case, we focus on the 15 respondents from the academic 

sector. Thus, 2 people (representing 13.33% of the academics) consider these 

methodologies to be excellent for promoting photography as a tool for optimal 

art direction in advertising among students; 3 people (20%) rate them as very 

good; and another 2 people (13.33%) as good. Eight people (53.33%) consider 

them inadequate. 

The third section, dedicated to assessing the relevance of the curricula in 

relation to current labour market demands, reveals a predominantly moderate 

assessment, albeit with certain critical nuances. No lecturer in the entire 

sample (0%, 0 out of 15) considers that the training programmes respond 

excellently to these demands. At the most negative end of the scale, 2 people 

(13.3%, 2 out of 15) believe that they do not meet these demands at all. For 

their part, much of the teaching staff, specifically 7 participants (46.7%, 7 out 

of 15), offer a moderate assessment with a positive slant. Finally, 6 teachers 

(40%, 6 people) express some disagreement with the treatment photography 
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receives in the curricula, though without going so far as to state that the 

training does not meet the demands of the labour market at all. 

At a general level, among the 209 people surveyed regarding the prominence 

of photography within the curricula of degree programmes in Audiovisual 

Communication and/or Advertising and Public Relations, the responses from 

the academic staff surveyed reflect a diverse distribution. A total of 6 lecturers 

(40%, 6 out of 15 surveyed) consider that this discipline has a limited presence 

in academic training. Meanwhile, 4 participants (26.7%) attribute it a 

moderate level of importance. Similarly, 3 lecturers (20%, 3 out of 15) consider 

that photography features significantly in the training programmes, whilst 2 

lecturers (13.3%) consider its presence to be very important within the 

curricula. 

This section concludes with an assessment of the role of photographic 

competence in students’ entry into the labour market. In this regard, opinions 

are distributed as follows: approximately half of the teaching staff (53.3%, 8 

out of 15) rate it as very important for their training and, consequently, for 

their subsequent professional performance, whilst the remainder (46.7%, 7 

people) consider it to be of moderate importance for entering the labour 

market, without it being a requirement. 

Regarding the most appropriate time to develop this competence throughout 

the undergraduate degree (which lasts four years), the responses from 

academic staff show a clear trend. The vast majority, 12 lecturers (80%, 12 out 

of 15), consider that photography training should be addressed in a cross-

curricular manner throughout all years of the curriculum. Meanwhile, the 

remaining opinions are divided between those who believe this skill should be 

concentrated mainly in the third year (13.3%, 2 out of 15) and those who 

believe it should be developed in the fourth and final year of the degree (6.7%, 

1 out of 15). 

Finally, the fourth section, which focuses on perceptions regarding the 

education and training of teaching and research staff responsible for delivering 

photography-related courses and their suitability for advertising art direction, 
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reveals that participants’ assessments are predominantly moderate. When 

asked about the level of preparation of the university teaching staff delivering 

these subjects, the responses reveal varying degrees of satisfaction regarding 

their technical proficiency and focus on the advertising sector. Specifically, 63 

of the 209 respondents consider that the teaching staff is excellently prepared 

to deliver these subjects, representing 30.14% of the sample. This group 

acknowledges solid training in both the technical aspects of photography and 

its strategic application within the field of advertising, communication, and art 

direction. These positive assessments suggest the existence of teaching profiles 

that adequately integrate the technical, creative, and professional dimensions 

of the discipline. On the other hand, however, the majority view falls at an 

intermediate level: a total of 105 participants (50.24% of the total) consider 

the teaching staff’s preparation to be acceptable. This perception suggests that, 

whilst a sufficient educational foundation for teaching in this area is 

recognised, there is also room for improvement in terms of specialisation or 

updating the course content.  

Finally, 41 people (19.62%) express a more critical view, noting that the 

teaching staff does not fully master the subject matter or that their approach 

does not fully align with the advertising orientation and the logic of art 

direction. This group, although a minority, highlights the need to strengthen 

specific training for teaching staff in a field that demands a close connection 

between technical knowledge, creativity, and professional practice. 

5.3. Results of the expert panel 

The interviews revealed a shared perception among the professionals: 

university education has shortcomings in the advertising photography field. 

According to the participants, the level at which students enter the labour 

market does not always meet the demands of agencies, particularly regarding 

the conceptual and technical mastery of the image as applied to commercial or 

persuasive audiovisual communication. In this vein, E1 agrees that 

“ultimately, the university gives them some general notions, but unless they 

take the initiative to experiment and attend specific workshops, they won’t 
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master photography”. This statement is like that made by E4, who adds that 

“photography and techniques are constantly evolving, even more so with AI. 

The university can teach the basics, but unless they keep up to date, they won’t 

master current techniques”.  

Although it is acknowledged that graduates possess general knowledge of 

advertising, they are considered not to fully exploit the expressive and strategic 

possibilities of photography. Several experts emphasise the need for this 

training to be delivered progressively and continuously throughout the entire 

degree programme, given its eminently practical nature and its significance for 

professional performance. Thus, E2 states that “there are students who arrive 

at university without knowing what a Leica is. Well, a Leica… without knowing 

that there are cameras that use film… And that’s where you have to start, just 

like with maths: teaching them to add and then to use a calculator. It’s the 

same here. You have to teach the basics and build on them until they master 

the technique.”  

The majority of those interviewed agree that training in advertising 

photography is insufficient if it is not complemented by self-directed learning 

or additional specialised training (E5: “You must keep learning, but not just in 

photography. Anyone who doesn’t keep up is in for a rough ride”). 

Among the skills that need to be strengthened, the following are highlighted: 

developing a personal style, the ability to translate an idea into coherent visual 

solutions, and a command of aesthetic and cultural references, as well as the 

ability to translate the campaign’s strategic approach into images. In fact, E6 

comments that “the person who thinks in images and knows the technique to 

make it happen… that’s the one everyone is fighting over”.  

As for the profiles with the greatest prospects, art direction and hybrid profiles 

with a solid visual foundation are mentioned. 

Finally, the experts agree that, alongside technical competence, attitudes such 

as curiosity, initiative, perseverance, and the courage to defend innovative 

visual proposals and bring them to life in contexts (whether real or not) that 

help achieve the campaigns’ objectives are essential. 
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6. Discussion and conclusions: the classroom as a space for 

technical and critical conceptual learning 

The findings obtained provide an opportunity to reflect on the suitability of the 

curricula for degree programmes in Advertising and Public Relations and 

Audiovisual Communication in Spain concerning the teaching of advertising 

photography, their focus on finishing touches and advertising art direction, 

and the actual demands of the professional sector. Although there are 

compulsory modules related to photography, on the one hand, and to art 

direction, on the other, the truth is that their weight in terms of credits within 

the overall curriculum is very limited, which highlights an insufficient 

presence compared to other content. Both professionals and graduates agree 

that the training received does not always provide a solid foundation in the 

technical and creative skills necessary for professional practice, particularly in 

areas such as visual conceptualisation, art direction, or the construction of 

photographic brand narratives. 

One factor that may explain this situation is the strong focus on other career 

paths, such as creativity (in a general sense), public relations, audiovisual 

production, strategic planning, or marketing in general, amongst others, 

rather than on the specific field of art direction. Whilst mastery of 

technological and editing tools is essential in advertising photography, the 

prioritisation of other skills has at times sidelined specific work on visual 

culture or aesthetic experimentation. Graduates themselves acknowledge that, 

alongside digital skills, creative abilities with images (photography) remain 

crucial to their day-to-day performance in roles ranging from creative teams 

(including copywriters) to production, direction, or even strategic planning 

itself, as they can think in images. 

Added to this is the complexity of the university context, where academic staff 

face teaching and research demands that hinder methodological renewal. 

Although students view the classroom dynamics positively, there remains a 

need to strengthen pedagogical models more closely linked to professional 
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practice, particularly in applied disciplines such as advertising and 

photography. 

As for the alignment between education and the labour market, experts point 

to room for improvement in training: whilst graduates manage to enter the 

sector with relative ease, there is a perceived need to supplement their training 

to meet current conceptual and technical demands. Curricula show little 

specialisation and an uneven distribution of skills throughout these university 

courses. It is therefore appropriate to rethink the teaching of photography in 

general (and advertising photography in particular) by placing greater 

emphasis on practical content, the systematic development of visual 

portfolios, and the cross-disciplinary integration of projects common to other 

subjects, as well as establishing closer links with the professional world. 
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