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Foreword

Fieldwork Experiences in Criminology and Security Studies: Methods, Ethics, and
Emotions, edited by Antonio M. Diaz-Ferndndez, Cristina Del-Real, and Lorena
Molnar, is an essential read for students and researchers interested in conducting
sensitive research in criminology and security studies. The process of conducting
empirical research in criminology as well as security-related topics is filled with
numerous challenges and risks, especially when studying hidden, vulnerable, vio-
lent, and powerful individuals and groups, both online and offline. This book sheds
light on these challenges and risks, providing valuable insights for readers.

The book offers a wealth of examples on how to approach sensitive research in
criminology and security studies. Particularly noteworthy is the “lessons learned”
section in each chapter, where readers can vividly understand what it is like to
embark on such research in difficult situations. These valuable lessons and insights
are often absent from the existing literature, leaving novice researchers unprepared
for the obstacles they may face in these disciplines. The contributors of this book
openly discuss dilemmas, imperfections, and how they overcame challenges,
acknowledging that social research is far from flawless. Their shared experiences
are immensely valuable to readers.

The editors state that their aim was to illuminate the multifaceted dimensions of
fieldwork experiences; foster understanding, reflection, and growth within the
research community; and provide guidance and inspiration to early career research-
ers. In accomplishing these goals, the book contributes significantly to the advance-
ment of criminology and security studies.

The book’s origins lie in the collaborative efforts of the three editors over several
years, along with extensive interactions with researchers who eventually contrib-
uted their chapters. This collaboration resulted in contributions from 55 authors
representing 40 universities and research institutions across 13 countries. Although
the book focuses on sensitive research in criminology and security studies, it fea-
tures authors from other social science disciplines like anthropology, psychology,
and sociology.
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Foreword

The included chapters illustrate both shared elements and unique aspects among

various research projects. From these chapters, readers can glean the following
requirements for engaging in sensitive research in criminology and security studies:

Thorough field preparation

Careful consideration of participant recruitment methods, data collection loca-
tions, and techniques

Ethical and moral consideration

Assessment of risks and potential harm to both participants and researchers
Appropriate exit strategies from the field

The discussions and examples presented in this book hold immense value for

students and researchers, not only in criminology but also in other social science
disciplines. I highly recommend this book, especially to novice researchers, as it
imparts extensive knowledge on conducting research ethically and morally in
extremely challenging environments while prioritizing emotional well-being
and safety.

Pranee Liamputtong

Professor of Behaviour Sciences
VinUniversity

Hanoi, Vietnam



Introduction

During the course of preparing this book, numerous experiences and incidents have
unfolded, exemplifying the dynamic nature of our research endeavors. These include
the joyful arrival of three newborns, with two authors and an editor among the proud
parents. Additionally, unforeseen challenges have arisen such as cases of COVID-19,
a change of university, the illness of a family member, and an unexpected surgical
intervention, demanding our attention and resilience. Furthermore, daunting tasks
imposed by governmental bodies, coupled with newfound research and teaching
responsibilities, have added further complexity to the project. Since the confirma-
tion of Springer Nature’s interest in this endeavor in May 2021, a dedicated team of
55 researchers (36 women and 19 men) has diligently contributed their expertise.
However, the multifaceted nature of our experiences has necessitated several adjust-
ments to accommodate these real-life incidents. Throughout this process, we
engaged in shared reflections, collectively strategizing on how to approach the dif-
ferent sections, epitomizing our commitment to presenting an authentic portrayal of
our fieldwork. These genuine accounts and the subsequent adaptations are of utmost
importance to us, as they encapsulate the essence of this book.

The invaluable lessons and insights scientists have acquired throughout the
research journey, as well as the profound impact of their experiences, often remain
absent from the published works. The limitations imposed by articles of 6000-8000
words hinder the scientific community from conveying the full scope of what they
have encountered, how researchers navigated through challenges, and how these
circumstances influenced their research. These constraints prevent all of us from
sharing both successes and mistakes, from acknowledging instances of inadequate
foresight or poorly conceived steps, as well as recounting the triumphs resulting
from well-considered strategies, extensive preparations, strokes of luck, and swift
decisions made in unforeseeable situations. Consequently, we inadvertently project
an image to the scientific community, and even to ourselves, that from the research
design to the publication of results, everything meticulously adhered to the pro-
posed roadmap, and that we, as researchers, are detached automatons meticulously
collecting data with robotic neutrality. The latter has detrimental effects on the sci-
entific enterprise and those involved in it such as depriving fellow researchers of the
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viii Introduction

opportunity to learn from the debates, challenges, and alternative approaches
encountered by others. This impact is particularly pernicious for early career
researchers, who may lack exposure to normalized processes and the chance to
glean insights from the experiences of their peers.

The genesis of this collaborative book stems from extensive discussions held by
the three editors over the course of several years, as well as numerous interactions
with esteemed colleagues, many of them authors of the chapters composing this
work. These conversations have taken place in informal settings, as well as within
the ethical committees of our universities, and have emerged during conferences
and scientific gatherings where anecdotes and experiences from our collective field-
work have been shared. These exchanges have encompassed a wide spectrum of
emotions, ranging from amusing and even hilarious accounts when viewed in retro-
spect, to deeply concerning and potentially research-jeopardizing situations. These
personal accounts were shared in informal settings, serving as a means of decom-
pression among peers who can truly comprehend the profound anguish experienced
when facing situations such as engaging in interviews with terrorists, venturing into
paramilitary zones for the first time, grappling with the uncertainty of how to pre-
vent revictimization during a study, procuring a valid sample without prior knowl-
edge of inmate characteristics, or persuading the IT managers of our university to
authorize the installation of software on their servers for a study on the digital foot-
print of hackers. These shared confidences capture the essence of the human experi-
ences intertwined with our research endeavors, highlighting the complexities and
challenges we encounter in our fieldwork. By unearthing and documenting these
moments, we hope to shed light on the intricate and often overlooked aspects of
research, providing our peers with a deeper understanding of the multifaceted real-
ity we navigate. Through the candid exploration of our collective experiences, we
aim to foster empathy, provoke thoughtful discussions, and ultimately contribute to
the growth and improvement of our scientific community.

The essence of our project, encapsulated in the title “Fieldwork Experiences in
Criminology and Security Studies: Methods, Ethics, and Emotions,” aimed to delve
into the personal encounters and challenges researchers face in their pursuit of sci-
entific knowledge. Unlike existing publications on research techniques and meth-
ods, our focus was specifically on the intricacies of fieldwork experiences. Our
project revolved around three core elements: methods, ethics, and emotions. In
exploring methods, we sought to uncover how researchers navigated the investiga-
tion of sensitive subjects and concealed collectives, adapting established techniques
or developing new methodologies for areas such as cyber research. Ethics played a
crucial role as we examined the guidance provided by universities, ethical dilemmas
encountered, and the measures taken to protect both researchers and participants.
We addressed not only confidentiality but also re-victimization prevention and the
potential stigmatization of groups resulting from research findings. Recognizing the
significance of emotions, often overlooked in publications on sensitive topics, we
acknowledged their intrinsic role. Convincing some authors to embrace the inclu-
sion of emotions in their chapters required discussions and clarification of the
importance of acknowledging our own subjectivity in the field. While objectivity
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remains vital, we cannot dismiss the emotional experiences inherent in our work.
Sharing strategies for managing and navigating emotions was particularly valuable
for early career researchers. Ultimately, our project aimed to shed light on the mul-
tifaceted dimensions of fieldwork experiences. Through an exploration of methods,
ethics, and emotions, we sought to foster understanding, reflection, and growth
within the research community. By providing guidance and inspiration to early
career researchers embarking on their scholarly quests, we aimed to contribute to
the advancement of criminology and security studies.

The final map of contributors represents 40 universities and research centers
from 13 countries: Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Finland, Italy, Norway,
Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United
States of America. The process of selecting authors for this collective project was
itself a valuable learning experience. Our goal was to achieve a balanced representa-
tion of authors by combining the experience of established experts who had shaped
research dynamics over the past two decades with the fresh perspectives of early
career researchers who could contribute with innovative approaches and techniques.
In addition, we aimed to incorporate a wide range of disciplinary perspectives com-
ing not only from criminologists, but also anthropologists, psychologists, psychia-
trists, sociologists, political scientists, and lawyers. Moreover, we actively sought
experiences from the Global South but encountered significant difficulties in this
endeavor. Despite identifying researchers with relevant expertise in our desired top-
ics, we often found that their current research centers or universities had changed.
Even when attempting to focus solely on specific countries, we faced obstacles. It
appeared that certain countries — including Australia, the United States, the United
Kingdom, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Canada — had implemented robust
researcher recruitment policies, resulting in many researchers from the Global
South today working in universities within those countries. This reality of the
research landscape is important to acknowledge, and we wish to be honest with the
readers about why this specific distribution of authors, regions, and universities is
present in the book. Undoubtedly, there may be other researchers from the Global
South, but despite our 9 months of searching, they remained invisible to us, at least
within our scope. By providing this explanation, we aim to convey the realities of
the research landscape and our sincere efforts to ensure a diverse and inclusive
range of perspectives in this book. We acknowledge the limitations and challenges
encountered during the selection process and strive to maintain transparency with
the readers about the specific composition of authors and regions represented.

The book is divided into five parts. The first one, The Powerful, narrates scholars’
experiences of their research journeys in the realm of power and influence towards
various actors who play significant roles in different spheres: intelligence services,
police officers, armed forces, political elites, the Church, and probation officers.
These authors exert control, maintain order, and enforce policies, each with its own
distinct agenda and authority. The second part — The Invisible — relates to research
experiences with ethnic minorities, people involved in the night and leisure industry,
persons experiencing homelessness, prison inmates and sex workers, and groups
that face unique struggles and vulnerabilities. The third part addresses The
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Vulnerable, composed by juvenile victims, victims of human trafficking, and refu-
gee women. These individuals often find themselves in precarious situations,
exposed to exploitation and abuse, and these specificities pose unique research
methods and dilemmas. The fourth part relates to The Violent addressing research
experiences with participants who are engaged in terrorism, radicalization, domes-
tic and intimate-partner violence, organized crime groups, gangs, pedophilia and
child abuse, as well as respondents who suffer from psychopathy. These subjects
contribute to a climate of fear and endanger the well-being of communities and
researchers require specific training during their field studies. The fifth part addresses
one of the latest challenges for our societies — The Cyber — by narrating the experi-
ences of scholars who study cybercriminals and cybersecurity, focusing on extrem-
ism, dark markets, and cyberbullies.

The pursuit of internal coherence in this book aimed to address the sensitive
issues within a manageable scope. It was understood that attempting to cover all
potential sensitive topics would be unfeasible. Instead, our focus was on identifying
chapters that offered elements for cross-cutting readings. For instance, although
there is no dedicated chapter specifically on police elites, relevant experiences can
be found by examining different chapters on political elites, probationers, cyberse-
curity police officers, and the military. By employing this approach, researchers can
adapt the insights from these diverse chapters to their specific area of interest. A
similar logic applies to chapters by Molnar, Menih, and Feixa, which provide differ-
ent perspectives on street work. Furthermore, chapters exploring the realities of
individuals in state-managed centers, such as Pereda, Halty, and Giierri and Marti,
contribute to a thematic and cross-cutting understanding of the subject matter.
Emphasis was placed on maintaining internal homogeneity despite the diversity of
the chapters, and the authors’ commitment to the proposed structural approach is
reflected in the rigorousness of their contributions and the resulting conclusions.

As our conversations with the authors progressed, we discovered an additional
objective of the book that was not initially apparent. It became evident that not all
universities possess research ethics committees to which research proposals can be
submitted. Furthermore, even in cases where such committees exist, they may lack
in-depth knowledge of the specific sensitive and hard-to-reach topics and popula-
tions addressed in our work, or their evaluation criteria may be inconsistent. This
inconsistency can be observed not only within a single university but also among
different universities within the same country. In light of these challenges, we firmly
believe that the wealth of experiences, approaches, and decisions compiled in this
book can serve as a valuable resource for researchers. It can provide them with
compelling arguments to support their methodological and ethical choices when
engaging with ethics committees, especially regarding topics that may not align
with the expertise or consistent criteria of their own institution.

For those scholars operating in the absence of such committees, the book offers
a catalog of experiences and options utilized by fellow researchers from various
countries, enabling them to shape their fieldwork with due consideration for ethics
and emotional well-being. By sharing the diverse array of approaches and decisions
made by researchers in different contexts, we aim to empower the scientific
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community to make informed choices when confronted with methodological and
ethical challenges. This compilation of experiences can contribute to a more robust
and globally informed discourse on research ethics, bridging the gaps that may exist
between institutions and between countries. Ultimately, we aspire to promote a
more cohesive and ethical research environment where researchers can engage in
fieldwork while adhering to universally recognized principles of scientific integrity.

Professor Pranee Liamputtong was chosen to write the foreword due to her
extensive research experience and expertise in the evolving landscape of ethics
committees and research techniques. As a qualitative methodology specialist focus-
ing on vulnerable populations, she brought valuable insights to scholars from vari-
ous disciplines in the social and behavioral sciences. We express our sincere
appreciation for Professor Liamputtong’s prompt and positive response to the book
project. Furthermore, we extend our gratitude to Springer Nature and their editors
and staff we have worked with for their support and professionalism throughout the
2-year collaboration. We express our heartfelt gratitude to all the authors for their
remarkable honesty and willingness to engage in extensive discussions, emails, and
video calls. These exchanges were aimed at effectively conveying their experiences,
including their mistakes and achievements, within the intricate realm of criminol-
ogy and security studies. Recognizing the emotional toll that researching marginal-
ized groups, vulnerable populations, or individuals involved in abhorrent actions
can have is a brave act and we deeply appreciate their introspection. Their dedica-
tion to reviewing their field journals and their genuine commitment to sharing their
authentic research experiences with fellow scholars in the field of criminology and
security studies is truly commendable.

To sum up, the scientific research — especially in social sciences — is far from
flawless. Nevertheless, we firmly believe that acknowledging imperfections, identi-
fying areas for improvement, and striving to progress are crucial endeavors. By
recognizing and sharing the realities of our research journeys, we can foster a cul-
ture of learning and growing within the scientific community. It is imperative that
we collectively embrace that the pursuit of knowledge is an evolving and iterative
process, one that thrives on transparency, openness, and the collective wisdom
derived from shared experiences. By openly and honestly sharing their methods,
dilemmas, and findings, the authors have contributed to the advancement of knowl-
edge and the improvement of research practices in these complex domains. Their
insights will undoubtedly benefit current and future researchers, providing them
with valuable guidance and a deeper understanding of the intricacies involved in
studying such challenging subjects in criminology and security studies.

Cadiz, Spain Antonio M. Diaz-Fernandez
The Hague, The Netherlands Cristina Del-Real
Lausanne, Switzerland Lorena Molnar

June 2023
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Chapter 1
Talking with Spies: From Naive
to Distrustful Researcher

Antonio M. Diaz-Fernandez

1 Intelligence Services as Research Object

At the end of 1998, I commenced my doctoral thesis on the Spanish intelligence
services at the University of Barcelona, Spain, although all the fieldwork took place
in Madrid at a recently established hybrid university institute somewhere between the
National University of Distance Education and the Ministry of Defence: the Instituto
Universitario ‘General Gutiérrez Mellado’. The aim of my doctoral thesis was to
describe the model of the intelligence services that Spain had adopted after its transi-
tion to democracy in 1978, the political and bureaucratic dynamics underlying that
model, and the similarities of the Spanish model with respect to other Western ones.
Since that initial study, most of my academic career has been centred on intelligence
services, branching out to particular research areas on especially sensitive topics.

Oral sources of information have always played a major role in my research, due
to the fact that other sources that are extensively used in other research fields, such
as governmental reports, statistics, and archives, are inaccessible to the general pub-
lic and hardly ever disclosed in Spain in view of the legal restrictions of the Law on
Official Secrets of 1968, and its development in Law 48/1978, of 7 October. Over
the years, I have conversed with former members of the intelligence services from
the 1970s and 1980s who claim to have held onto internal documents, either as a
protective measure or as part of a somewhat relaxed security culture that prevailed
after the democratic transition. In any case, aware of its fragmented and individual-
istic features, I have never asked for access to that sort of material. However, I have
been involved in some attempts to declassify blocks of confidential material, only
released after protracted and wearisome administrative procedures.
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