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Abstract

Interview research on sensitive topics and with vulnerable populations is complex, with sexual offending
representing an extreme case. Despite this, the literature on qualitative interviews with individuals convicted of
sexual offenses (ICSOs) is scarce. This paper explores methodological obstacles and ethical dilemmas encountered
when conducting interview research with ICSOs across Scandinavian contexts. It employs a cross-case analysis
of experiences and empirical material from five Scandinavian studies, including interviews with 99 ICSOs.
It identifies recurring challenges, including moral and emotional strain, as well as the need to build trust
and secure motivation from gatekeepers and interviewees. A key insight concerns the role of redemptive,
relational, and instrumental motivations as reasons for participation. The interviews sometimes appeared to
function as therapeutic spaces for stigma management. Simultaneously, researchers face risks such as secondary
traumatization, moral dilemmas when responding to offense-supportive accounts, and potential public criticism
within a punitive climate. To address these challenges, we propose strategies including mindfulness, collegial
dialogue, and flexible role negotiation. The findings from the Scandinavian studies largely converge and may be
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transferable to other contexts beyond the region. This paper provides a context-sensitive toolbox for ethically
grounded interview research with ICSOs and invites discussion on methodological and ethical reflexivity.

Keywords
qualitative interviews, sexual offending, scandinavia, prison, research ethics, methodological obstacles

Introduction

Sexual violence and abuse constitute serious societal problems with long-lasting con-
sequences for victims (Macdowall et al., 2013). Addressing sexual offenses effectively
requires comprehensive legal and rehabilitative responses, which in turn depend on
high-quality prevention research. A central component of this research is engaging with
those who have committed these offenses. Qualitative interview studies are particularly
valuable because they provide nuanced insight into the lived experiences of individuals
who are rarely heard (McCartan et al., 2021), such as individuals convicted of sexual
offenses (ICSOs). This knowledge is essential for developing evidence-based policy and
prevention strategies. As Waldram (2007, p. 963) poignantly reminds us: “[...] however
repugnant, the stories of society’s worst offenders must be heard if we as a society are to
better understand their actions and protect ourselves.”

Paradoxically, researchers studying individuals who have committed, or are at risk
of committing, sexual offenses often encounter stigma themselves (Walker, 2023) and
face significant barriers to securing funding (Bengtson et al., 2019). These challenges
are further compounded by perceptions of diminished academic legitimacy, the threat
of public backlash, including accusations of “defending the offender,” hostility, and even
personal threats (Rydberg et al., 2023; Walker, 2023). Despite growing public demand for
effective prevention, widespread condemnation and stigma (Jahnke, 2018) remain major
obstacles to conducting the research necessary to achieve this goal.

ICSOs belong to one of the most stigmatized groups in society (e.g. Tewksbury, 2012).
This stigma gives rise to a distinct set of ethical, methodological, and emotional challenges
for researchers conducting interview-based research with this population. These challenges
extend well beyond the interview itself and unfold across several temporal dimensions.
In the past, they have included gaining access to the field, recruiting interviewees, and
building trust. In the present, they involve managing emotional responses and addressing
the burden of stigma during the interview. In the future, they will relate to the potential
consequences of participation, the ethical responsibilities that arise when withdrawing
from the research field, and the dissemination of results.

These challenges, however, remain strikingly underexamined in the academic literature
specifically researching ICSOs, despite receiving focus among other “fringe” groups and
communities. For example, Waters et al. (2020) have suggested that the importance of
acknowledging emotional labor involved in collecting data among convicted individuals
can and should explicitly inform methodological and analytical decisions. In research
on ICSOs, this “labor” is particularly pronounced when studying one of society’s most
morally and emotionally charged populations (Kruse, 2024), making the lack of research
targeting the methodological and analytical implications of ethical and emotional issues
a concern for future research. This is particularly evident when considered as part of
the broader process of research engagement, including preparation, recruitment, and
exiting the field, making practical and methodological guidelines for navigating inherent
ethical and emotional dilemmas here an issue of particular relevance. In addition, to our
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knowledge, empirical analyses of how ICSOs describe their motivations for participating
in research interviews, what they expect in return for sharing insight into their lives, as
well as their perceived benefits or negative experiences, are lacking.

This article aims to begin filling these gaps. Drawing on five Scandinavian research
projects that collectively include experiences from conducting interviews with 99 individ-
uals convicted of various forms of sexual offending against both adults and children, we
present a unique cross-case analysis. We explore how the processual dynamics of interview
research shape the methodological, ethical, and emotional contours of this research field.
Our aim is to identify and analyze the most pressing obstacles and dilemmas that arise
at each stage of the research process: before, during, and after the interview encounter.
Additionally, we share the strategies and reflective insights we have developed in navigat-
ing these challenges, including our best advice on researcher self-care. In doing so, we offer
a preliminary toolkit for researchers entering this field: a set of practical and reflective
resources we ourselves would have valued when conducting our own research.

Literature review

Interview research on sensitive topics and populations

Interviews involve a degree of reciprocity in which both parties share experiences and
co-construct meaning (Denzin, 2001). The literature on interview research with vulnerable
populations or sensitive topics emphasizes the central role of trust (Hydén, 2014). Because
the development of trust often depends on regular contact and perceived availability,
researchers may become entangled in interviewees’ lives, both practically and emotionally
(Waldram, 2007). This can blur professional boundaries and create role confusion (Dick-
son-Swift et al., 2006).

“Professional friendship” has been recommended as a way to foster trust while main-
taining ethical boundaries (Klein et al., 2018; Rossetto, 2014). This requires both ethical
and emotional awareness. Protecting the professional role is crucial. This can be achieved
through minimal self-disclosure, debriefing, emotional restraint, and constant awareness
that the researcher’s role is to listen and understand, not to intervene or provide care
(Dickson-Swift et al., 2006; Haynes, 2006; Rossetto, 2014).

Some scholars argue for a confrontational stance in interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale,
2005), while others emphasize the importance of a relational, empathetic, and non-
confrontational approach when interviewing about highly sensitive topics (Blagden &
Pemberton, 2010; Hydén, 2014). For interviewees who feel validated, recognized, or
empowered by telling their stories, the ending of the research relationship can evoke
a sense of loss or emptiness, particularly when they lack others who are willing to
listen (Bailey & Sample, 2017). This situation entails moral and emotional challenges for
researchers, creating the need for caution both when entering and when leaving the field
(Eneman, 2022; Miiller et al., 2022).

Individuals convicted of sexual offenses: An extreme case
Interview research involving ICSOs entails navigating dilemmas that both reflect and
exceed those typically associated with studies of so-called sensitive topics (Lee, 1993).
These challenges encompass recruiting interviewees, managing informed consent, building
rapport, preventing collusion, and safeguarding confidentiality and anonymity (Blagden &
Pemberton, 2010; Roberts, 2011).

ICSOs often experience extreme stigma. Stigma is a social attribute that discredits
an individual in the eyes of others, creating a discrepancy between their actual identity
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and the identity as perceived or assumed by society (Goffman, 1963). Research on the
stigmatization of ICSOs has shown that they may internalize self-hatred, shame, and
fear, but these feelings can also be externalized and directed outward (Tewksbury, 2012).
Stigma, the risk of social exclusion, and mistrust of outsiders make research participation
fraught with fears of exposure or misinterpretation (Medlicott, 2004; Waldram, 2007). This
may cause ICSOs to avoid participating in research.

Nevertheless, many seem willing to share their stories if they perceive the researcher as
trustworthy and non-judgmental, and the interview context as safe (Blagden & Pemberton,
2010; Klein et al., 2018; Kruse, 2024; Waldram, 2007). During the interview process,
convicted interviewees, in general, may resist labels such as “offender,” placing moral
struggles at the center of the interaction and requiring researchers to carefully navigate
these dynamics (Presser, 2004).

Klein et al. (2018) highlight that interviewers need to minimize judgmental cues,
avoid interruptions, and respond sensitively to silences. Yet interviewees often recount
experiences of trauma, abuse, or reflections on their harmful actions, creating what
Waldram (2007, p. 966) terms “narrative risk.” These are accounts that unsettle the moral
order, potentially evoking strong emotional reactions (see also Medlicott, 2004). Given
the gravity of their crimes, ICSOs are widely described as “one of the most difficult
populations to research” (Klein et al., 2018, p. 193). Medlicott (2004) introduced the notion
of “disciplined empathy,” an ethical practice where the researcher maintains a humanistic
stance without losing sight of the methodological framework. Klein et al. (2018) further
argue that conducting interviews in this context requires both training and lived experi-
ence to prevent the researcher from withdrawing, displaying discomfort, or emotionally
distancing themselves from the participant.

An additional challenge is that social and political condemnation of ICSOs can lead
to “guilt by association,” where researchers face vicarious stigma or a loss of credibility
(Rydberg et al., 2023; Walker, 2023). Strategies suggested to counter this phenomenon
include drawing on practitioner experience and avoiding overly specific policy recommen-
dations (Rydberg et al., 2023).

In conclusion, although scholarly discussions of methodological and ethical issues
concerning ICSOs exist_(e.g., Blagden & Pemberton, 2010; Eneman, 2022; Klein et al,,
2018; Lindegren, 2026; Roberts, 2011; Waldram, 2007), literature specifically focused on
interview research, especially those including analyses of ICSOs’ own accounts, remains
scarce.

Challenging Scandinavian exceptionalism: Emerging punitive trends?

Much of the literature on interview studies with ICSOs comes from the United States and
the United Kingdom (e.g. Waldram, 2007; Blagden & Pemberton, 2010; Klein et al., 2018).
In these jurisdictions, stigma is often intensified by requirements for ICSOs to register on
so-called “sex offender registries” and, in the United States in particular, by public notifi-
cation schemes that make personal information about registered ICSOs, such as name,
age, address, and workplace, publicly accessible (Tewksbury, 2012). These conditions can
exacerbate the ethical, methodological, and emotional obstacles in the research process. In
contrast, the Scandinavian context lacks public registries and is shaped by a penal tradition
grounded in humane, socially integrative values, often described as “Scandinavian” or
“Nordic exceptionalism” (Sandbukt, 2023; Pratt, 2007). This context provides a markedly
different framework for interpreting such research obstacles.
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In recent decades, however, the Nordic countries have experienced a “punitive turn”
(e.g., Tham, 2019). A recent Danish study documents increasing criminal law legislative
activity since the turn of the millennium, with sexual offenses serving as a focal point
for new criminalizations and sentence enhancements (Feldtmann et al., 2024), as well as
the expansion of post-conviction restrictions and the introduction of community-based
monitoring measures (Jorgensen & Olesen, 2025).

Alongside these legal changes, vigilante groups, commonly called “pedophile hunt-
ers, have gained visibility across Scandinavia. Targeting those convicted or suspected
of sexual offenses against children, these groups engage in acts of vigilantism, such as
publicly exposing identities and criminal histories, often online and within social networks
(Lomell, 2020).

These developments underscore the severe stigma surrounding ICSOs and the precari-
ousness of their marginalization, even in Scandinavia, and they shape the societal context
in which the five studies presented in this paper were carried out. The heightened vulner-
ability of this population calls for sustained ethical and methodological reflection when
conducting research with them.

As explained above, Scandinavia differs significantly from settings typically found in
existing methodological literature on populations perceived to pose ethical and meth-
odological challenges, including ICSOs. This paper offers a temporal, process-oriented
perspective that identifies key research obstacles and potential solutions. As such, its novel
contribution lies in providing methodological and ethical insights derived from interviews
with this specific population within this particular context.

Method

Empirical material

This article draws on qualitative data from five Scandinavian (Norway, Denmark, and
Sweden) research projects conducted between 2016 and 2025, involving a total of
99 ICSOs (Jorgensen, forthcoming; Kruse, 2020; Kruse et al., forthcoming; Lindegren,
2024; Sandbukt, 2024; 2025; Sandbukt, forthcoming; @verlien et al., 2024). The projects,
spanning criminology, social work, and socio-legal studies, explore interviewees under-
standings of their offenses, legal consequences, experiences of stigma, support systems,
and identity work, using in-depth interviews (see Table 1).

The projects differed in recruitment strategies, interview settings (e.g., prisons, com-
munity spaces, private homes), and the duration of researcher-participant engagement.
While most interviewees were convicted, one project also included self-disclosed individ-
uals without convictions. All interviewees were male. The data include both published
and unpublished materials at different stages of completion. The analysis presented in this
paper revisits these data from a new perspective, focusing on methodological and ethical
challenges.

Ethical review processes in Scandinavia

All projects adhered to national ethical guidelines, obtained formal approval where
required (Denmark: WZ no. 2023-505-00155, Sweden: no. 2020-04038, Oslo University
Hospital: no. 21/03881), and ensured informed consent and interviewee well-being.

All Scandinavian countries are committed to the overarching ethical frameworks,
including the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA) and/or the
Declaration of Helsinki. In Denmark and Norway, health research undergoes formal
ethical review, but the social sciences rely predominantly on institutional self-regulation,
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Table 1. Description of the five empirical projects

Title Project description Target group Data Country
Understanding Explores how 23 incarcerated men | 46 semi-structured Norway
Recidivism: individuals with a with at least two interviews based on
Narratives of history of sexual separate convictions an adapted version of
Individuals recidivism make sense | for sexual offenses McAdams’ Life Story
Reimprisoned for | of their offenses, the Interview, conducted
Sexual Offenses process of recidivism, in prisons in
(Sandbukt, 2024; and their identities. 2021-2022.
2025; forthcoming)
Police Supervision | Examines how police 23 men convicted Multi-session Denmark
of Individuals supervision of ICSOs of sexual offenses narrative-oriented
Convicted of Child | with child victims against children and interviews, informal
Sexual Offences affects their social subject to post-sen- conversations, and
(Jorgensen, reintegration and tence restrictions and | ongoing correspond-
forthcoming) shapes their everyday police supervision. ence (data collection
lives and self-images. ongoing since 2024).
Support and Investigates how adult 19 adult men 19 semi-structured Sweden
Treatment for Men | men engage with and convicted of sexual interviews, conducted
Convicted of reflect on treatment for | offenses, including in prison in 2021-
Sexual Offending: | sexual offending and treatment participants | 2022.
Readiness, Change, | help-seeking prior to and non-participants.
and Previous Help- | offense.
Seeking (Lindeg-
ren, 2024)
Sexual Violations | Focuses on men’s 17 men aged 18-60, 27 semi-structured, Norway
in Close Relation- | narratives of sexual convicted of sexual narrative-oriented
ships - Perpetrator | offending, responsibili- | offenses (excluding interviews; most
Perspectives ty, and change. CSA). conducted in prison
(Kruse, 2020) (2016-2017).
Drawing the Line: | Examines how young 17 young men 20 semi-structured, Norway

Sexual Violence in
Young People’s
Intimate Relation-
ships (@verlien

et al., 2024; Kruse
et al., forthcoming)

people understand and
narrate their experien-
ces of having sexually
violated someone.

aged 18-25, some
convicted, others
self-identified.

narrative-oriented
interviews; interviews
with convicted
participants conducted
in prison or short-

ly after release (2020-
2021).

guided by each country’s Research

Ethics Acts. In Norway, however, the Norwegian
Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research (Sikt) is a governing body tasked
with ensuring that information security and individual privacy are protected when people
participate in research. In Sweden, any research involving sensitive personal data, regard-
less of discipline, must obtain formal ethical approval from the national Swedish Ethical
Review Authority.

In all three countries, some form of review and approval from the correctional systems
is also required when interviewing incarcerated ICSOs. Based on our experience, the
correctional services main ethical concerns focus on ensuring informed consent and
protecting interviewees physical and mental well-being, given their vulnerabilities as
incarcerated individuals and specifically as ICSOs. Organizational factors, such as over-

crowding and staff availability, can also affect the review process.
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A temporal cross-case analysis

By adopting a process-oriented, interactional lens, the study suggests that research
interactions are never neutral, involving ongoing negotiation between researchers and
interviewees. The cross-case analysis contributes to a discussion on methodological and
ethical reflexivity in criminological research on ICSOs in the Nordic region. It also
addresses the lack of shared guidelines for interviewing this population. It is, of course, not
possible to address all existing obstacles and dilemmas here, and we have therefore focused
on the most salient issues that emerged across our projects.

The study uses a comparative cross-case analysis of five Scandinavian research projects,
drawing inspiration from Miiller et al. (2022), who also analyzed experiences across cases
when interviewing vulnerable populations about sensitive topics. Our analysis highlights
how researchers navigate access, trust, ethical and methodological decisions, and narrative
negotiation with ICSOs. The analysis was conducted through five iterative online meet-
ings and a two-day, in-person seminar as part of a broader series of meetings that also
addressed other agenda items. The analytic process unfolded in three stages. First, across
three online meetings, methodological reflections on conducting qualitative research with
ICSOs were shared and compared, from which provisional analytic themes were devel-
oped. Second, these themes were further elaborated and systematized during a two-day
in-person seminar, where excerpts across projects were reviewed and subthemes were
identified and discussed. Third, two subsequent online meetings refined the core themes
and subthemes and reviewed candidate quotations within each theme in order to select
the most illustrative excerpts. On this basis, one author drafted the individual analytic
sections, which the remaining authors iteratively reviewed and revised to ensure that the
analysis captured and illustrated experiences across the contributing research projects as
accurately as possible.

This analytic approach focuses on both the research process and the experiences of
researchers and interviewees, highlighting concerns often absent from existing original
research articles. We treat interviews as social events, emphasizing them as situated
performances and meaning-making processes embedded in a social context and shaped
by multiple temporal dimensions. Past conditions, such as stigma and trust-building,
shape recruitment and interview initiation, while present interactions depend on what
interviewees share and the researcher’s responses. Future concerns, including hopes, fears,
and dissemination, also influence the process.

Results

The analysis is presented according to the temporal structure of the interview research
process and the obstacles arising at different phases. In the first phase, we examine
challenges in accessing a stigmatized population, including understanding interviewees’
motivations. The second phase explores interview interactions and dilemmas. The final
phase examines the relational and public aftermath of the research, including leaving the
field and being perceived as a “spokesperson for perpetrators.”

Reaching ICSOs and understanding their motivations for participating

Gaining access to vulnerable groups is a well-established challenge within qualitative
research (Miiller et al., 2022), and these challenges are even more pronounced in the ICSO
population due to the exceptional stigma (e.g. Klein et al., 2018). Our strategies included
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recruitment through collaboration with public institutions such as prisons, the police,
and treatment facilities in contact with ICSOs, as well as the cultivation of trust-based
relationships with gatekeepers who can both facilitate contact and vouch for the legitimacy
of the research (see also Blagden & Pemberton, 2010; Roberts, 2011).

However, securing access to the field does not guarantee interview participation;
understanding what motivates ICSOs to participate is crucial for successful interviews.
Based on our experience, three forms of motivation emerged across the five research
projects: instrumental motivation, relational motivation, and redemptive motivation.

Instrumental motivation

Our experience underscores the importance of recognizing that some ICSOs may engage
strategically with researchers. A small number appeared overtly manipulative, for instance
seeking an advocate who could help them contest their conviction or demonstrate that
they were “wrongly convicted,” and they entered the interview with a clear agenda.
This is important for researchers to anticipate and address proactively. Grunseit et al.
(2008, p. 107) show that incarcerated individuals often face barriers when seeking legal
information, which may be even greater for ICSOs because doing so can reveal the
nature of their offense and increase stigma within prison hierarchies. In the Danish study,
several participants appeared to join interviews partly to seek clarification about the police
supervision scheme they would face upon release. One of them said:

I've also brought some questions for you (...) there’s really no one in here who can give
me proper answers, or who actually knows anything about this supervision and what
I'm allowed to do and what I'm not allowed to do (...). So I'm kind of hoping that maybe
you can tell me something about it?

In response to such recurring requests, the researcher prepared a brief written information
sheet outlining the formal legal framework governing police supervision. This document
was provided to participants who requested clarification, both to accommodate their
instrumental motivation for participation and to support the establishment of rapport with
the interviewee.

Relational motivation

Due to stigma, ICSOs often live socially restricted and emotionally isolated lives, both
during incarceration and after release (Sandbukt, 2023; Tewksbury, 2012). For some
participants, interviews appeared to offer rare opportunities for human contact and to
speak openly about their convictions without fear of condemnation, similar to the safe
spaces they had sometimes found with therapists or other trusted professionals (Kruse &
Houge, 2025). A Norwegian interviewee said:

And then, I'm not afraid that when I go to therapy — and the same applies here [to
the interview context] as well - I'm not afraid to come here and talk to you, that you'll
think: “What the fuck. What a nutcase,” or: “Hell, he’s done some shitty stuff.” Because
I know that, I know I've done shitty things. Then, that won’t be the thought that filters
the information you get from me. (...) And that is the relationship and that is the trust
that’s important. It’'s important that people have opinions and attitudes about offenses
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and behaviors that shouldn’t take place, people must have that. I have that too. But it’s
important that people can be trusting anyway.

Interviewees’ relational motivation may reflect a desire for a non-condemning space to
share doubt, shame, and guilt, or an opportunity to discuss their offense in socially
acceptable ways in anticipation of post-release interactions (Sandbukt, 2025). Although
research interviews are not therapy, such conversations can have seemingly therapeutic
effects for ICSOs. This requires researchers to be mindful not to take advantage of the
difficult life situations many ICSOs face, while recognizing that sharing one’s story can be a
personally meaningful motivation.

Redemptive motivation

Given the serious offenses and societal condemnation (Macdowall et al., 2013; Tewksbury,
2012), some interviewees' willingness to be interviewed seemed tied to a desire to make
amends, give something back, or help others as a way of restoring a sense of moral
standing. In the Swedish study, such redemptive motivations were particularly pronounced
among interviewees who had participated in therapeutic programs for ICSOs (Lindegren,
2025). One described it as follows:

And Tve also received help, and I'm grateful for that. Sure, it hurts to be in prison and
to be convicted of something terrible, but I'm still thankful for the help I've gotten in
here; that’s what I appreciate. I've always made that clear to the staff and the people I talk
to. I try as much as possible to share my experience and the knowledge I've gained with
other inmates who are waiting in line or not getting the help they need, so that they, too,
can have a better environment. And for themselves, because I know how hard it is. And
that’s the journey I want to take. I want to become a better person and be able to come
out and help others.

A Norwegian participant explained that financial restitution did not make him feel like the
harm to his victims had been meaningfully repaired: “I have much more faith in things
like this,” he said, “that I can give something back, y’know.” Participating in research, he
further argued, felt like a more authentic attempt to make a positive contribution and to
restore a sense of moral balance, thereby supporting his progress toward self-forgiveness.
Hence, research interviews may constitute one of the few available avenues for redemption,
given the exceptional stigma that hampers ICSOs’ reintegration into society (Lindegren,
2024), a perspective researchers can highlight in recruitment materials to encourage
participation.

Interactional processes during the interview situation

The interview as a place for stigma management

Stigma represents a major obstacle in both research and professional work with ICSOs
(Tewksbury, 2012). Yet interviews seem to provide a unique opportunity for participants to
manage anticipated stigma by using the interview relationship. A Norwegian interviewee
said: “Without me calling you a therapist or friend in any way, I am using you as a practice
arena for how I want to relate to people on the outside” Interviewees sometimes raised this
topic unexpectedly. For instance, when two Swedish interviewees were asked about their
experiences, they asked the interviewer how she felt interviewing them, with one saying:



10 STINA LINDEGREN ET AL.

Isn’t it hard sitting and listening to...? Yeah, like, sorry, but it'’s good for me too, because
I am thinking about how this is for you. Do you find it hard, or are you just objective in
that you are doing this, or....?

This quote illustrates the delicate interactions that can arise during interviews. Consistent
with feminist research ethics (Oakley, 2016), the interviewer responded honestly, sharing
her own experiences of working with ICSOs. She emphasized that understanding rather
than excusing offenses can contribute to rehabilitation and the prevention of future harm.
The two interviewees nodded in agreement. Thus, the researcher can help facilitate the
management of anticipated stigma, which may represent a potential first step toward
reintegration (McNeill, 2016).

Non-confrontational conversations as meaningful experiences in the desistance process
Interviewees are often assumed to be at risk of harm from research participation, and
gatekeepers are frequently protective of the ICSO population. This caution is understanda-
ble given the exceptional stigma faced by ICSOs and the persistence of negative attitudes
even among professionals (Friestad et al., 2021). However, in our experience, interviewees
generally reported positive experiences with participating in research. As one Norwegian
interviewee explained:

Of course, it’s not fun to talk about this, but at the same time, it feels good to talk
about it. And again, youre not a therapist, but just having someone who listens to
you and wants to hear your side of things, without accusing you or trying to force an
explanation in any direction; that always feels good. And I feel, without exaggerating my
own importance, that as someone who’s been convicted, its kind of my duty to try to
contribute as much as possible to prevent others from committing [offenses].

Similarly, a Swedish interviewee reported that the research interview prompted reflection
on treatment and reminded him of what he had gained from participating in a therapeutic
program for ICSOs, a point echoed in both the Danish and Norwegian studies. This
suggests that interviews can serve to deepen therapeutic processing. This likely resulted
from an empathetic, non-confrontational, and relational approach(cf. Blagden & Pem-
berton, 2010; Hydén, 2014). Hence, despite arguments from some scholars in favor of
confrontation (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2005), interviews with this particular population -
given the exceptional stigma they face - are more likely to trigger defensive reactions
under confrontational conditions. This may not only weaken the establishment of rapport
between interviewer and interviewee but also increase shame and lead interviewees to
withhold important information (Marshall et al., 2009).

Addressing offense-supportive attitudes (or not)

Although we generally found the non-confrontational and professionally empathetic
approach to be the most effective, we do not argue for a passive approach; instead, we
advocate for an active one. However much we may aim for neutrality, the interview
situation cannot be seen as a normative vacuum. Once rapport has been established,
researchers may need to challenge certain accounts, redirect irrelevant topics, or discuss
alternative perspectives. A key ethical dilemma when interviewing ICSOs is how to
address attitudes that support offending, or so-called cognitive distortions (Maruna &
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Mann, 2006). Balancing between interfering and staying quiet is delicate (Blagden &
Pemberton, 2010). For example, a Norwegian interviewee convicted of contact offenses
downplayed the harm of his actions and dismissed the idea that child sexual abuse
material (CSAM) as problematic. This placed the researcher in a position where she felt
unable to leave his opinions unchallenged:

Interviewee: Like, what difference does it make!? If somebody looks at a few photos of
some kids? Seriously, that’s ... I would say it’s hysteria.

Researcher: Well, I really disagree with you on that.

Interviewee: Yeah, yeah, you do, of course you do.

Researcher: Since someone has taken those photos and produced them, it means
that children have been abused, and viewing them means to support that abuse and
contribute to there being more of it.

Interviewee: Yeah, I guess you could say that, but what about drawings?

Researcher: Well, that ... We can discuss that in a different way.

Interviewee: Yeah?

Researcher: Yeah.

Interviewee: And what ... what about writings?

Researcher: But when it comes to photos and videos, I'm very clear on ...

Interviewee: [interrupts] Yeah, well... I can agree with that concrete argument.

Of course, I can.

In this instance, the researcher intervened in the interviewee’s narrative about CSAM by
making her own views on the topic clear. An alternative approach in such situations is
to allow the interviewee to speak freely, thereby offering insight into his/her worldview.
However, as Blagden and Pemberton (2010) note, leaving ICSOs’ views unchallenged
carries the risk of collusion (p. 277). Moreover, consistently taking a passive stance
demands considerable self-control on the part of the researcher, especially when an
interviewee’s statements conflict with their deeply held values or feel emotionally troubling
(Roberts, 2011). Intervening by sharing one’s own views may therefore be understood as a
form of self-care, helping the researcher feel more at ease during and after the interviews.

In the example above, the researcher responded as described because she was troubled
by what the interviewee said, but more importantly, she did not want to leave the interview
with him believing she shared his views. At the same time, to not dwell on the issue
or escalate the discussion, she quickly redirected the conversation, avoiding a detailed
response to a contentious question. A related field experience arose for the other Norwe-
gian co-author, when an interviewee said he did not see the point of having a legal age of
consent, supporting his view by stating that he, for one, had felt ready to have sex when he
was 13 years old. The age of consent in Norway is 16. Because the researcher felt that his
statement completely overlooked the legal reasoning behind the existence of this provision
- to protect children from sexual exploitation by adults — she chose to respond by oftering
an explanation of why it is considered important to have an age of consent.

Importantly, these exchanges occurred after rapport had been established and should
not be read as a general recommendation of such strategies, as direct challenges may
provoke hostility or withdrawal (Blagden & Pemberton, 2010). On the other hand, ICSOs
sometimes do respond favorably to meeting such forms of “social friction” (Kruse &
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Houge, 2025) in other contexts where they discuss their offending, provided that the
relationship where friction is offered is characterized by trust.

Nonetheless, researchers can also avoid endorsing an interviewee’s beliefs in other ways,
e.g., by not nodding in agreement or changing the subject subtly. This was the predom-
inant strategy used by the Swedish researcher, possibly due to her extensive practition-
er experience with this population, which may result in fewer emotionally challenging
reactions requiring a “self-care” response. Each researcher will have their own boundaries
regarding what they feel comfortable leaving unchallenged, and when, for their own
well-being, they feel they must somehow stand up for their own values. Ultimately, we
encourage researchers to reflect carefully and prepare for these complex situations, where
there are no right or simple answers. Furthermore, it is important to remain transparent
about the role one played during the interviews when disseminating the results.

Stepping out of the researcher role when necessary

Another dilemma encountered across our projects concerned requests for the researcher to
step beyond the researcher role and offer advice. Such requests appeared tied to intervie-
wees” motivations for taking part and what they might therefore expect in return for
their accounts, as noted above. Our experience suggests that the appropriate response
depends on the type of advice sought. In the Danish study, for example, the researcher,
affiliated with a law faculty, was sometimes asked legal questions that exceeded the scope
of the project. In such cases, the researcher responded factually, with reference to relevant
legislation and the broader interpretive context. A more ethically complex situation arose
when the researcher received the following email from a former interviewee:

Hi,

I just have a couple of questions I hope you might be able to help with.

At [name of prison], I was presented with the following conditions for temporary
release:

I wasn’t allowed to stay at any private address other than the one approved.

I wasn’t allowed to receive visits from children.

I wasn’t allowed to stay with anyone who had children present.

[...]

Can you confirm whether what the prison’s legal officer said is actually correct?

Does any of this relate to the Section 236 supervision order?

Responding to this inquiry would have required a case-specific legal assessment and
risked crossing into legal counselling, potentially compromising researcher independence,
institutional relationships, and core ethical principles such as role boundaries and the
avoidance of conflicts of interest. The researcher therefore referred the interviewee to a
legal aid organization. Such requests may also raise questions about whether interviewees
tully understand what the researcher role entails and may reflect a degree of role confusion
in which the researcher is positioned as a legal advisor (see also Dickson-Swift et al., 2006).
Nevertheless, our experience is that many interviewees sought advice and guidance from
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the researcher simply because they were unable to obtain it elsewhere, or had refrained
from doing so, as also noted earlier. This exchange underscores that interviewees may
expect something in return for their time, trust, and personal narratives. The ethical
tension inherent in treating interviewees as mere “providers of information” became
particularly evident when the same individual was later invited to a follow-up interview, to
which he replied:

Of course, I have time. We can definitely do a follow-up.
But I feel like I've reached out several times with relevant questions and information—
and for one reason or another, you haven't really been able or willing to respond.

But just let me know.

Although the follow-up interview ultimately proceeded, the response further underscored
how rapport between researcher and interviewee is inherently fragile and subject to
ongoing negotiation. As Oakley (2016) notes, treating participants solely as data sources
obscures the relational and reciprocal nature of research. Across our projects, support or
advice was therefore provided when we had relevant expertise and where doing so did
not conflict with ethical guidelines, for example by avoiding legal casework or actions that
might undermine trust with gatekeepers. Researchers should ideally anticipate this issue
in advance by providing interviewees with clarifying information about the researcher role
and the scope of what can and cannot be offered prior to the interview.

The relational and public aftermath

Keeping in touch with interviewees after the interview

Ending an interview that has been emotionally challenging needs careful consideration.
Some strategies we used included ending the interview on a positive note, such as
asking the interviewees what they were most proud of, or conducting post-interview
debriefs. Other strategies included ending the interview with a broader, more philosophi-
cal reflection rather than a personal one, or revisiting positive developments or changes
that the interviewee had mentioned earlier in the interview.

Many interviewees reported feelings of loneliness and social exclusion, and some
experienced the interviews as therapeutic. When the research relationship becomes
meaningful, or even transformative, ending it may carry considerable emotional weight.
This raises ethical questions about how and when to exit the field, and how to leave
interviewees without them feeling abandoned or exploited (Goyes & Sandberg, 2025). This
dilemma was more evident in the Danish project than in the Norwegian and Swedish ones,
likely because the interviews were conducted with follow-ups over nearly two years. While
this enabled richer conversations and deeper reflections, it also blurred role boundaries(cf.
Eneman, 2022). One interviewee, for example, called to ask if the researcher could collect a
spare key to his new apartment, coincidentally located in the same town as the university.
Another sent an unsolicited Christmas greeting message.

These dynamics place ethical pressure on the researcher to respond with empathy and
to acknowledge the asymmetry inherent in the relationship, and they may also prompt
reflection on whether the boundaries of the researcher role were communicated clearly
enough. However, the researcher sought to establish a “professional friendship” (Klein
et al., 2018; Rossetto, 2014), both to enable follow-up with the same interviewees over an
extended period and because such spontaneous interactions generated valuable empirical
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material. Unsolicited messages and informal conversations offered important insights into
interviewees’ everyday lives. The sustained relationship thus became a negotiated space,
used differently by both parties. Toward the end of the project, participants were informed
months in advance of its conclusion, thanked for their trust and contributions, and
provided with the researcher’s institutional email address for any future contact. Hence,
professional conduct may be personal without being private (Svensson & Ponnert, 2022),
as illustrated when the Danish researcher declined to collect the spare key.

We conclude that ultimately, maintaining contact with interviewees is a highly personal
decision (Eneman, 2022; Miiller et al., 2022), while keeping in mind that ICSOs constitute
a particularly isolated and often vulnerable group, requiring great care when leaving the
research relationship.

A “spokesperson” for perpetrators?

Bailey and Sample (2017) note that research on sexual offending often circulates within
academia rather than reaching policymakers or the public, placing a particular responsibil-
ity on researchers to disseminate findings more broadly. At the same time, scholars in
this field frequently face stigma and the threat of public backlash, including accusations
of “defending the offender” Research on ICSOs remains highly stigmatized, and being
perceived as a “spokesperson” for this population can carry real consequences (cf. Walker,
2023).

While our research has generally received positive attention, we have also encountered
negative feedback, including unfounded criticism and personal attacks in public commu-
nications. For instance, the Danish project’s researcher appeared on the front page of an
online newspaper with the caption: “Kasper wants more knowledge about the kind of
dolls the rest of us find repulsive,” following comments on the lack of empirical evidence
regarding child sex dolls.! The researcher’s head of department also received an anony-
mous email questioning their professional integrity and private life.

We recommend preparing for and managing these situations by building a supportive
network early on in the research process, involving colleagues, supervisors, researchers,
or practitioners experienced in working with ICSOs. This also requires universities to
establish support networks and ensure access to professional communication staff who
can provide guidance to researchers working with sensitive topics, while helping them
communicate their research findings effectively.

Discussion

The aim of this paper was to identify and analyze the specific obstacles and dilemmas
encountered during the interview research process with ICSOs. We also wanted to share
strategies and experiences used to navigate these challenges. We draw on empirical data
to highlight interviewees™ experiences and perspectives through a unique Scandinavian
cross-case analysis.

While many of the obstacles identified and strategies discussed mirror previous
research, such as recruitment difficulties and emotional aspects (e.g.Blagden & Pember-
ton, 2010; Eneman, 2022), our analysis also revealed novel findings that merit particular
attention. A salient finding across all five projects was that interviewees motivations
for taking part fell into three categories: instrumental, relational, and redemptive, with
the latter reflecting a desire to give back to society or help others. The analysis further
indicates that research interviews may also have therapeutic functions in which ICSOs’
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perspectives are given voice within an otherwise narrow public discourse. Non-confron-
tational interviews were shown to help some participants confront and manage stigma,
which arguably fosters a sense of agency. In this regard, their participation can be un-
derstood as part of a broader process of desistance and reintegration (McNeill, 2016).
This offers interviewees a chance to make amends or reaffirm a potential non-offending
identity, at least symbolically.

Nevertheless, achieving these potential positive outcomes requires researchers to
manage various obstacles and dilemmas along the way. Across the Scandinavian research
projects, access to the field typically depended on trust-based relationships with institu-
tional gatekeepers. It involved both formal and informal negotiations and was often a slow
and resource-intensive process. Additionally, based on our experiences and the broader
punitive turn in Nordic countries (Tham, 2019), researchers may need to anticipate public
criticism, including potential harassment and challenges to their credibility, similar to
what has been observed in North American research (Rydberg et al., 2023; Walker, 2023).

We found it necessary at times to step out of the researcher’s role to balance the
asymmetrical power relations that exist between interviewees and researchers (cf. Oakley,
2016). This included occasions where interviewees asked for advice, or when presented
with offense-supportive cognitions or justifications that prompted a moral need to respond
(cf. Blagden & Pemberton, 2010). Continuous critical reflection on such complex situa-
tions is warranted.

The researcher’s emotion management and self-care

As demonstrated in our analysis, several moral and emotional challenges arise in inter-
view research with ICSOs, including the risk of secondary traumatization (Woodhams &
Duran, 2024). Even though several of us have years or even decades of experience working
with ICSOs as researchers and practitioners, we all on some occasions experienced adverse
or difficult emotions when conducting our research (cf. Blagden & Pemberton, 2010;
Eneman, 2022). We urge researchers to recognize the fundamental impact such emotions
can have and to adopt appropriate strategies for self-care. This is not only crucial for our
well-being but also for maintaining an empathic and ethically responsible approach with
interviewees.

We handled these obstacles in various ways; for instance, we reduced the number of
consecutive interviews, allowing time to reflect on each encounter and discuss thoughts
and impressions with colleagues before moving on. Taking regular breaks from transcrib-
ing interviews also proved helpful. Another strategy was to exercise mindfulness techni-
ques during interviews, if negative emotions were evoked. Mindfulness techniques entail
accepting emotions without judgment (Academic Mindfulness Interest Group & Academic
Mindfulness Interest Group, 2006), and to acknowledge feelings while remaining focused
on the task at hand. Reflective journals (Braun & Clarke, 2019), in which you record your
emotions and then discuss them with supervisors, colleagues, or therapists, can also be
useful. Furthermore, engaging in role-play to rehearse responses to potentially challenging
scenarios, such as an interviewee inquiring about personal matters like whether you have
children, helped develop effective strategies for maintaining professional and personal
boundaries (Svensson & Ponnert, 2022).

Lastly, we think it is a useful self-care strategy to carefully think through and prepare
for difficult situations that may arise during fieldwork and data collection, preferably not
on your own but with others with similar experiences. However, the idea that everything
can be prepared or planned for and any risk mitigated in research is an illusion, and
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potentially harmful insofar as it creates a false sense of oversight or safety. Emotional
field experiences are also data, for example evidenced in Kruses (2024) analysis of a
situation where she involuntarily became fearful while by mistake being left alone in an
unsupervised prison environment with an ICSO participant. She concludes that while her
fear was connected to the male signified prison setting and her being a female researcher
on men’s sexual offending, the situation also inadvertently helped the participant to take
responsibility for other people’s reactions to him, in a manner perhaps not usual for him.

The current scarcity of literature on secondary traumatization in research with ICSOs is
problematic. This underscores the need for further research on emotion management and
self-care, particularly when researchers encounter offense-supportive accounts, for which
there are no clearly defined “right” strategies, as discussed in our analysis (see also Blagden
& Pemberton, 2010). It is also a pertinent question whose responsibility it is to safeguard
researchers’ health and well-being in the context of doing challenging research on emo-
tionally charged topics. Analyzing her own experiences of being completely overwhelmed
to the point of serious health risk in doing research on victims’ accounts of intimate
partner violence, Hansen (2024) asks where the personal protective equipment (PPE) of
academics can be located, and whose responsibility it is to ensure its availability. Hansen
raises an important question, and we gladly reiterate her point that having emotional and
psychological support at hand is particularly consequential for early-career researchers,
when employment is precarious or when fear of losing work if one can’t “handle it” might
lead to putting a lid on emotional or psychological needs.

On a final note, the strategies discussed here are not universal solutions but illustrate
the situated and negotiated nature of qualitative interview research with ICSOs. By
outlining obstacles, dilemmas, and possible responses, we aim to contribute to broader
methodological debates and offer a flexible toolkit to support context-sensitive, ethically
grounded decision-making.

Limitations and transferability

Our findings revealed more similarities than differences across the research projects
examined, despite being conducted in different Scandinavian countries and within
disparate disciplines. This suggests that researchers conducting interviews with ICSOs
in Scandinavian contexts, across different social science disciplines, encounter a core set
of shared challenges. These commonalities point to structural and interactional dynamics
that transcend individual studies, indicating that the strategies proposed here may hold
broader relevance within Nordic as well as global criminological research.

Nonetheless, the transferability of these findings beyond the Scandinavian context may
be limited. While there is evidence of a punitive turn across Scandinavian countries,
the criminal justice systems in this region remain comparatively less retributive and
more rehabilitative in orientation (Pratt, 2007). As such, researchers working in more
punitive or risk-averse jurisdictions may encounter different sets of legal, ethical, and
cultural constraints that require alternative methodological approaches. More comparative
research from other parts of the world is needed to understand how interview dynamics
and methodological dilemmas unfold in diverse penal contexts. Additionally, because all
interviewees in our studies were male, the findings may have limited applicability to
research involving women who have sexually offended.
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