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Learning outcomes

e This case provides an overview of the use of online asynchronous interviews to
collect data from rare sexual paraphilias and seeks to give new researchers a better
understanding of the methodological issues faced when using online asynchronous
interviews in carrying out research into sexual paraphilias.

e To understand the advantages and disadvantages of using online asynchronous
interviews as a means of accessing sensitive populations within sexuality.

e To understand the way in which the nature of the Internet impacts the use of online
data collection methods.

e To be able to critical evaluate the use of online asynchronous interviews in relation to

other online data collection methods.

Introduction
Sexual paraphilias (and sexual fetishes) are represented in the psychological literature
primarily as pathological conditions that need to be treated by a clinician. However, very
little research exists into ‘healthy’ paraphilias that an individual enjoys as part of a healthy
sexual lifestyle and without any clinical problems. This has been attributed in part to both
researcher and participant. On the one hand, many researchers may be reluctant to research
non-normative areas in sexuality out of fear that their personal interests may be aligned with
the non-normative interests in question (Okami, 2002). On the other hand, paraphilias and
sexuality in general may represent a taboo, sensitive and private aspect of an individual’s life,
meaning that they are unwilling to disclose information about it face-to-face and/or in public.
The Internet represents an online space in which individuals can quickly and easily disclose
information while maintaining perceived anonymity. As such, the Internet offers the perfect

opportunity for carrying out research into ‘healthy’ paraphilias (Griffiths, 2012a). There are



currently numerous methodologies that can be used to collect online data about sexual
paraphilias. However, this case study briefly examines a common online qualitative method
(i.e., online asynchronous interviews) and briefly reviews its advantages, disadvantages and

uses.

The use of online methodologies to study sexual paraphilias
Online methods are becoming increasingly popular in the study of paraphilic behaviours,
owing to the numerous advantages they hold over traditional offline research methods. The
Internet is a versatile research tool and can be used to conduct correlational, cross-sectional,
experimental, self-report and/or observational research within the discipline of psychology.
Griffiths (2012a) recently examined four different online data collection methods used for
collecting paraphilic data, including: (i) online questionnaires; (ii) online forums; (iii) online
interviews; and (iv) online participant observation. He concluded in this review that online
data collection methods represent a useful and practical way in which to research sexual

paraphilias.

Online methodologies hold a number of advantages over traditional offline methodologies
when it comes to studying paraphilic behaviour. Griffiths (2012a) argues that the Internet is
advantageous because it: (i) provides the opportunity for anonymous behavioural research
with previously inaccessible populations (i.e., paraphiliacs) and especially those with rare
paraphilic interests; (ii) can be useful for eliciting rich and detailed data in
sensitive/unusual/embarrassing areas (i.e., paraphilic behaviour); (iii) has a disinhibiting
effect on participants and reduce social desirability bias, leading to increased levels of
honesty and therefore higher validity in the case of self-report; (iv) provides access to

participants who may not have taken part in offline research (i.e., paraphiliacs); (v) provides



access to a potentially global pool of participants, thereby increasing the possibility to study
extreme and uncommon behaviours (i.e., paraphilias) and allowing for quick and easy cross-
cultural comparisons to be made; (vi) provides access to ‘socially unskilled’ participants (i.e.,
some paraphiliacs), who may not have taken part in offline research; (vii) can aid participant
recruitment through advertising on different bulletin boards and websites (e.g., paraphilia
chat rooms, paraphilia forums); (viii) can contain archived material for use in time-based
qualitative research; and (ix) produces data that can be automatically transcribed, suiting
particular methodologies (e.g., interpretative phenomenological analysis, discourse analysis,
etc.). In additional to these nine advantages, it is also commonly argued that the Internet
reduces financial and time costs, owing to the lack of preparation and dissemination costs and

quicker participant response times online (Granello & Wheaton, 2004).

Asychronous or synchronous interviews?
Internet technology allows for two types of online interview: the asynchronous and
synchronous interview. An asynchronous interview is one in which data are transmitted
intermittently (i.e., via an e-mail client, such as Hotmail or Gmail), while a synchronous
interview is one in which data are transmitted in a steady stream (i.e., via an Instant
Messaging (IM)/chat client, such as MSN Messenger or ICQ). Both types of online interview
fulfill all of the advantages of online methods set out above and are therefore appropriate for
use in studying paraphilic behaviours. In addition to these advantages, both types of online
interview have the added caveat that interviewees can take their time to create thoughtful and
reflective responses that can be edited at some point if need be. Likewise, both types of
online interview carry the disadvantage that nonverbal (e.g., body language) and
paralinguistic (e.g., tone of voice) cues are not available. This makes it difficult for the

researcher to know the psychological disposition of participating interviewees and limits the



possibilities within analytic techniques that often rely on these cues (e.g. conversation
analysis). Furthermore, there are a number of advantages and disadvantages to both types that

should be considered before a researcher chooses either type of online interview.

Asynchronous interviews — Advantages and disadvantages:

Asynchronous interviews have a number of advantages (James & Busher, 2006): (i)
responses can be sent at the participant/researcher’s own convenience, making the interview
process less stressful for both parties; (ii) complications caused by time zone differences and
technical difficulties are avoided, as the interview can be resumed at an appropriate time or
once technical difficulties have subsided; (iii) e-mail technology is quick and easy to use, as
most people who use the Internet already have an e-mail account; and (iv) interviewees can
take more time to reflect and write their responses without the implied presence of the

researcher.

However, asynchronous interviews also have a number of disadvantages (James & Busher,
2006): (i) responses can be incoherent owing to the gap between asking a question and
following-up; (ii) it is difficult to immediately clarify the meaning of an ambiguous or
misunderstood question; (iii) questions may come across in the wrong way and lead to
interviewees withdrawing; (iv) interviewees are unaware of how many questions will be
asked in total, which may cause stress; and (v) e-mails may be sent to a junk folder or remain

unseen by interviewees, effectively ending the interview.

Synchronous interviews — Advantages and disadvantages:
Synchronous interviews have a number of advantages (Jowett et al., 2011): (i) both parties

can engage in real-time conversation, leading to more coherent responses; (ii) there is a



quicker response time than in asynchronous interviews; (iii) interviewees are more likely to
display speech disfluency (e.g., fillers), which can be useful when employing certain analytic
techniques (e.g., conversation analysis); (iv) any ambiguities in the study or questions can be

immediately addressed by the researcher.

However, synchronous interviews also have a number of disadvantages (Jowett et al., 2011):
(1) time zone differences and technical difficulties may interrupt the study or make it difficult
to carry out; (ii) interviewees are required to have a certain level of prerequisite knowledge
(i.e., may never have used an IM client before); (iii) interviewees can become distracted by
other activities on their computer, leading to lengthy interviews (e.g., around three hours);

(iv) pauses may be misinterpreted by interviewees as researcher disinterest.

Considerations in choosing type of online interview
Owing to the number of individual advantages and disadvantages to asynchronous and
synchronous interviews, there are a number of considerations to bear in mind before choosing

to use either type of interview. These considerations can be summarised as follows:

1. Geographical location of participants. Researchers should consider where their
participants are based. If their time zone is significantly out of sync with that of the
researcher, then it is probably best to choose asynchronous interviews. On the other
hand, if they are based in the same country as (or a country adjacent to) the
researcher, synchronous interviews may be advantageous.

2. Demographics of participants. Certain demographic features of the participants
should be considered (e.g., age, nationality, education, etc.). If the researcher is

specifically targeting elderly participants, they may be comfortable with using e-mail,



but not an IM client. Likewise, those participants possessing a higher education are
more likely to have used computer technology throughout their education (Ross et al.,
2005) and as such may find it easier to use an IM client.

3. Timeframe of the study. Study schedules should be considered and researchers should
evaluate how much time they have to collect data. Asynchronous interview questions
can go unanswered for weeks and may require frequent following-up. On the other
hand, synchronous interviews can be carried out within a single session across a few
hours.

4. Analytic technique. Researchers need to consider which technique they will use to
analyse the data. Generally speaking, online interviews do not lend themselves well to
discourse analysis. However, as pointed out above, synchronous interviews may work

to some extent with conversation analysis.

The next section briefly puts these considerations into practical application by using
asynchronous interviews to collect data from a little researched sexual paraphilia (i.e.,

dacryphilia — sexual arousal from crying and/or tears)

Case study method in action: Establishing a dacryphilia typology
This section examines a research project into dacryphilia, one of many under-researched
paraphilias. What follows is a contextual overview of the research, as well as a look at the
research design, methodological strengths and limitations and some critical reflections on the
whole methodological process. Although the project focused specifically on dacryphilia, the

guidance in this section can be applied to studies into any other paraphilias.

Research context and overview:



The majority of psychological literature on paraphilias treats them as pathological disorders
that need to be treated clinically. However, numerous studies (e.g., Scorolli et al., 2007;
Ahlers et al., 2011) have shown that ‘healthy’ paraphilic interests (i.e., paraphilias enjoyed as
part of a healthy sexual lifestyle and without causing distress to the paraphiliac or their
partner) are widespread and constitute a part of many individuals’ sex lives. In spite of this,
there is a dearth of empirical research that looks into the experiences of different paraphiliacs
and examines the phenomenology of their paraphilic interests. This was the initial gap in the

literature that the research in this case study sought to address.

Estimates place the number of recognised paraphilias as somewhere between 547 and 750+
(Love, 2002; Aggrawal, 2009). These paraphilias can range from the relatively well known
(e.g., zoophilia, a sexual attraction to and interest in animals) to the largely unheard of (e.g.,
homilophilia, sexual arousal from listening to/giving sermons or speeches). As such, the next
step was to choose a paraphilia that was under-represented in the psychological literature and
had good research potential. Dacryphilia has been defined as “arousal from seeing tears in the
eyes of a partner” (Aggrawal, 2009, p. 373), with a further widened definition including “(i)
sexual arousal from someone displaying strong emotion and/or (ii) sexual arousal from the
emotional release that accompanies crying (i.e., an “emotional catharsis™).” (Griffiths,
2012b). This was chosen as a suitable paraphilia because it opens a number of potential
research possibilities (i.e., sadistic, masochistic, emotional, active and passive interests within
dacryphilia) and also appears to be an extension of normative human behaviour (i.e., the

impulse to give attention to and comfort a crier).

Since this was the first study of its kind into dacryphilia, it was decided that a set of

qualitative interviews represented the best methodological approach. These would help to



achieve the research aims of establishing a typology of different interests within dacryphilia
and exploring the range of dacryphilic experience. Ultimately, the study found a number of
different types of dacryphilic interest (e.g., compassionate dacryphilia and
Dominant/submissive dacryphilia) and established specific features that characterise these
types. These findings were discussed both in relation to the wider paraphilia literature and

psychological literature on crying and tears.

Research design:

Given the research aims and as mentioned above, it was decided that qualitative interviews
represented the best methodological approach to the study. Likewise, dacryphilia (like most
paraphilias) is a sensitive and ‘niche’ interest that most dacryphiles discuss online, rather than
in public. As such, online interviews were chosen as the most appropriate way to get in touch
with a big enough sample to explore this paraphilic behaviour further. The final decision was
whether the online interviews should be asynchronous or synchronous. On beginning the
research, it soon became apparent that the majority of dacryphiles encountered on online
forums were from the United States. Similarly, the only inclusion criterion was identification
as a dacryphile, meaning that no specific demographic group was targeted. Finally,
recruitment commenced a number of months before the project deadline and the preferred
analytic technique was thematic analysis. This meant that asynchronous interviews arguably

represented the best way in which to interview the participants.

All participants were initially sent the same set of structured preliminary questions, designed
to obtain: (i) demographic information (e.g., age, nationality, education); and (ii) a basic
profile of the participant’s dacryphilia (e.g., first dacryphilic experience, specific types of

arousal within dacryphilia, other sexual interests, etc.). Examples of the latter included:



e What was your first experience of dacryphilia like?

e How open are you with others about your interest in dacryphilia?

e Do you get any sexual pleasure if other people watch you cry?

e Do you think there is any connection between your fetish and other fetishistic
behaviour that you engage in?

e Would you describe your dacryphilia as sadistic and/or masochistic?

These were then followed by a set of unstructured participant-led questions (i.e., the
unstructured questions were grounded in the participants’ responses to the structured
questions) about the participants’ dacryphilia. Depending on how interviewees answered the
initial set of questions (i.e., what their specific responses were, the depth of their responses,

etc.), the subsequent set ranged from eight to nineteen questions. Examples of these included:

e You mention that your caring/compassionate nature feeds into your quirk. Can you
elaborate on this?

e You mention that you have scored highly on (informal) tests for sociopathy. Do you
recognise sociopathic traits in yourself? If so, to what extent do you feel that these
have an influence on your sexuality?

e You imply that it is difficult to find men who can engage in dacryphilia in a way
which fully satisfies you. Why do you think that “often men don’t have it in them to
truly hurt me”?

e Can you give an example of a hurt/comfort scenario that you did with your stuffed

animals when you were young?



e Do you feel that your upbringing as an only child may be connected to your

involvement with dacryphilia?

Following the second set of follow-up questions, no more questions were sent to the
participants. However contact was maintained so that feedback could be gained from

participants on the names and definitions of the different dacryphilic types.

Strengths and limitations:

The data produced by asynchronous interviews in the study were sufficient enough to
highlight two distinct types within dacryphilia and allow a detailed analysis of these two

types. In particular, the methodological approach displayed the following strengths:

e An adequate sample size (n = 8) for qualitative research was recruited from a range of
countries (USA, Belgium, Romania, UK), the majority of which were outside of the
home institution country. If recruitment had been carried out offline, it is unlikely that

any participants, such as the ones recruited here, would have come forward.

e All participants were recruited from online forums, which increased the likelihood

that they were competent in using computers and the Internet.

e Participants were free to respond to questions at their own convenience, which
avoided any problems caused by time-zone differences or prior work/social

arrangements.



e The majority of participants gave rich descriptive and reflective accounts of their
experiences of dacryphilia. This allowed for an in-depth qualitative analysis of the

data and may not have been achieved through synchronous interviews.

e Informed consent forms were sent via e-mail and with the initial set of questions that
ensured continuity between the informed consent process and the start of the

interview.

e Participant feedback was maintained via e-mail throughout the whole research
process, which meant that rapport was built between the participants and researcher

and that the results were a fair reflection of the participants’ dacryphilic experience.

Despite these many strengths, there were also a number of limitations to the study. Some of
these limitations arose as a result of using online methods (e.qg., absence of nonverbal and
paralinguistic cues) and as such will not be discussed here because they were already implied
in the initial choice of online methods. The methodological approach directly entailed the

following limitations:

e During recruitment on one online forum, concerns were expressed by the forum
members about the legitimacy of the research project and the researchers’ identities.
These concerns were resolved when one of the members contacted the senior
researcher in the research team. Employing another online method (e.g., asynchronous
video interview) may have addressed at least some of the concerns regarding the

researchers’ identities.



One potential participant expressed an interest in taking part in the study, but after
reviewing the messages she had sent the researcher, the researcher decided that her
participation may have posed an ethical risk (i.e., it may have caused her emotional
and/or psychological distress). Asynchronous online interviews make it more difficult
to offer helpful and practical support, because a participant can simply decide to stop

replying to e-mails.

One potential participant expressed an interest in taking part in the study and filled out
both the informed consent form and the initial set of questions. However, he did not
possess the required technical knowledge to e-mail the completed documents back

and therefore did not provide any data to be included in the study.

Some questions implied ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses (e.g., “Do you get any sexual pleasure
if other people watch you cry?”). The researcher had hoped that participants would
elaborate on these responses (e.g., “Yes, I get sexual pleasure if...but not when...”).
However, this typically did not happen and needed to be followed-up in the

subsequent set of questions.

If participants were unclear on the meaning of a question, it usually took (the
researcher that collected the data) one or two days to reply to their query. This may
have had a detrimental effect on the coherency and/or the veracity of their written

responses.

One participant gave limited responses, usually consisting of one small sentence per
question. Owing to the lack of real-time interaction, it was impossible for the
researcher to prompt him to give more detailed responses. This meant that his data

could not be used to the same extent or depth as other participants’ responses.



Critical reflections

The data gained from using online asynchronous interviews was subsequently analysed using
thematic analysis. This gave rise to a set of two distinct dacryphilic types, characterised by a
number of sub-themes. Without the use of asynchronous interviews, this would not have been
possible, as it is likely that very few (if any) participants would have been recruited and that
there would have been potential time-zone difficulties with those that were recruited.
Likewise, despite the long data collection period (i.e., 6 months), the nature of asynchronous
interviews meant that time was saved during the traditional transcription and data cleaning
period (i.e., the data was already transcribed and the responses were to the point, rather than
containing the conversational chit-chat of face-to-face and synchronous interviews). Finally,
it was always possible to maintain contact with participants via e-mail, leading to increased
rapport with participants that was reflected in their appreciative replies to the researchers. As
such, the choice of asynchronous interviews in the methodological approach to this study can

be considered a success in terms of collecting useful and usable data.

However, there were also a number of limitations in the use of asynchronous interviews.
Although rapport was built with participants following recruitment (as well as during and
after the interview process), participants on one of the online paraphilia forums expressed
concerns about the legitimacy of the researcher collecting the data and the research project
itself. Clearly, this problem is avoided in traditional face-to-face research, but this is not
particularly an option in the study of paraphilias. The use of synchronous interviews or
another online method (e.g., online questionnaires) may have allayed this problem somewhat,
as IM clients and online questionnaires may appear more ‘technological’ and befitting of
proper academic research than the relatively traditional and simple e-mail client. Likewise, if
synchronous interviews had been utilised participants would have been able to actively

question the researchers in real-time, which may have appealed as a means of assessing



legitimacy. Willis (2011) suggests that by becoming familiar with the research population’s
online parlance (e.g., the use of abbreviations such as LOL, OMG, etc.) and mimicking this
linguistic style, online trust can be built and maintained. However, given the problem that the
research team’s identities were cast into doubt, the use of online parlance may have only
served to further delegitimise the study. Ultimately, this problem was resolved when a
member contacted the most senior member of the research team. As such, this problem may
occur more frequently to those who are new to research and/or with limited prior
publications, especially when carrying out asynchronous interviews. In this case, the best
solution may lie in referring individuals to a more established member of the research team
(who is likely to have an established profile that can be checked online by potential
participants), or attempting to establish legitimacy through referring individuals to the

research team’s own university profile or publications from research team members.

Elsewnhere, there were issues with gaining detailed responses of a depth that allowed rigorous
qualitative analysis, both in general (i.e., with implied ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses) and
specifically with one participant. Clearly, this problem is likely to be avoided and/or
overcome in synchronous interviews. If asynchronous interviews are to be used, this
limitation can be managed more effectively by designing open-ended questions that do not
solely imply ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses. For example, rather than simply asking “Do you get any
sexual pleasure if other people watch you cry?”, an additional question can be added, such as
“If so (or not), can you elaborate on why this happens/does not happen?”. This sort of
question can be asked in the follow-up questions. However, by adding it to the initial
questions, time is saved and veracity and/or coherency is likely to be improved. In the case of
limited individual responses, participant data may have to be discarded if it is entirely

unusable. Alternatively, follow-up questions for the participants could be tailored so that



fewer questions are sent over a much longer time period (i.e., rather than ten questions in one
e-mail, five e-mails could be sent each including two questions). This may appear less

daunting and encourage participants to focus more attention on each individual question.

Finally, the research outlined in this case study was limited by participant issues that
occasionally concerned ethics, technology and question ambiguity. Within asynchronous
interviews, these issues can be difficult to avoid, as all participants are different and there is
always a chance that one of them may have experienced distress in the past, may not
understand how to use e-mail technology and/or may not understand the exact intent of a
question. The best way to avoid such limitations is by giving clear instructions with the initial
questions about how to respond to questions, how to submit responses through e-mail and
what to do in the case that ethical issues are raised (e.g., leave details of a support group such
as Samaritans). Similarly, by checking e-mails at least once a day, the researcher can ensure
that any questions regarding the aforementioned issues are addressed as soon as possible and

do not impact the study’s participants too greatly.

Conclusions

This case study has highlighted that online asynchronous interviews represent a useful and
advantageous research tool in the study of sexual paraphilias, by discussing their use in a
specific research project carried out by the present authors on dacryphilia. However, it was
also shown that asynchronous interviews can display a number of disadvantages when
compared to other online methods (i.e., synchronous interviews). The primary decision for
researchers studying paraphilias is whether their choice of online interview is suitable and
realistic for their research population and proposed research design. In the study here, the

advantages of asynchronous interviews far outweighed the disadvantages, when considering



the location and demographics of the research participants, the proposed analytic technique
and the study timeframe. This led to successful research outcomes that arguably would not
have been achieved through alternative data collection methods. As such, future studies of
paraphilic behaviour should seriously consider the benefits of asynchronous interviews in

helping achieve their research aims and outcomes.

Discussion questions suitable for classroom use

e What advantages do online asynchronous interviews have over other forms of

interview (both online and offline)?

e What advantages do online asynchronous interviews have over other forms of online

data collection?

e This case touched only briefly on ethical issues. What kinds of ethical issues do you
think are involved in the use of online asynchronous interviews? How can they be

addressed?

e The study sample was recruited by posting recruitment adverts on online paraphilia

forums. What might be the advantages and disadvantages to sampling in this way?

e How might online asynchronous interviews be used to collect data on other types of
human behaviour? What would be the advantages and disadvantages of using such

methods on behaviours other than paraphilias?
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