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II. Abstract 

Non-offending family members are often viewed as a valuable protective resource for 

offenders, supporting post-accusation/conviction adjustment and reducing risk of re-

offending.  Yet, from the perspective of non-offending relatives, there is a limited 

understanding about how they actually cope after their family member is accused and/or 

convicted of a sexual offence, and the extent to which they are supported.  The aim of the 

present research was to examine the lived experiences of relatives of sex offenders in Ireland 

and the United Kingdom.  A qualitative research design was adopted, and data analysed via 

reflexive thematic analysis.  Fifteen individuals self-selected for interview following a 

recruitment campaign utilising four gatekeeper agencies across Ireland and the United 

Kingdom.  All participants identified as family members of individuals that had been accused 

and/or convicted of an online, non-contact sexual crime and interviews resulted in a very rich 

source of data for analysis.  Five key themes were identified, Shattered Worldview, The 

Injured Self, Contamination by Association, Navigation through Secondary Stigma and 

Fragile Future.  A number of sub-themes were also identified within each of the five themes 

which served to provide further clarification about the lived experiences of relatives of sex 

offenders.  The analysis highlighted how non-offending family members experienced 

secondary stigma with consequences that impacted every aspect of their lives.  These findings 

are discussed in relation to the limited available literature along with research implications 

with suggestions about future directions as well as recommendations for both policy and 

practice.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

“It is hell on earth.  There is no other way I can describe it.  Why didn’t I notice? Is 

there something I should have seen? Does that make it my fault?  What do I say to 

the children? We will be publicly identified in the papers, but we have no say in this, 

it has landed on our door.  We are looking at getting extra security for the house.  

Looking back, I wish I had thrown out the f***ing internet”. 

These quotes represent the voices of innocent partners and mothers of those accused and/or 

convicted of downloading child sexual abuse material (CSAM1) in an Irish broadsheet 

newspaper, the Irish Times (Holmquist; 2003; Maguire, 2018), and offer insight into the 

many different ways that family members are affected by discovery of a sexual offence.  

Family members find themselves shunned by others (including other family members), 

ignored by their social networks and fearful of community retaliation for a crime they did not 

commit (Holmquist, 2003).  The victimization caused by CSAM offences, indeed sexual 

crime in general, extends far beyond primary victims and into the world of their non-

offending family members, who can feel that their lives are ruined due to a public outcry 

against sexual crimes (Harper & Hogue, 2015; King & Roberts, 2017; Malinen, Willis & 

Johnson, 2014; Olver & Barlow, 2010).  The strength of such public outcry can be so intense 

that family members feel ostracized even though it was one individual (the offender), not the 

entire family that had sinned (Condry, 2007; Holmquist, 2003; Sample Cooley & ten Bensel, 

2018).   

Reports of CSAM on the internet are increasing at a rapid rate (Bursztein, Bright, 

Clarke, Delaune, Elifff…Thomas, 2019).  In Ireland, Hotline.ie, an Irish national reporting 

 
1 CSAM refers to images or videos of child sexual exploitation that are shared via the 

internet.  
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centre, noted that since its inception in November 1999, 51% of all CSAM ever identified 

was recorded in 2019 and 2020, highlighting the sharp and rapid rise in demand for online 

CSAM.  Men have been found to be the group that primarily downloads CSAM (Brown & 

Bricknell, 2018) and many of these men have partners and family members who are impacted 

by their actions (Jones, Salter & Woodlock, 2022).  These impacts include increased financial 

problems, the burden of childcare, mental health issues and social alienation (Farkas & 

Miller, 2007; Jones et al., 2022; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009).  However, despite such 

considerable repercussions on innocent family members, little empirical research 2has 

considered those family members whose loved ones were associated with a sexual crime, 

arguably one of the most stigmatised crimes (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018), and even less 

attention has been given to the experiences of family members of individuals accused and/or 

convicted of CSAM offences specifically.   

The limited literature is surprising as family members of sex offenders3 are important 

in the context of empirical research highlighting correlations between positive family ties and 

lower recidivism rates and their importance in safeguarding children from sexual harm 

(Carlson & Cervera, 1991; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Galloway & Hogg, 2008).  Available 

research on the impacts of CSAM use on non-offending family members, while limited, 

highlights how stigma has been central to their experiences (Jones et al., 2022; Liddell & 

Taylor, 2015).  They become stigmatised through their kin relationships, through the shame 

brought upon the family, and in this study, through the shame of a CSAM offence.  The 

consequences of a loved one committing a CSAM crime can reach into every corner of their 

family members’ lives (Condry, 2013).  This study will bring into focus questions about how 

 
2 See Chapter 2 for a detailed review of the literature 
3 To be concise, the label ‘Sex Offender’ in this research refers to individuals who have been 

arrested, and/or charged and/or convicted of any type of sex offence, this is not intended to 

describe the person, but the offence.   
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the lives of such family members change following discovery of the offence.  How do family 

members adjust to and manage those changes?  Would non-offending family members 

support someone who had committed such a crime and to what extent are family members 

deemed responsible for the actions of one of its members?  Given their importance and set 

against a background of surprisingly little empirical attention about their experiences, this 

study will contribute to the literature through exploring answers to such questions with the 

objective of developing an evidence-based examination about their complex experiences to 

develop a deeper understanding about the support needs of such family members thus 

enhancing their ability to promote desistance and safeguard children.   

1.1 Background to the study 

1.1.1 The rise of CSAM Crime 

Historically, CSAM tended to be produced by individuals with access to victims and 

material was distributed in hardcopy formats, such as magazines or photographs (Leclerc, 

Cale, Holt & Drew, 2022).  However, over the past two decades, the internet has dramatically 

changed how CSAM is produced, distributed, and accessed by offenders due to its easy and 

anonymous access to CSAM content (Jenkins, 2001).  The internet has generated 

opportunities for those seeking CSAM related content through its distribution on both the 

open web and/or the dark web (Leclerc et al., 2022).  The open web is more directly 

accessible to members of the public with traditional search engines, such as Google, used to 

access CSAM (Leclerc et al., 2022).  Arguably, the open web is the sphere where offenders 

will directly interact with victims on platforms such as Facebook.  In contrast to the open 

web, the dark web refers to hidden content, which cannot be accessed via traditional search 

engines such as Google.  Special internet browsers are required which require some 

information technology knowledge (Leclerc et al., 2022).  The dark web provides 
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opportunities for offenders to interact with other offenders resulting in larger communities of 

offenders sharing CSAM content.   

Consequently, the proliferation of child sexual abuse material has grown dramatically, 

with a consensus that those accessing online child sexual abuse material (CSAM) has risen 

dramatically and globally (ICMEC, 2021).  No country or community is immune.  A record 

29.3 million notifications of suspected CSAM were made to the authorities in the United 

States in 2021, with a noted 40% increase in the use of video material (NCMEC, 2022).  

Additionally, 121, 725 notifications were made in Guatemala in 2020, 919,966 in Iraq and 

2.7 million reports of CSAM in India (ICMEC, 2021).  Similarly, the demand for CSAM has 

risen across Ireland and the United Kingdom in 2020 and 2021 (Fletcher, 2022; Landi, 2021).  

The UK National Crime Agency (NCA) advised an independent inquiry into child sexual 

abuse of an increase in scale, severity and complexity of crimes committed by CSAM 

offenders with incidents of downloading CSAM material increasing year on year, with 43, 

072 in 2016, 82,109 in 2017 and 113, 948 in 2018 with an expectation that demand for 

CSAM will continue to grow in a rapid upward trajectory.  Moreover, the Internet Watch 

Foundation (IWF), a UK charity responsible for finding and removing images and videos of 

children being sexually abused on the internet, are reported in the Irish Examiner as stating 

that their analysts are currently facing a ‘tidal wave’ of abuse material online (Landi, 2021).   

In Ireland, Hotline.ie, a national reporting centre, overseen by the Department of 

Justice and Equality, and collaborating with An Garda Siochana (national police service), 

reported that one in four reports made to them in 2020 were classified as CSAM.  They 

outlined a 142% increase in self-generated CSAM4, created primarily by girls under fifteen 

 
4 Self-generated child sexual abuse material (SG-CSAM) is explicit imagery (pictures and/or 

videos) of a child that seems to have been created by the child in the picture/video 
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years of age with staff employed at Hotline noting the presence of signs of coercion or 

grooming, pointing to a steep and rapid climb in demand for online CSAM in Ireland. 

1.1.2 Implications for relatives of CSAM offenders 

The extent and prevalence of CSAM crime overall is important to note, and one 

overlooked aspect is that a considerable portion of people arrested or convicted of sexual 

crimes also have their own family members.  Bouhours and Broadhurst (2011) collated arrest 

data for the 2010-2011 financial year for those that had accessed child sexual abuse material 

(CSAM) in Australia, Italy, New Zealand, and the United States finding that many offenders 

did not reside alone.  Findings reported that 42% lived with a partner, 38% lived with a 

partner and children, 31% resided with parents or grandparents with 14% living alone.  

Moreover, Brown and Bricknell (2018) noted that 25-47% of offenders had at least one child.  

Collectively, available research findings highlight a substantial number of non-offending 

family members impacted by CSAM offences (Jones et al., 2022).   

Importantly, existing research predates 2020’s onset of the Covid-19 pandemic when 

the available data points to an increase in those accessing online child sexual abuse material 

(Fletcher, 2022; Landi, 2021).  The noted increase in those accessing such material points to a 

similar growth in numbers of non-offending family members impacted.  Like those accused 

and/or convicted of a vast range of sexual crimes, family members of CSAM offenders need 

to adjust to a life as a person associated with the label ‘sex offence’, a label which attracts 

unique treatment by both legislative policy and the general public (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 

2018).   

1.1.3 Sexual Crime as a Special Case 

Sex offenders, in general, face greater public stigma than individuals who have 

committed other violent and serious offences, such as murder (Jahnke, Imhoff & Hoyer, 
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2015; Tovey et al., 2022).  Indeed, the stigma the label inspires carries into prison settings 

where those incarcerated for sex crimes are often isolated for their own protection because 

they are vulnerable to physical and verbal abuse at the hands of other serious offenders 

(Blagden, Winder & Hames, 2016).  In most Western societies there is a public acceptance 

that individuals convicted of non-sexual crimes can be reintegrated into society and become 

law-abiding citizens, however, this does not seem to apply to those convicted of sexual 

offences (Hanson et al., 2018; Harper & Hogue, 2015).   

After prison, legislation around residential restrictions serves to promote social 

alienation (Levenson & Cotter, 2005), with landlords increasingly unlikely to rent available 

accommodation to a sex offender (Clark, 2007).  Those convicted of sexual crimes enjoy 

gloomy employment prospects with employers less likely to provide opportunities to a 

registered sex offender (Levenson, D’Amora, & Hern, 2007b; Willis, Levenson & Ward, 

2010) and opportunities to establish supportive social networks are diminished, an aspect 

long considered important to the reduction of recidivism (Levenson et al., 2007).  In this 

context, the stigma associated with the label ‘sex offender’ becomes a useful tool to both 

control the ‘incorrigible’ and ensure punishment endures long after formal punishment ends 

(Fitzgerald-O’Reilly, 2018).  It has been posited that, according to public opinion, there is no 

such thing as an ex-sex offender (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018).  It is against this background 

that sex offenders are viewed as a special category of offender (Rogers & Ferguson, 2011), as 

a group perceived to pose a persistent threat to everyone, and therefore worthy of severe 

recrimination, with serious consequences for their family members.  Yet, non-offending 

family members, as a group, have been neglected by empirical literature, a trend which may 

have its roots in the early literature that expounded the belief that mothers were in some way 

to blame for intrafamilial sexual abuse committed against their children (Cahalane, Parker & 

Duff, 2013).   
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1.1.4  Mother-Blaming 

The first known study of father-daughter incest to consider the mother as a causal 

factor behind the sexual abuse of her child was published by Riemer in 1940.  He reported a 

number of clinical observations about non-offending mothers in incestuous families which 

then became accepted as truth by many, and which continue to permeate public and 

professional discourse and practice (Azzopardi Alaggia, & Fallon, 2018; Bolen, 2003; 

Cahalane et al., 2013).  Subsequent empirical studies suggest that the early literature had a 

tangible influence on the practice of professionals.  Dietz and Craft (1980) found evidence of 

more widespread blaming attitudes toward non-offending mothers amongst child protection 

workers.  Separately, Ringwalt and Earp (1988) found that family interventions chosen by 

professionals were influenced by professionals’ blame of the non-offending mother.    

 In more recent decades, much research has explored how non-offending mothers 

respond to the disclosure of intrafamilial abuse, an aspect placing both importance and 

responsibility on a woman’s perceived capacity to protect her child following disclosure, and 

one that could impact professional decisions as to whether the child could remain in the home 

(Bolen, 2003; Cahalane et al., 2013).  As recently as 2018, research located enduring notions 

of mother-blaming which continued to influence professional responses to the sexual abuse of 

children in the existing literature (Azzopardi et al. 2018).  Despite efforts to eliminate the 

mother-blaming discourse, the literature suggests that it has endured and continues to persist 

(Azzopardi et al., 2018; Bolen, 2003; Cahalane et al., 2013; Duncan Wakeham, Winder, 

Blagden & Armitage, 2022; Winder, Blagden, Armitage, Duncan, Wakeham, Roberts & 

Berti, 2020).  

1.1.5  Family-Blaming 

Causal explanations for sexual crime do not stop with mother-blaming discourses but 

spread out to include all family members, the suggestion being that the crime committed by 
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one visits blame on the entire family collective (Condry, 2007).  It would be inaccurate to 

suggest that societal blame is unique to family members of sex offenders in light of evidence 

about how relatives of other serious offenders, with notable high media profiles, became both 

the subject of intense public curiosity and outright vilification (Condry, 2010).  For example, 

Primrose Shipman, wife of serial killer Harold Shipman, became the focus of a furious public 

outcry in the United Kingdom in 2004 when she was awarded a widow’s pension (Oliver, 

2004) and family members of mass shooters such as the Seung-Hui family, whose son shot 

and killed thirty-two people in Virginia Tech in the United States in 2007, found their lives 

were placed under extreme scrutiny by world media agencies and went into hiding 

(Somashekhar & Horwitz, 2008).   

However, even in the absence of any conspicuous media profiles, those associated 

with sex offenders have been the subject of serious public retaliatory actions.  The rapid 

passage of sex offender policies in the 1990’s in the United States and United Kingdom 

(Burchfield, Sample & Lytle, 2014) sent a message to the public that sex offenders represent 

a continuing threat to the safety of others (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018), resulting in severe 

repercussions for their family members.  For example, the United States makes public the 

names of sex offenders and in 2007, in a small community in Tennessee, following the arrest 

of a man for possession of child sexual abuse material, his house was set on fire and his wife 

died in the fire (Bonnar-Kidd, 2010).  Even in jurisdictions without public sex offender 

registers, such as Ireland, family members of sex offenders have experienced vigilantism and 

public ostracism.  For example, in 2010, in Ireland, a local authority passed a motion stating 

that all convicted sex offenders and ‘those who consort’ with them were to be removed from 

their housing lists (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018).  This motion came about as a result of an 

incident in Ashford, Co. Wicklow where a house, intended for the partner and children of a 

convicted sex offender was set on fire, despite the local community receiving assurances that 
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the sex offender would not reside there (Hayden, 2010).  Essentially, associations via kinship 

ties have resulted in their family members being perceived in the same way as the offender, 

they were ‘tarred with the same brush’ (Condry, Kotova & Minson, 2016).   

Public acceptance about the ‘family collective’ being responsible for criminal 

behaviours has a long history (Condry et al., 2016).  Political and legislative discourses 

emphasise the importance that governments place on the role of the family, with disapproval 

bestowed upon those that do not acknowledge their responsibilities.  For example, in the UK 

provisions were made to hold parents accountable for crimes committed by their children in 

the Criminal Justice Act 1991 with a ‘parenting order’ introduced in the Crime and Disorder 

Act 1998 and further provisions made in the Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003 (Arthur, 2009; 

Condry, 2013).  In addition, Courts in the UK hold the power to send parents to prison for up 

to three months if they allowed their children to truant from school (Condry, 2013).  

Similarly in Ireland, parents must, by law, ensure their child attends school or face a fine 

and/or imprisonment for up to one month for failure to do so (Perry, 2017).  Under the 

Criminal Justice Act 2006, parents can be requested to enter into a ‘good behaviour contract’ 

by Gardai (Irish police) to deal with their children’s anti-social behaviour, ‘parental 

supervision orders’ can be imposed on parents of children who commit a criminal offence, 

and parents are obliged to attend court with their child with arrest warrants issued should they 

fail to accept this responsibility (Arthur, 2009).  The persistent assumption in these parental 

responsibility laws is that parents of young offenders have not accepted responsibility and 

therefore must be forced to do so with court orders and financial penalties (Arthur, 2005).   

Furthermore, the professional spheres of therapy and research have repeatedly located 

explanations for offending behaviour in the family context.  Many studies have outlined how 

family factors were significant predictors of offending behaviours (e.g., see Farrington, Coid 

& Murray, 2009; Farrington, Ttofi, Crago & Coid, 2015; Långström, Babchishin, Fazel, 
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Lichtenstein & Frisell, 2015; Lee, Jackson, Pattison & Ward, 2002).  Farrington (2002), 

following a review of studies, concluded factors that contribute to engagement in deviant 

behaviours include a history of family criminality, large family size, inadequate child-rearing 

methods such as poor supervision, poor discipline and parental rejection, sexual or physical 

abuse, neglect and parental conflict.  Similarly, studies of sex offenders point to factors in the 

family background such as problems with mothers in cases of incest (Langsley, Schwartz & 

Fairbairn, 1968).  Some research has also examined the psychological functioning of non-

offending partners of sex offenders with varying levels of depression reported across some 

studies (Lewin & Bergin, 2001), with other studies seeking to establish a personality profile 

of non-offending partners, with results indicating that partner profiles are within normal 

range (Friedrick, 1991; Scott & Stone, 1986).  The latter research could be criticized for its 

attempt to locate explanations for sexual crime with non-offending partners.   

Fundamentally, a family’s collective responsibility for the criminal actions of one of 

its members has entered everyday discourse, with mothers blamed for the crimes of their 

children (Azzopardi et al., 2018), siblings blamed and shunned in case they possess the 

‘crime gene’ and inherited ‘bad blood’ (Sample et al., 2018), grandparents are blamed for 

their failure to act in assisting parents in preventing the commission of the crime and partners 

are blamed and shamed for not being aware that the offence might occur and/if they continue 

to support the offender (Condry, 2007; Goffman, 1963).  Collectively, legislative, political 

and professional discourses serve to galvanise and endorse the crucial role family members 

play in the onset of criminal behaviour.  It therefore remains unsurprising that non-offending 

family members are confronted with the societal notion that their offending relative was 

‘made’ by the family (Condry et al., 2016), a position of blame aggravated for those that are 

associated with, what is arguably, one of the most stigmatised crimes (Shannon, Pearce & 

Swarbrick, 2013).   
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1.2 Rationale and Justification 

There has been increasing academic and clinical interest in sex offender family 

members in recent years arising from empirical research highlighting correlations between 

positive family ties and lower recidivism rates and family members’ roles in safeguarding 

children from sexual harm (Carlson & Cervera, 1991; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Galloway & 

Hogg, 2008; Hairston, 1991), which has led to interventions designed to equip them with 

information about how to prevent sexual abuse.  However, their use as protective tools has 

been criticised as exploitative as the burden of responsibility is placed on non-offending 

family members for the offenders’ rehabilitation, including ameliorating potential risk of re-

offending (Halsey & Deegan, 2015; Wager, Wager & Wilson, 2015).  Importantly, it remains 

unclear as to whether the focus on family members as a ‘tool’ in the desistance process meets 

their own needs. Indeed, there is a large gap in our understanding about how non-offending 

family members cope after a loved one is accused and/or convicted of a sexual offence, or 

more specific to the present study, accused and/or convicted of accessing CSAM, and the 

extent to which they feel supported (Wager et al., 2015).  While there is a body of research 

that primarily focuses on the needs of primary victims and the rehabilitation of sex offenders 

in general (e.g., see Hanson et al., 2018; Harris & Levenson, 2020; Knack, Winder, Murphy 

& Fedoroff, 2019; Lomax & Meyrick, 2020; Lowe & Willis, 2020), relatively little is known, 

at present, about the everyday experiences of non-offending family members of CSAM 

offenders, both at the point of discovery but also, in its aftermath.   

Essentially, family members shoulder a significant number of responsibilities and 

challenges and there is a need to better understand the depth of their psychological 

experiences. At present, current knowledge is limited and available statistical information 

suggests that a significant number of people are impacted by virtue of being close to someone 

accused and/or convicted of a CSAM crime (Bouhours & Broadhurst, 2011; Brown & 
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Bricknell, 2018; Jones et al., 2022).  The development of a deeper understanding about their 

experiences is important to support them to deal with the changes in their lives because of the 

crime (Aherns & Campbell, 2000; Condry, 2007; Farkas & Miller, 2007).  To address this 

gap, the present project explored the lived experiences of non-offending family of CSAM 

offenders based in Ireland and the UK. This research was conducted to enhance awareness 

about the specific needs of such family members, both at the point of discovery and in its 

aftermath, which may have important implications for both policy and clinical practice.   

1.3 Research Question 

The research question was developed with the intent of exploring the essence of the 

human experience for those associated with an individual accused and/or convicted of a 

CSAM offence.  This question served as a guide for the interviews, analyses and reporting of 

the findings.  The present study aimed to answer the central research question: what are the 

lived experiences of family members of CSAM offenders?  In answering this question, the 

following research sub-questions were also addressed:  

• How did family members of CSAM offenders talk about the discovery of the 

offence? 

• How did family members of CSAM offenders describe the impact of the 

discovery of the offence on their sense of self? 

• To what extent did family members of offenders feel stigmatised by virtue of an 

association with a CSAM crime? 

• How did family members of CSAM offenders describe their efforts to cope 

following discovery?  

• How did family members of CSAM offenders envisage their future and future life 

experiences?  
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1.4 Aims of the Study 

The overarching purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of family 

members of CSAM offenders, with the objective of sharing their complex experiences after 

the discovery of the offence and in so doing, contribute to literature about constructive 

supports that might meet their needs.  There is a critical need for an evidence-based 

examination of the complex interplay between the community and the family members of 

CSAM offenders, at all levels, that is relational, community, institutional and macrosocial 

levels, to provide a credible and authoritative analysis of the pertinent issues, thus informing 

public debate and official policy.   

1.5 Significance of the Study 

To date, research has focused on evaluations of psychoeducation programmes for 

partners of sex offenders (e.g., see Cahalane et al., 2013; Cahalane and Duff, 2018; Galloway 

& Hogg, 2008; Wager et al., 2015) and the efficacy of peer support services for family 

members (e.g., see Bailey, 2018; Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Liddell & 

Taylor, 2015; Sample et al, 2018).  While such interventions are not necessarily connected 

with the central research question, they nonetheless provide useful insights into the 

experiences of family members, particularly in the context of limited available literature.  

Furthermore, research has predominately adopted quantitative research designs (e.g., see 

Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009) with some recent qualitative 

research focusing on non-offending partners’ experiences following discovery conducted in 

parallel5 to the present research (e.g., see Duncan et al., 2022; Evans, Trahan & Laird, 2021; 

Winder et al., 2020).   

 
5 The methods and findings of these parallel studies will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2 
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Importantly, the generalisability of existing research about relatives of intrafamilial 

and extrafamilial sex offenders conducted in the United States may be questioned due to both 

jurisdictional differences and type of sexual crime.  In the United States, Sexual Offence 

Registration and Notification (SORN) laws mandate that all persons convicted of sexual 

crimes are placed on a public register, making it impossible for family members to hide, 

especially if the non-offending family member continues to reside in the family home.  

Relatives in the United States reported harassment and rejection from their communities 

(Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009) with some evidence that even vicarious association with a 

registry can lead to social isolation for non-offending family members (Bailey & Klein, 

2018).  Unlike the United States, Ireland and the UK do not have public sex offender registers 

which might result in a lesser likelihood of community backlash.  Nonetheless, the personal 

details of offenders, including photographs and named home addresses, can be exposed 

through news coverage or via social media outlets, particularly for those accused and/or 

convicted of CSAM offences as this specific type of sexual crime would generally not lead to 

the identification of a primary victim, whose right to anonymity is enshrined in law.  This 

reality could potentially lead to family members in both the UK and Ireland becoming 

inadvertently identified by virtue of media coverage and find themselves similarly ostracised 

by society (Duncan et al., 2022).  However, at present, there remains a distinct lack of 

research in this area and more studies are required to reach conclusions about the experiences 

of those residing in jurisdictions without public registers and associated with a CSAM 

offender.   

1.6 Thesis Outline 

This thesis consists of six chapters including this introductory chapter (Chapter 1) 

which offers the reader an overview of the topic and thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 This chapter contains a detailed review of the literature relating to the experiences of 

non-offending family members, primarily partners and mothers, of those accused and/or 

convicted of intrafamilial and extrafamilial, and to a lesser extent, non-contact sex offences.  

The limited literature available on the topic of non-offending family members’ experiences is 

highlighted.  Literature searches revealed surprisingly little attention about the experiences of 

non-offending family members as an independent group, while research about the needs of 

child victims in cases of intrafamilial abuse or sex offender rehabilitation has developed into 

a coherent body of research (e.g., see Hanson et al., 2018; Harris & Levenson, 2020; Knack 

et al., 2019; Lomax & Meyrick, 2020; Lowe & Willis, 2020).  Arising from a scarcity of 

relevant research, the review of literature was broadened to include all research that included 

an aspect about non-offending family members’ lives, including evaluations of 

psychoeducational programmes and evaluations of support agencies across different 

jurisdictions, namely, the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom.  Notably, the vast 

majority of available literature was in relation to the experiences of mothers with minor 

children and supportive partners specifically.  The review of literature repeatedly 

demonstrated how family members experience negative repercussions when ‘others’ learned 

that a sexual crime had been perpetrated by a family member, across different jurisdictions 

with diverging legislation, pointing to a ubiquitous negative societal reaction toward the label 

‘sex offender’.   

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Chapter three provides a description of the methodology used to carry out the 

research, including how challenges were overcome in collecting data from a ‘hard to reach’ 

population.  Justification for the employment of a qualitative approach to answer the research 

question is also presented as is the researcher’s positionality.  Furthermore, the use of 
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reflexive thematic analysis is discussed with reference to Braun and Clarke (2019).  The 

chapter includes a description of the recruitment process, general demographic information 

about participants, data collection and data analysis.  Details in relation to ethical 

considerations are also discussed.    

Chapter 4: Analysis 

 The analysis chapter presents findings from reflexive thematic analysis of fifteen 

interviews.  Five themes were identified through the lens of research sub-questions, which 

collectively formed a basis from which to answer the central question.  The five themes were 

identified, namely, Shattered Worldview, The Injured Self, Contamination by Association, 

Navigation through Secondary Stigma and Fragile Future.  A number of sub-themes were 

identified within each of the five themes.  The sub-themes provide further clarification about 

the lived experiences of family members of those accused and/or convicted of accessing 

CSAM and are illustrated by relevant participant quotes.  The data was contextualised using 

available literature as part of analyses of results as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2013) 

throughout this chapter.   

Chapter 5: Discussion 

Chapter Five offers a discussion of the research findings.  The relevant academic 

literature is considered in light of these findings.  In addition, research limitations, 

implications and suggested future research directions and recommendations are presented.   

Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 The concluding chapter considers the position of relatives as ‘secondary victims’ of 

sexual crime with some discussion about how this designation may not adequately represent 

their position with a recommendation for a multi-faceted approach in terms of both advocacy 

and education at all levels, that is at the relational, community, institutional and macrosocial, 

as a necessary step toward eliciting change.   
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

It has been suggested that, according to public opinion, there is no such thing as an 

ex-sex offender (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018).  It is against this background that those accused 

and/or convicted of any type of sexual crime become viewed as a special category of offender 

(Rogers & Ferguson, 2011), as a group perceived to pose a persistent threat to everyone, and 

therefore, worthy of severe recrimination, with serious consequences for their family 

members.  A review of the literature highlights how family members of sex offenders 

experience shame, blame and discrimination at the hands of a fearful public who are ready to 

blame ‘bad families’ (Condry, 2007; Sample et al., 2018) for the commission of the crime, 

with consequences that reach into every aspect of their lives (Condry, 2013).  However, 

surprisingly little empirical research has explored the experiences of such family members. 

The available literature rarely differentiates experiences based on sex offence types but 

primarily focused on intervention outcomes. For example, studies that consider the efficacy 

of psychoeducational programmes in the enhancement of non-offending partners’ ability to 

safeguard their children (Galloway & Hobbs, 2008; Shannon et al., 2013).  In the context of 

the noted sharp rise in the numbers of CSAM offenders and projections about future rising 

numbers of those accessing child sexual abuse material (Fletcher, 2022; ICMEC, 2021; 

Landi, 2021), it is important to understand how the family members of CSAM offenders’ 

cope. Specifically, there is a need to consider how those family members navigate the 

discovery of the offence and its aftermath as these people are dealing with, arguably, one of 

the most extreme forms of marginality (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018). 

The empirical neglect of non-offending family members is not well-understood. It is 

plausible that the lack of research has its roots in the historical literature which argued the 

position that non-offending partners, in cases of intrafamilial sexual abuse, were in some way 

to blame for its occurrence (Cahalane, Parker & Duff, 2013).  This chapter will draw a line 
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from the early literature, which was primarily situated in the context of father-daughter incest 

and proliferated mother-blaming as a causal factor in such intrafamilial cases of sexual abuse 

(Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Riemer, 1940) to its ongoing legacy, one that likely continues to 

influence both attitudes, research, and decision-making of professionals working with the 

remaining safeguarding partner (e.g., see Azzopardi et al., 2018; Bolen, 2003; Cahalane et al., 

2013; Dietz and Craft, 1980; Ringwalt and Earp, 1988).  In recent years, there came a shift in 

research, policy and practice, where non-offending partners in particular, became viewed as a 

valuable protective resource, on foot of research findings highlighting correlations between 

parental support and more positive adjustments in child victims and the importance of 

positive family ties in lowering risk of re-offending (Carlson & Cervera, 1991; Farkas & 

Miller, 2007; Hairston, 1991).  The shift toward recognising non-offending family members’ 

utility as protective resources has been criticized as exploitative (Wager et al., 2015), and 

arguably a stance that continued to prioritise the needs of primary victims and perpetrators 

with little consideration about the needs of non-offending family members (Cahalane & Duff, 

2018).   

Nonetheless, the available, albeit limited literature, highlights how an association with 

the stigmatised label ‘sex offender’, no matter the type of sexual crime, had an enduring 

impact on the lives of non-offending family members through secondary stigma experiences 

(Bailey, 2018; Condry, 2007; Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007, Levenson & 

Tewksbury, 2009; Sample et al., 2018).  Notably, similar secondary stigma experiences were 

located across different geographical locations with different legislative policies, suggesting a 

pervasive aversion toward sexual crimes (Bailey, 2018; Duncan et al., 2022; Farkas & Miller, 

2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Kilmer & Leon, 2017; Winder et al., 2020).  

Encouragingly however, in very recent years, there has been some movement toward 

recognising non-offending relatives’ specific support needs with the introduction of trauma-
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informed mutual aid support groups, albeit on a very limited basis, in the United States and 

Australia (Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Sample et al., 2018).   

2.1 Historical Background 

 The historical literature is replete with mother-blaming explanations of abuse 

(Azzopardi et al., 2018; Corcoran, 1998).  The first known study (Reimer, 1940) examined 

100 cases of incest in Sweden and placed the responsibility for abuse on the mother. Reimer 

reported various clinical observations about non-offending mothers (in cases of intrafamilial 

abuse) including how a mother knowingly or unknowingly sanctioned the abuse via her 

abdication of sexual duties as a wife. For instance, there were reports about a role reversal 

between mother and daughter, where the daughter was required to fulfil her (mother’s) 

emotional and sexual functions due to the mother’s sexual unavailability to the father.  Thus, 

mothers were viewed as collusive in the cases of intrafamilial abuse. If mothers were not 

consciously aware of the abuse, they were believed to be ‘peripherally aware’ but denied the 

occurrence of the abuse as a defence against conscious awareness and thereby permitted its 

continuation (e.g., see Langsley, Schwartz & Fairbairn, 1968).  When confronted with the 

abuse, the literature suggested that mothers responded by denying it or blaming their child 

(Bolen, 2003; Azzopardi et al., 2018).   

The early literature purported to locate such dynamics with Kaufman, Peck and 

Tagiuri (1954) noting that incest usually began after the father and daughter were abandoned 

by the mother, “either by giving birth to a new sibling or developing some new interest 

outside the house” (Kaufman et al., 1954, p.276).  Reimer’s (1940) findings about conscious 

or unconscious collusion by the mother were again noted by Rhinehart (1961) who reported 

that “in some cases…the mother denied the existence of the incest even though it was 

obvious” (Rhinehart, 1961, p. 339).  An aspect which became popular with early researchers 

but was not present in Reimer’s (1940) paper was that of psychological and personality 
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deficits of the non-offending mother/partner (Bolen, 2003).  The first known paper in which 

this theme appeared was by Rascovsky and Rascovsky (1950), who described a case study in 

which the victim’s mother was described as ‘cold’.  Kaufman et al. (1954) similarly 

considered non-offending partners in their case analyses as “hard, careless in dress and 

personal appearance” (Kaufman et al., 1054, p. 269) with Hersko, Halleck, Rosenberg and 

Pacht (1961) further suggesting that non-offending partners held a great deal of hostility 

toward men.  Lustig, Dresser, Spellman and Murray (1966) further advanced this literature, 

suggesting that incest served a tension-reducing function within dysfunctional families and 

noted that the non-offending partner was the “cornerstone in the pathological family system” 

(Lustig et al., 1966, p. 39).  In summary, the early writers seemed to assume that the non-

offending mother/partner knew about the offence and therefore, participated in the 

maintenance of abuse which occurred over time (Bolen, 2003).   

2.2 Psychological Background of Non-Offending Partners 

Such early conceptualisations about a partner’s role in the instigation and 

maintenance of intrafamilial sexual abuse were not uniformly accepted by professionals.  In 

the 1980s, claims that the early literature was misogynist in nature came to the forefront 

(Bolen, 2003).  The development of feminist theory challenged the historical mother-blaming 

assumptions (Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Tamraz, 1996).  For example, Herman (1981) 

debunked early research which suggested that mothers abdicated their sexual responsibilities 

through her findings about how many perpetrators in incestuous families had an active sexual 

relationship with their partner while, at the same time, a child was being sexually abused, 

indicating that non-offending mothers did not abdicate sexual duties with the implication that 

the abuse did not arise from a lack of opportunity for consensual sex.  Tamraz (1996) 

comprehensively reviewed the literature on non-offending mothers of sexually abused 

children and found that the predominant research was primarily opinion-based, not research-
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based, but the “reports, perceptions, interpretations or unverified assumptions” were afforded 

the same validity as research findings (Tamraz, 1996, p.87).  Tamraz (1996) concluded that 

the available literature did not provide comprehensive insights or perspectives about non-

offending mothers’ circumstances.  Feminist theory reconceptualised incest as a social 

problem and factors such as domestic violence and financial dependence were highlighted as 

issues which maintained the powerlessness of non-offending partners (e.g., Herman, 1981). 

This served as an important catalyst toward moving the discussion away from explicit 

mother-blaming narratives (Bolen, 2003).   

Indeed, much of the research in the 1990’s and early 2000’s remained focused on 

non-offending partners in cases of intrafamilial abuse.  Some research investigated rates of 

domestic violence (Deblinger, Hathaway, Lippman & Steer, 1993) and past sexual abuse 

experienced by non-offending partners (Lewin & Bergin, 2001), finding higher rates of both 

compared to other women (Erooga & Masson, 1989).  These findings led to a hypothesis 

about the potential for intergenerational transmission of abuse, as a woman’s experience of 

childhood sexual abuse potentially placed her child at increased risk of also experiencing 

abuse (McCloskey & Bailey, 2000; Cahalane et al., 2013).  McCloskey and Bailey (2000) 

theorized that a woman’s early abuse experiences might distort her view about what 

constitutes an ‘ideal relationship’, thus impacting her choice of partner.  Conversely, it was 

suggested that potential perpetrators might seek these women out due to certain 

characteristics, for example, vulnerability, with an assumption that the woman might be less 

likely to notice or respond to any sign of abuse in their child (McCloskey & Bailey, 2000).  

They suggested that sex offenders implement similar strategies to groom adult women, 

including intentionally marrying them, to ensure that the female partner will love, honour and 

obey and become blinded to his clandestine activities when child sexual abuse suspicions 

emerged (McLaren, 2016; Shannon et al., 2013).  While no longer explicitly mother-blaming, 
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such research might be criticised for continuing to locate some responsibility for the abuse 

within mothers/partners based on their life experiences.   

Nonetheless, throughout the 1990’s and 2000’s, acknowledgement about the 

importance of parental support in a child victim’s adjustment following abuse (Spaccarelli & 

Kim, 1995; Tremblay, Hebert & Piche, 1999) resulted in a research shift onto maternal 

responses to disclosures (Bacon, 2008).  Johnson (1992) found that women drew on a range 

of explanations to try to make sense of the abuse but found it difficult to reflect on its impact 

on their children, which resulted in suggestions that mothers may not support their children 

following disclosure of sexual abuse (Hooper, 1992).  However, research findings challenged 

the view that non-offending partners did not support their children following abuse 

disclosures, with studies highlighting how mothers of primary victims, despite reporting that 

they initially did not fully believe their child’s disclosure of intrafamilial sexual abuse, took 

action to protect their child from further abuse (Bolen, 2002; Pintello & Zuravin, 2001), 

although differences in definitions as to what constituted ‘support’ between guardians, 

clinicians and child protective services were acknowledged (Bolen, 2002).  In this context, 

researchers then sought to explain why non-offending partners might struggle to appreciate 

the impact of sexual abuse on their children.  Ensuing studies highlighted a number of factors 

that might influence a non-offending partner’s disclosure response, including the quality of 

their prior relationship with the perpetrator, their coping skills and available supports, 

financial status and society’s expectations of women and mothers, which collectively played 

a role in shaping a mother’s response to disclosure (Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Cyr, McDuff & 

Herbert, 2013; Hooper, 1992; Lewin & Bergin, 2001; McLaren, 2016).   

A number of older qualitative studies evidenced the subjective traumatic experiences 

of non-offending partners in cases of incest and identified themes relating to how the process 

of discovery was gradual and often involved a period of unconfirmed suspicions (Hooper, 



23 

 

1992).  Their experience of emotional turmoil was strong and bereavement-type responses 

were common (Carter, 1993, Humphreys, 1992).  Additionally, women experienced multiple 

ongoing losses, such as loss of relationship and wider family support, loss of role as wife and 

mother and loss of financial stability (Hooper, 1992).  Furthermore, mothers and partners 

often expressed ambivalence towards professionals (Humphreys, 1992), whom they viewed 

as blaming and unsupportive (Plummer & Eastin, 2007).   

More recent studies have provided further insights into why non-offending partners 

might remain supportive of their partner despite knowing they had been convicted of a sexual 

crime.  Iffland, Berner, Dekker and Briken (2016) interviewed twelve sex offender couples, 

both offenders and their non-offending partners.  Content analysis revealed that non-

offending partners viewed themselves as ‘damaged’ and therefore, felt grateful for the 

relationship and were reluctant to end it.  In order to facilitate remaining supportive in the 

relationship, partners implemented a number of strategies, including minimising or denying 

the offence occurred and idealising their relationship (Iffland et al., 2016).  Similarly, 

McLaren (2016) analysed interviews with fourteen non-offending partners and using a post-

structuralist framework, her findings indicated that the attribution of a higher social status 

with being in a relationship and fear of being alone led many partners to ignore the warning 

signs and deny the existence of any problem or endeavoured to work harder at the 

relationship.  In addition, many women located blame for the occurrence of the crime within 

themselves with expressions of shame and guilt evidenced because they believed that had 

they worked harder at the relationship or loved their offending partner sufficiently, the crime 

would not have occurred (McLaren, 2016).  McLaren (2016) interpreted these findings as 

evidence that non-offending partners internalise the causes of their partners’ offending 

behaviours.  
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2.3 Legacy of Early Literature 

At the same time, the needs of non-offending partners were often secondary to those 

of the primary victim and perpetrator (Pretorius, Chauke & Morgan, 2011; Wager et al., 

2015).  While this might be a result of an oversight, alternatively, as proposed by Bacon 

(2008), non-offending partners may continue to be perceived, albeit erroneously, as one unit 

with the offending partner, and thus, seen as complicit in the abuse and not a resource for the 

protection of their children.  The latter stance has been further evidenced by Azzopardi et al. 

(2018) in their review of literature which located enduring notions of mother-blaming that 

continue to permeate professional responses to the sexual abuse of children.  For instance, in 

some child welfare and criminal justice systems the ‘failure to protect’ laws and policies 

disproportionately placed the burden of responsibility on mothers of primary victims who are 

then held accountable for failing to protect their children regardless of circumstances 

(Azzopardi et al., 2018; Bolen, 2003).  Despite efforts to eradicate mother-blaming, the 

literature suggests that it persists (Azzopardi et al., 2018; Bolen, 2003; Duncan et al., 2022; 

Winder et al., 2020). 

The legacy of the early literature persevered, and interventions designed to enhance 

the safeguarding of children often targeted perceived deficiencies in non-offending partners’ 

capacity to protect (Galloway & Hogg, 2008; Cahalane et al., 2013; Shannon et al., 2013).  

Bolen (2002), in a review of the literature, observed that measurements of guardian support 

appeared to be rudimentary and defined by the needs of child protection systems rather than 

being grounded in empirical research.  The results of operationalising a definition of guardian 

support through a narrow definition provided by the child protection system (Bolen, 2002) 

had profound implications for non-offending guardians, including a risk that a child would be 

removed from the home environment should the remaining safeguarding parent be found to 

demonstrate anything other than full support.  The narrow definition of what constitutes 
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‘support’ was found to lead to deficits in interpretation of what was supportive, or partially 

supportive behaviour (Bolen, 2002), with many children of partially supportive guardians 

removed from their home environments (Bolen, 2002; Pellegrin & Wagner, 1990).   

Nonetheless, it has been noted that support from the non-offending parent is crucial to 

the well-being of children both in the immediate aftermath of disclosure and in relation to 

their long-term well-being (Galloway & Hogg, 2008; Mendelson & Letourneau, 2016). Thus, 

statutory agencies, such as child protection services, can depend upon partners to perform a 

protective role in safeguarding victims and provide psychoeducation interventions to both 

evaluate a parent’s willingness to support their child and provide enhanced awareness about 

the impacts of sexual crime on primary victims (Shannon et al., 2013).  Although, it has also 

been argued that the movement toward viewing non-offending family members as protective 

and supportive tools represents a form of blaming by shifting the burden of responsibility 

onto them to protect against future abuse (Cahalane & Duff, 2018; McLaren, 2013; Wager et 

al., 2015).   

It became apparent when reviewing the available literature that the fixation on the 

safeguarding parents’ role, including judgements about whether they were ‘good enough’ 

parents with an ability to protect their children, overlooked their specific support and 

psychological needs.  Notably, relatively few group-based interventions have been evaluated, 

and evaluations were generally limited by an absence of control groups.  In addition, the type 

of sexual crime was rarely clarified, and when the crime types were known, there was a mix 

of intrafamilial, extrafamilial and non-contact crimes.  As such, it was not possible to 

determine whether the type of sexual crime for which a loved one was accused and/or 

convicted had any bearing on the experiences of non-offending family members.  

Additionally, the extent to which psychoeducational groups met non-offending partners’ 

personal therapeutic needs remained unclear.   



26 

 

2.4 Psychoeducational Interventions 

Many group interventions had a strong child protection focus and aimed to provide 

partners with both knowledge and skills about the offending cycle, grooming techniques and 

strategies used to target and silence children so that the non-offending partners might be 

better able to develop their protective capacity (Galloway & Hogg, 2008).  Galloway and 

Hogg (2008), using clinical case study data over a nine-year period, with reference to a 

number of sexual crimes including rape, buggery, indecent assault and internet offences, 

described how non-offending partners referred to their service were, at times, reluctant to 

engage and described the difficulties associated with some partners’ unwillingness to 

consider the risks posed by their offending partner toward their children.  The primary 

objective of the group was to evaluate non-offending partners’ ‘ability to protect’, with 

assessments passed to child protection services. The study did not provide information about 

non-offending partners’ experiences or specific support needs.  Notably, some participants 

were assessed even though their child was not abused, and Galloway and Hogg (2008) 

asserted that the impact of disclosure may be somewhat diminished in those situations where 

the victim was unknown to the non-offending partner.  While this research alluded to 

extrafamilial and non-contact internet offences, Galloway and Hogg (2008) did not expand 

on whether non-offending partners’ engagement and/or experiences differed depending on 

the type of sexual crime in their review of case studies.  Nonetheless, the supportive nature of 

group interventions where non-offending partners met other similarly situated individuals 

was noted.   

Similarly, Shannon et al. (2013) described their intervention service for non-offending 

partners of sex offenders in the United Kingdom, which had a strong child protection focus.  

Participants were required to have ended their relationship with the offender, accept the risk 

the offending relative posed to their children, in addition to an external requirement that the 
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offending relative had accepted wrongdoing and engage with a therapeutic programme.  

Moreover, non-offending partners’ engagement with the programme influenced decisions by 

child protection agencies as to whether they held sufficient safeguarding skills and could 

adequately care for and protect their children.  Evaluation was a challenge (Shannon et al., 

2013), but metrics such as attendance, and corroborative information gained from referring 

agencies, including child protection services, were used to indicate whether the intervention 

was effective.  Noted in this study was an insufficient level of clinical data to enable a service 

evaluation at that time (Shannon et al., 2013).  While the researchers acknowledged that 

female non-offending partners had “specific support needs in their own right” (Shannon et 

al., 2013, p366), there was an absence of information alluding to the impact that disclosure of 

abuse had on non-offending partners, whether there were experiences of emotional turmoil, 

or experiences about multiple losses (Carter, 1993; Hooper, 1992; Humphreys, 1992), thus 

endorsing arguments that non-offending family members’ experiences are overlooked in 

favour of a focus on child victim needs, leaving non-offending partners feeling judged and 

blamed by child protection services (Evans et al., 2021; Plummer & Eastin, 2007; Wager et 

al., 2015; Winder et al., 2020).   

At the same time, in an attempt to better understand non-offending partners’ 

experiences prior to intervention in the United Kingdom, Cahalane et al (2013) analysed 

letters written by non-offending partners to their offending relative as a therapeutic task at the 

beginning of a psychoeducational group with the understanding that the letters would never 

be sent.  While the researchers did not have access to information about the sexual crime, 

they noted an awareness that the majority of crimes were extrafamilial and internet sex 

offences.  It was found that the process of discovery was prolonged and painful, and one 

which provoked, within non-offending partners, a strong need to try and make sense of their 

partner’s offence.  Few non-offending partners had prior suspicions and perceived themselves 
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as secondary victims, blamed by professionals and isolated from traditional support systems 

(Cahalane et al., 2013).  The strength of distress expressed by participants in the study 

challenged Galloway and Hogg’s (2008) assertions that the impact of discovery might be 

lessened if offences were extrafamilial or non-contact in nature, as the victim would be a 

stranger.  The extent of their distress and experiences of loss meant that many partners were 

initially unable to contemplate the full implications of the abuse, including its impact on both 

the victim and on their own children or their offending relatives’ potential risk to children, 

with participants distinguishing between the type of people that commit sexual crimes and 

their intimate partners, findings in line with those of Iffland et al. (2016).  One of the key 

implications of the study was the need for an intervention to help enhance non-offending 

partners’ insights and boost their acceptance of their role in helping to manage risk going 

forward (Cahalane et al., 2013).   

In a follow-up study, Cahalane and Duff (2018) again analysed letters written by 

programme participants, but on this occasion, letters analysed were written post-intervention.  

They found that while the intervention improved participants’ insights into the risks 

associated with sexual crime, their emotional distress did not lessen, a finding which 

endorsed criticisms that such programmes focus on enhancing partners’ safeguarding skills 

over their therapeutic needs (McLaren, 2016; Winder et al., 2020).  Notable however, is that 

while Cahalane & Duff’s (2018) qualitative analysis of the letters found that partners 

acknowledged the hardships experienced, they also reflected on their enhanced ability to cope 

with obstacles they did not previously believe they would have been able to, with an 

additional perception that they had come through the experience changed for the better as 

both women and mothers (Cahalane & Duff, 2018).  While post-traumatic growth has been 

widely discussed in the context of responses to traumatic events more generally (e.g., see 

Groleau, Calhoun, Cann & Tedeschi, 2013), Cahalane and Duff (2018) represents the only 
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available research, at this time, that explicitly touched on non-offending partners’ accounts 

about how discovery of the offence and its aftermath changed them for the better.  While 

post-traumatic growth may have arisen in that study by virtue of a specific group dynamic, it 

would be beneficial for this aspect to be further explored to identify factors that may have 

contributed to it, which could then be specifically targeted (Cahalane & Duff, 2018).  

Importantly, in terms of research design, it remains possible that these studies may have lost 

some detail through the use of letters as a data source and importantly, the letters were also 

used as part of child protection services assessment about participants’ capacity to protect 

their children.  It might be argued that the presence of child protection services may have 

influenced both the level of openness and content of letters, with the possibility that tentative 

findings in some narratives suggesting post-traumatic growth were written by participants for 

a specific audience.   

Wager et al. (2015) employed pre-post design to assess the effectiveness of a 

psychoeducational programme for non-offending partners.  With a small sample (N=14), they 

found a number of positive trends, the strongest was an improved relationship between non-

offending partners and child protection agencies.  However, the sample size was small, and 

trends were not statistically significant.  In a study of parents affected by sexual abuse of their 

children in the United States, Hernandez et al. (2009) evaluated a group which combined 

trauma-centred CBT and psychoeducational modules about sexual abuse with results 

indicating that participants’ distress decreased, and their understanding of sexual abuse 

increased.  Of note in this study is that not all participants’ children had been abused in an 

intrafamilial context but included those in extrafamilial abuse situations.  In addition, it was 

not clear whether this intervention influenced child protection agencies’ decisions about 

parental ability to protect their children, an aspect which may have caused considerable stress 

and if absent, might have contributed to participants’ diminished distress experiences.  
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Nonetheless, while this provides a promising example about how both therapeutic needs and 

education can be delivered in tandem, there remains a distinct lack of research assessing the 

outcomes and efficacy of psychoeducational interventions designed for relatives of sex 

offenders in general.   

2.5  Courtesy Stigma Experiences 

While the available literature which focused on psychoeducational interventions with 

non-offending partners provided useful insights about their experiences, research since the 

2000’s has also started to recognise that non-offending family members of sex offenders 

experience stigma due to a notion that their offending relative was ‘made’ by the family 

(Condry, 2007). This stigma has consequences for family members’ willingness to provide 

support to their offending loved one, a factor known to impact recidivism (Farkas & Miller, 

2007).  The net effect of notification and sex offender registration laws is the expulsion of sex 

offenders from mainstream society (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018), which then radiated out to 

impact non-offending family members, including minor children, an outcome which Goffman 

(1963) dubbed ‘courtesy stigma’, that is, the stigma which stems from a relationship with 

another, such as a sex offender.  Goffman (1963) posited that individuals who are associated 

with someone deemed to be ‘socially deviant’ can experience stigma by association 

(Goffman, 1963; Pryor, Reeder & Monroe, 2012).  There are many examples in the literature 

about how ‘courtesy stigma’ impacted family members in cases where the ‘deviant’ 

individual (Bachleda & El Menzhi, 2017) committed a violent crime (Melendez, Lichtenstein 

& Dolliver, 2016) or were impacted by serious mental illness (Song, Mailick & Greenberg, 

2018).   

It was against the background of Goffman’s (1963) notion of ‘courtesy stigma’ and 

recognition of the important role non-offending family members play in desistance processes 

(Cahalane et al, 2013; Duncan et al, 2022; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 
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2009), that research shifted to explore the experiences and challenges faced by such family 

members.  Farkas and Miller (2007) noted a lack of empirical research about the experiences 

of non-offending family members despite an acknowledgement that they serve as a natural 

support system and shoulder a considerable number of the re-entry challenges faced by their 

offending loved one, due to the stigmatising nature of sexual crime.  Offenders rely heavily 

on their family members for support, including assistance with housing, employment, 

financial support and overall encouragement (Naser & La Vigne, 2006).  For example, 

research indicates that approximately 75% of former prisoners in the United States reside 

with their family members post release (Visher, Kachnowski, La Vigne & Travis, 2004), a 

factor consistently shown to be connected with more positive post-release outcomes (Naser & 

Visher, 2006).  However, due to the unique legislative treatment of this offending category, 

family members of sex offenders are confronted with significant challenges not experienced 

by relatives of other serious offenders, for example, those convicted of homicide offences 

(Farkas & Miller, 2007; Tovey et al., 2022).   

Essentially, Farkas and Miller (2007) noted a gap in knowledge as to how family 

members of sex offenders react to the return of an incarcerated loved one and, importantly, 

how they navigate the obstacles and hindrances to re-entry and reintegration into the 

community.  While Farkas and Miller (2007) did not comment on how the data were 

analysed, they used a qualitative design and completed 72 interviews with relatives of sex 

offenders, with the majority (91%) being spouses/partners of sex offenders and the rest of the 

sample included adult children, siblings, parents and grandparents of offenders.  They found 

that the experience of coming to terms with a loved one’s sexual crime in daily life required 

relatives to restructure personal, social and financial resources in an attempt to deal with a 

new reality (Farkas & Miller, 2007).  Family members reported experiences of becoming 

socially isolated as they restricted their social environment to minimise and mitigate against 
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societal stigma.  A number of family members found they incurred significant costs due to a 

need to move home and place children in a new school because of legislative residency 

restrictions.  Often, non-offending relatives became the sole financial provider for the family, 

not least due to the reality that sex offenders encounter considerable difficulties in securing 

any type of employment (Levenson & Cotter, 2005).  A sense of normalcy in the home was 

increasingly difficult to create due to the intrusion of professional agencies, such as criminal 

justice professionals.  Lastly, Farkas & Miller (2007) identified how stigma associated with a 

sex offence was such that non-offending family members reported feeling as though they had 

been convicted of the crime, an issue which could potentially lead to feelings of anger and 

resentment toward the offending member (Farkas & Miller, 2007).  Importantly from a 

desistance perspective, the collective impact of these burdens might result in it becoming too 

difficult for non-offending families to remain supportive, an aspect of vital importance in 

reducing risk of re-offending (Farkas & Miller).   

Similarly, Levenson and Tewksbury (2009) and Tewksbury and Levenson (2009) 

documented the negative impact that sex offender laws and policies, in the United States, had 

on both the offenders and their families.  They used a survey methodology to ascertain the 

reactions of 584 family members of registered sex offenders and found a significant amount 

of stress was experienced by family members due to their offending relatives’ label of ‘sex 

offender’.  The sampling methodology may have biased results as participants were recruited 

from advocacy and support agencies, suggesting a potentially greater likelihood that 

respondents were experiencing distress than others that did not engage with support agencies.  

Additionally, generalisation may have been limited as respondents were primarily female 

(80%), Caucasian (92%) and well-educated.  Nonetheless, findings outlined how individuals 

related to a convicted sex offender experienced negative consequences with most family 

members (86%) reporting significant stress as a direct result of their association, with nearly 
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half of respondents (49%) reporting feelings of fear for their personal safety due to a loved 

one’s status as a sex offender (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009).  Additionally, one-half of 

relatives experienced significant hostility from both other relatives and the general public 

with 66% per cent reporting feelings of shame which prevented them from participating in 

community activities (Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009).  Moreover, non-offending family 

members discussed the impact of having a registered sex offender in the family on children in 

that family.  Parents represented 29% of respondents who reported disrupted friendships 

(78%), different treatment by teachers (63%), depression (77%), anxiety (73%), harassment 

(47%) and suicidal ideation (13%) (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Tewksbury & Levenson, 

2009).   

More recently, Kilmer and Leon (2017) conducted a qualitative web-based survey 

(N=58) with open-ended interviews (N=19) to explore the impact that sex offender laws had 

on family members, including children, in the United States.  The authors noted the paradox 

that legislation, such as sex offender registries, designed to protect children gave no thought 

to how those policies impact the children of sex offenders or the relationships that sex 

offenders have with their families (Kilmer & Leon, 2017).  The researchers acknowledged 

potential limitations in generalising findings as 93% of participants identified as white 

Caucasian and 77% were women.  However, in line with previous research (Farkas & Miller, 

2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009), family members reported feelings of shame and stigma 

and furthermore, they found that children of sex offenders were often limited in relation to a 

‘normal childhood’ because of limitations and restrictions placed on their parent, such as 

supervised only access (Kilmer & Leon, 2017).  Additional findings included the father not 

being permitted to attend school (to collect children), family members experiencing financial 

strain and that children in that study could not have friends to visit.   
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While there might be many factors that would potentially contribute to an individual’s 

experience of distress, these studies highlight how negative societal views about sex 

offenders radiate out and include their family members, especially minor children, in much 

the same way the offender is impacted by their crime.  Some research used the descriptor 

‘collateral consequences’ (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009) to portray the dim reality that an 

association with the label ‘sex offender’ has on non-offending family members’ lives, with 

families powerless to counter policies which inadvertently discriminated against them, for 

example, sex offender housing restrictions (Farkas & Miller, 2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 

2009).  However, while valuable, these studies viewed the experiences of non-offending 

relatives with an agenda, that is, their value as a natural support system which diminishes risk 

of re-offending, thus enhancing community safety (Farkas & Miller, 2007; Kilmer & Leon, 

2017; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009).  While these findings warrant consideration, they 

provide two-dimensional information about family members’ experiences, with limited 

insight about family members’ ability to cope after discovery including the extent to which 

they are supported or information about the type of support, if any, that might meet their 

needs.   

2.6 Secondary Stigma Experiences 

Nonetheless, the available research suggests that family members of sex offenders, as 

a general group, become stigmatised by society and this stigma has its roots in ideas about 

familial blame and contamination (Condry, 2010).  They become confronted with a range of 

negative experiences as a result of an association with a ‘sex offence’, which may be due to a 

general belief that sex offenders were fashioned by ‘bad families’, with stigma flowing from 

the offender to include them, thus compounding the many challenges non-offending family 

members face (Condry, 2007).  While Goffman (1963) introduced the concept of ‘courtesy 

stigma’ to explain this phenomenon, this present study uses ‘secondary stigma’ (Condry, 
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2007) as a descriptor as it better denotes the primarily negative consequences arising from 

stigma by association.  The term also captures the added element about how the stigma 

associated with a sex offence bestowed upon relatives a new and stigmatised sense of ‘self’ 

(Condry, 2007; Farkas & Miller, 2007).   

In parallel with the current study, Evans et al. (2021) used Condry’s (2007) work on 

secondary stigmatisation of families of serious offenders as a foundation for a study, in the 

United States, which explored the experiences, sentiments, and perspectives of relatives of 

convicted and/or incarcerated sex offenders through qualitative interviews with thirty 

supportive relatives, including parents of offenders, supportive partners, and siblings of 

offenders, with the data deductively analysed using thematic analysis.  While Evans et al. 

(2021) did not ask participants about their loved ones’ convictions, they noted anecdotal 

accounts volunteered by participants which suggested the sample was overwhelmingly 

represented by contact offences against minors and CSAM offences.  In line with previous 

research, Evans et al. (2021) findings demonstrated how family members of sex offenders 

stood to lose valuable social networks, experienced guilt and felt responsible for their 

offending family members’ wrongdoing, many changed daily routines as a strategy to avoid 

others and therefore not need to explain or discuss their family members offence or in many 

cases family members told lies to maintain important relationships.  Moreover, family 

members needed to re-adjust and re-organise their lives and responsibilities, findings in line 

with Farkas and Miller (2007), and for some, child-rearing responsibilities became more 

complicated by financial hardships due to the loss of an income and they were required to 

modify spending to compensate for their fiscal deficits.  The criminal justice system was 

found to have contributed to family members’ negative experiences with media reporting and 

publicly available sex offender registries, compounding their sense of stigma, isolation and 

fear for their personal safety due to increasing incidents of vigilantism (Cubellis, Evans & 
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Fera, 2019).  As Evans et al. (2021) noted, in an ideal criminal justice system, only those who 

commit the crime would be punished.  However, the generalisability of these findings about 

family members’ experiences to Ireland and the UK might be questioned as the United States 

is one of the only countries that requires convicted sex offenders to submit pictures and 

personal information to a publicly accessible online register (Evans et al., 2021).   

Again, concurrent with the present study, Winder et al. (2020) utilised interpretive 

phenomenological analysis to qualitatively analyse ten interviews with non-offending 

partners, nine of whom remained supportive of the offender, in cases of extrafamilial and 

internet sex offences.  The researchers aimed to explore the lived experiences of non-

offending partners and the meanings participants attributed to their experiences (Winder et 

al., 2020).  However, the study did not utilise participant quotes when presenting results, thus 

limiting insights that might be derived from participants’ voices in that study.  Nonetheless, 

findings corresponded with those of Cahalane et al. (2013), in that participants had no prior 

suspicion that their relative was engaging in a sexual crime before discovery.  Discovery was 

distressing and challenged non-offending partners’ understanding about how the world 

operated, resulting in trauma responses such as bewilderment, loss of control and fear 

(Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Winder et al., 2020).  Partners experienced loss and bereavement-type 

responses, similar to those outlined by Bailey (2018), and attempted to conceal their partners’ 

offences from others, which served to increase a sense of isolation and distress.  Moreover, 

participants feared community retaliation due to their sense of stigma about an association 

with the crime, findings in line with previous research (Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller 

2007).  Fear of societal backlash and social ostracization were interesting findings in the 

context that the United Kingdom does not operate a public sex offender register.  Condry 

(2007), in her research about relatives of serious offenders in the United Kingdom, noted that 

dissemination of offence information could depend on situations such as residing in small 
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communities where ‘hiding’ the secret is possibly more problematic resulting in greater 

consequences for relatives of serious offenders.  In addition, the research did not differentiate 

between those associated with extrafamilial offences or CSAM offences.  In the context that 

CSAM offences can be publicised through the media as primary victims would not be 

identified, it could be possible that findings about participants’ fear of societal backlash may 

have been voiced by those whose loved one was associated with a CSAM crime specifically. 

A factor not explored in Winder et al.’s (2020) research findings was how family members 

coped with their fear of community retaliation, an aspect which would provide an enhanced 

understanding about their experiences and potential support needs.   

Moreover, Winder et al. (2020) noted evidence that non-offending partners struggled 

to reconcile their perception of the offending family member with the reality of their offence 

resulting in the use of various strategies to alleviate the distress stemming from this conflict.  

They found that non-offending partners attempted to distinguish between their intimate 

partner and the type of people they perceived as ‘sex offenders’ thus allowing them to reject 

their partner’s new master status as ‘sex offender’ and maintain relationships (Goffman, 

1963; Winder et al. 2020).  This finding correlates with past research where non-offending 

mothers and partners strained to try and make sense of the offence (Cahalane et al., 2013; 

Hooper, 1992; Iffland et al., 2016; Johnson, 1992).  The use of cognitive flexibility was 

further evidenced when non-offending partners shifted their views of sexual crime to permit 

the accommodation of their partner’s crime, but not other categories of sexual offending 

(Winder et al., 2020).  Winder et al. (2020) found that partners differentiated between their 

offending family member’s crime and other types of sexual crime which they deemed more 

serious types of sexual crimes, thus enabling them to rationalise the decision to remain in a 

relationship.  In addition, non-offending partners felt responsible for their family member’s 

well-being and worried that their loved one would not survive without them, despite the 
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social consequences they faced, an additional factor that potentially assisted them in their 

decision to remain in the relationship (Winder et al., 2020).   

Furthermore, cognitive flexibility offered partners an avenue toward not only resisting 

their family members’ new master status as ‘sex offender’ but their own stigmatised identity 

as ‘partner of sex offender’ and could represent a form of impression management to protect 

their threatened social image (Winder et al., 2020).  Wider qualitative research findings 

indicate that partners disagreed with the vilification of their offending family member in 

media and public discourse (Bailey, 2018; Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Farkas & Miller, 2007; 

Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Sample et al., 2018; Winder et al., 2020), a stance they 

arguably took as a way to try and neutralise the stigma surrounding the offence and by 

extension, their association via kinship ties (Condry, 2007; Goffman, 1963).  

In addition, Winder et al. (2020) noted how intervening agencies contributed to non-

offending partners’ experiences of secondary stigma.  First, the criminal justice system left 

non-offending partners in a prolonged period of uncertainty as the investigative process was 

one of indeterminable length, during which time, partners attempted to cope with the 

unknown, such as whether the media would report their offending partner’s name when in 

court, with ensuing anxiety about community retaliation (Winder et al., 2020).  Second, 

treatment at the hands of intervening agencies, such as the criminal justice and child 

protection professionals, left partners feeling as though they themselves had committed the 

crime, a finding which corresponds with past research, particularly in relation to partners 

feeling judged and blamed by child protection agencies (Azzopardi et al., 2018; Bolen, 2003; 

Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Cahalane et al., 2013).   

In a further indication of a move toward addressing an apparent gap in knowledge 

about the lived experiences of non-offending family members in the early 2020’s, Duncan et 
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al. (2022) also explored the experiences of non-offending partners in the United Kingdom 

around the time of discovery of the offence.  The researchers interviewed nine non-offending 

partners, eight of whom remained supportive of the offender in cases of extrafamilial or 

internet sex offences.  Interpretive phenomenological analysis was utilised in data analysis.  

Their findings are in line with Winder et al. (2020), where non-offending partners 

experienced considerable secondary stigmatisation.  Discovery of the offence was described 

as a traumatic turning point where the world was no longer a safe and predictable place 

(Janoff-Bulman, 1992), participants experienced multiple losses, including family support 

and close friendships.  In addition, Duncan et al. (2022) found that the experience of 

secondary stigma challenged participants’ pre-discovery identities, that is, identities such as 

‘partner’ became invalidated and partners struggled with a new and unwanted deviant label, 

that is ‘partner of sex offender’, resulting in experiences of increased isolation and stress 

(Duncan et al., 2022).   

The findings from Duncan et al. (2022) also highlighted the use of cognitive 

adjustments to maintain a positive view of the offending partner.  Partners adjusted beliefs to 

mitigate against the psychological distress around discovery of the offence and restore 

balance (Festinger, 1957) through a denial that a family member’s actions were harmful 

toward others, thus permitting the preservation of a positive image of their offending relative.  

These findings are consistent with those of Iffland et al. (2016) which noted that non-

offending partners exhibited a high number of cognitive distortions around their offending 

partner’s sexual crime.  Past research used non-offending partners’ minimisation of their 

offending partner’s crime as evidence of their idealising their relationship and internalising 

their family member’s wrongdoing (Iffland et al., 2016; McLaren, 2016).  However, it seems 

important to note how minimisation of sexual offending has been reported to serve as a 

protective function for men with sexual convictions, assisting them in maintaining a positive 
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self-concept and alleviating shame (Duncan et al., 2022; Maruna & Mann, 2006).  For non-

offending partners, minimisation may serve a similar adaptive function, enabling them to 

maintain a pro-social image of their family member and diminish psychological conflict 

(Duncan et al., 2022).  However, Duncan et al. (2022) primarily considered the time 

surrounding discovery, with limited information as to whether non-offending partners used 

any support services or looked to their lives in the future.   

 Despite the lack of public sex offender registers in the UK and Ireland, the above 

research findings within UK jurisdictions echo the available literature from the United States.  

However, the literature about relatives’ experiences outside of the United States remains 

limited, with a predominantly narrow focus on their utility as a protective resource in relation 

to their children (Galloway & Hogg, 2008; Cahalane et al., 2013; Cahalane & Duff, 2018; 

Shannon et al., 2013; Wager et al., 2015).  Despite a recent move towards exploring the lived 

experiences of family members of sex offenders (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; 

Winder et al., 2020), there is a need for more rich and nuanced data, including research which 

focuses on experiences arising from specific sexual crimes, such as CSAM offences.  This 

would enhance the development of a greater knowledge base about family members’ 

experiences and assist in the formulation of more targeted responses that might remedy some 

of the harm experienced on foot of an association with specific sexual crimes.   

2.7 Trauma-Informed Approach 

Encouragingly, recent interest in the experiences of non-offending family members 

(Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Winder et al., 2020) has also, in parallel, seen the 

beginning of trauma-informed mutual-aid support groups across the United States and 

Australia, specifically for this group (Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; 

Sample et al., 2018).  In the broader literature, there is emerging consensus about the need for 

trauma-informed services for individuals involved in the criminal justice system (Harris & 
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Levenson, 2021; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021).  Equally, for non-offending family members, 

trauma-informed mutual aid groups offer empowerment in a community of similarly situated 

others at times of great crisis (Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021).   

Farkas and Miller (2007) noted how family members referred to the importance of 

support derived from others in similar circumstances which was noted as having the potential 

to reduce stigma-related stress.  However, in broader society, while support groups are 

available for almost any life condition such as cancer, addiction and divorce (Tracy & 

Wallace, 2016; Ussher, Kirsten, Butow & Sandoval, 2006), there is a dearth of available 

support groups for families of sex offenders (Sample et al., 2018).  For this reason, while 

there is an abundance of research about sex offender treatment programmes, there are very 

few studies that have explored the role and effectiveness of support groups for families of sex 

offenders.   

Sample et al. (2018) in the United States, observed the organic creation and 

maintenance of an open self-help support group, created by and for offenders and their 

supportive partners, a group the families called ‘Fearless’.  Sample et al. (2018) noted that the 

creation of the support group was based on a notion that family members need social and 

emotional support, just as much as registered sex offenders (Bailey, 2018; Jones et al, 2022; 

Sample et al., 2018).  Their research about the efficacy of ‘Fearless’ found that quality of life 

indicators (e.g., self-confidence, friendships) were enhanced and, at the same time, reports of 

stress and feelings of isolation decreased (Sample et al., 2018).  Essentially, the creation of a 

peer-to-peer social support group increased a sense of empowerment, solidarity and self-

esteem with the assistance of similarly situated individuals, in this case, supportive partners 

together with their offending loved ones.  While further evaluations utilising pre- and post-

group outcomes would be useful to strengthen the evidence about the effectiveness of the 

support group, it nonetheless provides a cautiously optimistic example of an intervention 
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which enhances positive coping for non-offending partners (Duncan et al., 2022; Sample et 

al., 2018). 

Building on research evidence from Sample et al (2018), Kavanagh and Levenson 

(2021) in the State of Florida, facilitated an informal peer support group specifically for 

supportive family members of sex offenders.  Unlike previous research (Sample et al., 2018), 

sex offender relatives were not part of the support group because it was observed that non-

offending family members exhibited cognitive dissonance when the offending relative was 

present, demonstrated via a separation between their offending family member and the 

offence committed.  Additionally, non-offending family members expressed considerable 

anger, a primary emotion when their offending relative was present, about the unfairness of 

sex offender legislation in the United States and its devastating impact on family lives 

(Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021), a finding in line with previous research (Bailey, 2018; Farkas 

& Miller, 2007).  Nonetheless, replicating the findings of Sample et al. (2018), Kavanagh and 

Levenson (2021) found that supportive family members appeared able to process their 

conflicting feelings in a non-threatening and non-judgemental environment leading to an 

enhancement of resilience and re-construction of self-worth.   

In Australia, following Liddell and Taylor’s (2015) evaluation report about 

PartnerSPEAK, a Victorian organisation which utilises a peer-support model to support non-

offending family members and friends of CSAM offenders, Jones et al. (2022) conducted a 

further evaluation of their peer-support model to broaden insights about the support needs of 

relatives of CSAM offenders.  The evaluation found that the peer support model provided by 

PartnerSPEAK was both positive and appropriate for the target group with key success 

factors being the establishment of an accepting and non-judgemental environment in which 

supportive relationships with peers were developed and emotional support provided (Jones et 

al., 2022).  Notable in this research was an acknowledgement about the diversity of the 
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CSAM relative cohort, which included, for example, ex-partners, supportive partners, 

parents, and adult children.  This aspect was highlighted as a challenge for the PartnerSPEAK 

model in terms of resources because different groups of relatives present with different 

circumstances and different support needs (Jones et al., 2022).   

Additionally, the researchers found that non-offending family members had become 

sufficiently empowered via their engagement with PartnerSPEAK, that they had started to 

engage as advocates and raise awareness about their particular circumstances.  However, in 

the absence of public sex offender registers in the State of Victoria, PartnerSPEAK 

represented family members’ collective voices, and raised awareness about their 

circumstances on a societal level, including the political sphere, while also maintaining 

service users’ anonymity.  Thus, non-offending family members collectively contributed to 

efforts to raise awareness about the impact that CSAM offences have on partners and family 

members, as well as the victims of such abuse.  However, as family members were able to 

maintain anonymity and use a support agency as a channel for advocacy, information about 

whether there were any experiences of post-traumatic growth was not available from that 

research.   

2.8 Summary 

Primarily however, for family members of those accused and/or convicted of any type 

of sexual crime, a review of the literature located ubiquitous reports of deleterious 

consequences across the United States, Australia and the UK, including reports of depression 

which represents one of the most burdensome diseases worldwide (WHO, 2021).  Research 

evidence suggests that, overall, family members view an association with any type of sexual 

crime as a considerable threat, with devastating experiences and consequences (Condry, 

2007; Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Kavanagh & Levenson, 

2021; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Winder et al., 2020).  Traumagenic symptomology was 
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evident across the literature, including a study that reported tentative evidence of positive 

personal growth, highlighting the devastating impact of discovery and its aftermath for family 

members (Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Cahalane et al., 2013; Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 

2021; Jones et al., 2021; Liddell & Taylor, 2015: Winder et al., 2020).   

The legacy of the early literature continues to reverberate (Azzopardi et al., 2018; 

Bolen, 2003; Cahalane et al., 2013; Duncan et al., 2022) and highlights the importance of 

establishing a broader understanding of the lived experiences of family members of sex 

offenders.  While the early 2020’s has started to see increased academic interest in non-

offending family members (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Winder et al., 2020), the 

research focus appears to have been limited to experiences around the time of discovery and 

such research did not differentiate family experiences based on different types of sexual 

crime.   

Research that might expand its focus to capture the depth and breadth of relatives’ 

experiences beyond the time surrounding discovery of the offence would be valuable to 

enhance understanding about family members’ experiences.  In addition, as Jones et al. 

(2022) noted, different groups of relatives can present with different circumstances, 

perceptions and experiences and consequently, different support needs.  In this context, there 

is a need for research that might encapsulate the diversity of the family cohort, including a 

focus on the type of sexual crime, which would contribute to knowledge about their personal 

experiences and support needs.  Specific to the present study, the development of a more 

enriched understanding about family members’ vicarious experiences due to CSAM offences 

will serve to develop and expand knowledge about the broader consequences of the 

systematic application of the criminal label ‘sex offender’.   
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

As Holden and Lynch (2004) explain, researchers need to give significant 

consideration to three major research questions: How to research? What to research? and 

Why research?  The question of ‘what’ to research was addressed in the research question 

(see Chapter 1), that is, an investigation of the lived experiences of non-offending family 

members of CSAM offenders.  In terms of the ‘how’, the research question was deemed best 

addressed through use of a qualitative research design.  ‘Why’, a qualitative research design 

can reveal motivations, attitudes, experiences and beliefs through rich, descriptive data as it is 

concerned with socially constructed meanings and the ‘insider’s view’ (Thoma, 2019).  The 

approach provides more flexibility to understand the subjective meaning and complexity of 

the human experience as well as the contexts which influence meaning and experience 

(Willig, 2008).   

The origin of the research question, the ontological (belief about the nature of reality), 

epistemological (ways of researching the nature of knowledge) and methodological 

assumptions (approach to research) are all interrelated (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018).  

Research design is influenced by the researcher’s values and beliefs, a collective ‘worldview’ 

coloured by numerous factors such as political allegiance, religiosity, sexuality, ethnicity, and 

social class (Holmes, 2020).  In this context, it is important, at the outset to outline the 

researcher’s ontological and epistemological assumptions (Silverman, 2013).  This study 

explored the lived experiences of the non-offending family of CSAM offenders through 

adopting an interpretivist constructionist epistemology situated in the belief that people 

actively construct numerous and shifting life narratives.   

The starting point for this chapter is setting out the research methodology that was 

considered most suitable to achieve the aims of the study and it provides justification for the 

choice of methods employed.  As well as providing a detailed description of the methodology 
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and research design for this study, this chapter outlines the process of participant recruitment 

including demographic information relating to research participants.  It then presents the data 

collection method used and outlines the data analysis procedures using reflexive thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006; 2019).  This chapter will conclude with a discussion about 

how quality was ensured and the ethical considerations of the present study.   

3.1 Role of the Researcher 

 “Underneath any given research design and choice of methods lies the researcher’s 

(often implicit) understanding of the world and how it should be studied” (Moses & Knutsen, 

2007 p.2).  In this context, the research journey was one in which an understanding about 

how my perception of the world, which has been influenced by subjective experiences, could 

be somewhat skewed.  As such, my ‘worldview’ needs to be clarified in to ensure the quality 

of the research design as the research and chosen methodology were influenced by it (Moses 

& Knutsen, 2007).   

 The worldview which is based on assumptions, beliefs, prejudices, and ways of 

thinking in turn influences ontology and epistemology.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) 

suggest that ontological assumptions give rise to epistemological assumptions, and these give 

rise to methodological considerations which, in turn, give rise to issues around data 

collection.   

3.1.1 Researcher’s Position 

I sought to explore an under-researched area, that of the lived experiences of non-

offending relatives of CSAM offenders, and then present the findings as they are reported.  

My constructionist viewpoint informed the chosen methods and analysis which are 

influenced by a background of more than 22 years in social work, with a range of experiences 

in working with vulnerable children and adults, in both child protection and criminal justice 
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agencies, including direct work with those convicted of numerous different types of sexual 

crimes, some of whom had the benefit of supportive family members.  Specifically, when 

working with those convicted of sex crimes, a question regularly asked was how their non-

offending family members coped when associated with a much-stigmatized crime, when it 

became apparent that there were no answers.  Coming from this background and experience, I 

hoped that locating answers about the lived experiences of non-offending family members 

might start to highlight this group as one that requires acknowledgement and support.  As a 

constructionist, I recognized that even if people experience the same thing, they can perceive 

it differently and also have different outcomes.  I was not seeking to identify objective 

patterns of social phenomena but rather to understand and interpret.  At the same time, my 

life experience cannot be overlooked or removed when attempting to make sense of the data 

(Ray, 2009).   

3.1.2 Reflexivity 

As researchers, we need to constantly ask questions of our everyday practices, 

critically question the seemingly self-evident and constantly attempt to ‘step-back’ to gain 

insights about different perspectives (Mortari, 2015).  As Carr (1994) noted, very little 

research can be ‘value free’.  The importance of a researcher’s self-assessment about their 

views and positions and how these may, or have, directly or indirectly influenced the design, 

execution and interpretation of the research findings should not be understated to undertake 

ethical research (Holmes, 2020).  In this context, reflexive research required that I remained 

conscious of my role in the research process and my actions should be subjected to the same 

scrutiny as the rest of the data (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).   

The value base that I brought to the research originates from a belief in justice, 

fairness, and equality (Moses & Knutsen, 2019).  However, as Laden (1991) points out, the 

concept of fairness is a complex notion and “the boundaries between what is fair and unfair 



48 

 

are fuzzy” (Laden, 1991 p.194).  Essentially while ‘fairness’ is desirable, should a subset of 

the population perceive something as unfair, then it is most likely the case (Laden, 1991).  I 

sought, through doing this study, to make a positive difference by advocating for an under-

researched group for social justice purposes.   

Additionally, my worldview is more concerned with a sympathetic understanding of 

human action and behaviour than with external forces such as organizational or institutional 

structures that act on those behaviours.  As such, I viewed my role as one where it was 

important to gain access to relatives’ thoughts and experiences and interpret their actions and 

their social world from their point of view (Bryman, 2008).  As a social constructionist, I 

believe that knowledge is a human product that is shaped by life experiences.  Life 

experiences shaped participants’ views of the world and their experiences, as non-offending 

relatives of CSAM offenders, were mediated through their thoughts and standpoints resulting 

in several perspectives.  According to Moses and Knutsen (2019) epistemology “denotes the 

philosophical study of knowledge” and its basic question is “what is knowledge” (Moses & 

Knutsen, 2019; p.5).  To gain insight and knowledge about the world in which families of 

CSAM offenders inhabit, it was necessary to speak with ‘insiders’ to build a picture of how 

they see the world from their particular position.   

This position influenced the research design because it was clear that I needed to 

interview people who had experienced a situation where a trusted family member was 

accused and/or convicted of a sexual crime to understand their lived experiences.  In so 

doing, this research drew upon the participants’ subjective meaning provided during the 

interview process.  Thus, it is essential to acknowledge that I was the primary instrument of 

data collection via semi-structured interviews.  The significance of my role as interviewer in 

producing the interview data cannot be overlooked, with Rapley (2001) noting that the 

interview is a social interaction and data analysis needs to be sensitive as to how the 
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interviewer produces the data.  The data is a result of an interaction between two people and 

therefore we should be mindful about how the data is generated by both the interviewer and 

the interviewee as, by definition, discussions in interviews are always collaboratively 

produced (Rapley, 2001).  It is therefore important to acknowledge that the way in which I 

acquired knowledge also involved an interpretive position, which required reflection on 

assumptions made throughout the research process and the implication these had for the 

research results.   

This study focused on the lived experiences of non-offending family members of 

CSAM offenders including their views, perspectives, and meanings to examine and analyse 

their constructed realities.  The study focused on exploring their lived experiences, while at 

the same time, showing participants respect and engaging with them.  Through adding to 

existing knowledge about the lived experiences of what is a very under-researched cohort, it 

is hoped that policies will be reappraised, updated, and possibly improved to reflect this new 

knowledge.   

3.2 Research Design 

The research question was chosen because of a dearth of literature examining the 

experiences of non-offending family members of CSAM offenders and the research methods 

were chosen based on this specific task.   

3.2.1 Rationale for Qualitative Research 

Qualitative and quantitative research paradigms are approaches that are often 

juxtaposed as representing two different world views (Hammarberg, Kirkman & de Lacey, 

2016) perpetuating a co-called ‘paradigm war’ (Rahman, 2017).  Unlike quantitative research 

designs which separate the social world into components (variables) which can then be 

represented numerically as frequencies and associations between variables explored via 
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statistical techniques (Rahman, 2017), the use of a qualitative design is more aligned with the 

researcher’s ontological and epistemological positioning.  The qualitative approach was 

deemed appropriate in the present study because I sought to understand, discover, and 

interpret how participants experienced and reacted to their situations.  Additionally, 

qualitative methodologies are more concerned about the situations and experiences of those 

participating in the study (Hammarberg et al., 2015) and making sense of people’s 

experiences, a stance deemed more consistent with the research perspective of this study.   

3.2.2 Consideration of analytic frameworks 

Various established qualitative approaches were identified and considered including 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), Discourse Analysis (DA), and Grounded 

Theory (GT).  Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis is widely used in counselling and 

psychotherapy research with well-developed methodological guidance (McLeod, 2011).  This 

approach is concerned with the voice of each individual participant and the manner in which 

each person makes sense and meaning of their experience.  While the dataset in the present 

study represented a heterogenous group of non-offending relatives, the IPA approach was 

discounted because this research aimed to identify themes across the dataset rather than focus 

on unique features of individual cases.   

Grounded Theory aims to establish an approach that grounds sociological theories in 

empirical evidence (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021), with a number of different versions of GT 

(e.g., see Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and each version has 

different theoretical underpinnings (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  The end product of a grounded 

analysis is an explanatory theory of social processes within the environments in which they 

occur.  However, the focus of the present study was not on developing theory or focusing 

exclusively on social processes, but data was collected to understand participants’ lived 

experiences specifically.  Additionally, in the context of the limited research available about 
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the experiences of relatives of sex offenders, the use of grounded theory analysis was deemed 

premature in terms of attempting the development of a theory in an area of research still at an 

exploration point.   

 Social constructionist methodologies were also considered, their aim being to 

generate knowledge about how people construct versions of their reality through the use of 

language.  Discursive analysis, for example, is underpinned by a view that language is a 

social practice, is both active and performative, one that creates realities rather than a means 

by which individuals describe their thoughts and feelings (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  As with 

Grounded Theory analysis there are many varied approaches to discourse analysis such as 

conversation analysis (Madill, Widdicombe & Barkham, 2001), interpretive repertoire 

analysis (Wetherall & Potter, 1992) and poststructuralist discursive analysis (Garvey, 1989).  

However, discursive analysis was not considered optimal for this study as the research 

interest was less focused on how participant perspectives are brought into being through 

language, but rather to explore the perspectives themselves to generate a greater 

understanding about their lived experiences.   

3.2.3 Rationale for using Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) suggest that the research question determines the 

method of analysis.  The particular focus is on the lived experiences of non-offending family 

members of sex offenders, and therefore, the primary reason for choosing reflexive thematic 

analysis over any other qualitative approach was its ‘fit’ with the research question (Willig, 

2008).  Reflexive thematic analysis sits among a number of varied approaches to conducting 

thematic analysis, with Braun and Clarke (2022) distinguishing between three primary 

approaches in an attempt to resolve any confusion.   
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First, coding reliability thematic analysis such as that adopted by Joffe (2012) 

accentuates the measurement of accuracy or reliability when coding data, usually through the 

use of structured codebooks, with consensus sought between multiple coders which can be 

measured using Cohen’s Kappa (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  Themes typically constitute 

‘domain summaries’ in relation to the data collection questions and are informed by 

quantitative positivist research values and practices (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  As this study 

acknowledges the importance of the researcher in the production of knowledge, this approach 

to thematic analysis was discounted.   

Codebook approaches, such as framework analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002) or 

template analysis (King & Brooks, 2017), can be viewed as something situated mid-way 

between coding reliability approaches and the reflexive approach.  While codebook 

approaches adopt the use of a structured codebook, like the coding reliability approaches, it 

foregoes the more positivistic conceptions of coding reliability and recognizes the 

interpretive nature of data coding (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  However, Braun & Clarke (2022) 

noted how the codebook approach is typically oriented to pragmatic considerations such as in 

situations where a team of analysts are working together, with each member of a team coding 

different sections of the data, with a codebook used to record and/or chart the developing 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  While this approach might eschew the more positivistic 

approach, the importance of the researcher’s interpretations of patterns across the data was 

not deemed to be fully captured through this approach. 

Reflexive thematic analysis was deemed the best approach to answer the research 

question in the present study.  It emphasizes the inevitable subjectivity of data coding and 

analysis and the researcher’s active role in coding and theme generation (Braun & Clarke, 

2019).  Researcher subjectivity is an important aspect for reflexive thematic analysis and is 

viewed as a resource as the production of knowledge is inherently subjective and avoids any 
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positivistic notions of data interpretation (Byrne, 2021).  Indeed, Braun and Clarke (2019) 

encourage researcher reflexivity and creativity as assets in the generation of knowledge.  As 

the nature of this research is exploratory it remained important to be open to all the ways in 

which participants explained and discussed their circumstances.  Thus, the use of reflexive 

thematic analysis in an under-researched area was deemed most suited to the goal of shedding 

light on participant experiences of an association with sexual crime.   

3.3 Participant Recruitment 

Non-offending relatives of sex offenders, in general, are a very hard to reach 

population, a reality further complicated by a scarcity of support services that might act as 

gatekeeper agencies to facilitate participant recruitment.  Due to the sensitivity of the topic 

explored in this research, ethical approval was granted to recruit adult family members aged 

eighteen years and over with minor children of offenders excluded.  In order to capture as 

many potential participants as possible, no specific type of sexual crime was stipulated, and 

all individuals that identified as having a family member that was accused and/or convicted 

of any type of sexual crime could participate in this study.   

As this study required a purposeful sampling approach to target non-offending 

relatives of sex offenders, a decision was taken to approach gatekeeper agencies across both 

Ireland and the United Kingdom in an attempt to reach as many potential participants as 

possible.  Initially, agencies were contacted to ascertain whether they might be available to 

facilitate participant recruitment with a total of four agencies across Ireland and the United 

Kingdom, from both voluntary and statutory sectors, consenting to assist in the recruitment 

process.   

The four agencies operated separate research application procedures and each 

requested changes to different aspects of the original ethical approval received from the 
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University of Limerick (see ethical considerations below).  For example, a voluntary agency 

in the United Kingdom requested that the researcher forward consent forms directly to 

participants that indicated an interest in participating in the research, whereas a charity based 

in Ireland wished to provide consent forms directly to interested participants.  Each requested 

change, from each gatekeeper agency, was submitted to University of Limerick ethics 

committee and approved via Chair’s actions.  

All gatekeeper agencies designated a named person as a point of contact for this 

research and participant information sheets (Appendix 1) were sent to designated persons.  

One voluntary agency agreed to distribute participant information sheets as well as consent 

forms (Appendix 2) to those non-offending family members that indicated an interest in 

participating in the research with three agencies agreeing to distribute information sheets 

only.  Through use of gatekeeper agencies, the relevant population was targeted, and 

participants were allowed to self-select based on their interest in participating in a research 

project.  Some participants that had agreed to participate and forwarded their signed consent 

to this researcher reported that they were part of a ‘WhatsApp group’ which they had been 

instrumental in creating specifically for non-offending relatives of sex offenders.  Following 

their interview, they forwarded information and contact details about this research to other 

family members who responded to the invitation, thus producing an unplanned snowball 

recruitment process.  As a result, the number of people who received the information sheet 

via gatekeeper agencies remains unknown.   

Unfortunately, the onset of the covid-19 pandemic impacted recruitment in a very 

hard to reach participant pool during the data collection phase (2019-2020).  As a result of the 

pandemic, two gatekeeper agencies located in Ireland were not in a position to assist with 

participant recruitment from its onset, in March 2020.  Additionally, while the remaining two 

gatekeeper agencies continued to work with non-offending relatives via virtual forums, 
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further participant information sheets were not distributed following their move to virtual 

platforms.  Nonetheless, despite the significant challenges in relation to participant 

recruitment, particularly during the covid-19 pandemic, twenty non-offending relatives 

responded to the invitation and fifteen relatives participated in the research project. 

3.3.1 Demographic Information 

 Fifteen participants identified as relatives of individuals that had been accused and/or 

convicted of a sexual crime.  More specifically, all individuals identified as a family member 

of an individual that had downloaded child sexual abuse material on the internet.  While this 

was not an intentionally sought sample, the following demographics relate to those whose 

loved one was accused and/or convicted of a CSAM crime.  The below table (Table 1) 

provides demographic information about the participants, including their gender, age bracket, 

relationship with the offender, country of origin, educational level, employment status and 

type of sexual crime. 
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Table 1: Summary of Participant Demographics 

Participant characteristics Summary 

Gender Female 100% (n=15) 

Age Groups 30’s: n=3 

40’s: n=5 

50’s: n=5 

60’s: n=1 

70’s: n=1 

 

Relationship Parent of Offender: n=3 

Ex-Partner: n=7 

Current Partner: n=5 

 

Family Status Parent with Minor Children: n=7 

Parent with Adult Children: n=7 

Adult with no children: n=1 

 

Origin* United Kingdom: n=11 

Ireland: n=4 

 

Education Second Level: n=6 

Third Level: n=9 

 

Employment Retired: n=2 

Employed: n=12 

Unemployed: n=1 

 

Interview Length** Range [35-102 minutes] 

Mean = 61 minutes 

 

Crime Type Possession of Child Abuse Sexual Material: n=14 

Manufacture & possession of CSAM: n=1 

 

Family Member Type Pre-Conviction Significant Other: n=6 

Post-Conviction Significant Other n=6 

Adult Child (post-conviction): n=2 

Adult Child (pre-conviction): n=1 

*Information not requested in the interview but nevertheless volunteered by the participants 

** There were no differences in the quality of these interviews, but times were based on 

participants control over the interviews in terms of their responses to questions.  
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3.4 Data Collection 

3.4.1 Interviews 

Although each participant that had expressed an interest in participating in this 

research were offered an opportunity for a face-to-face interview, thirteen participants 

expressed a preference for interviews to be conducted via telephone, with two participants 

requesting a face-to-face meeting.  All participant requests were facilitated.   

The use of telephone has been suggested as an appropriate method of data collection 

in relation to sensitive subjects and with difficult to reach population samples (Sturges & 

Hanrahan, 2004) although some researchers indicate distrust for this medium due to a lack of 

verbal cues (Novick, 2008).  Nonetheless, telephone interviews provided an increased sense 

of anonymity for participants as their precise home location was not known, something 

participants indicated as important due to the relatively small jurisdiction in which they 

resided.   

3.4.2 Interview schedule 

A semi-structured interview schedule (Appendix 3) was constructed to support the 

exploration of the research question.  Given that participants have different ‘worldviews’ and 

therefore view and define the world in different ways, the semi-structured interview format 

allowed participants to articulate and describe their experiences in their own way.  The semi-

structured interview was particularly suited to uncovering participants’ various lived 

experiences in more depth because, in the main, the participants talked, and the interviewer 

listened.  In saying this, the interview schedule employed was operated flexibly, that is, used 

as a means to guide conversations because for the most part participants talked at length 

about their experiences with no requirement for interviewer questions.   



58 

 

In addition, prior to each interview, participants were provided with an opportunity 

for a preliminary discussion to ease potential anxiety about the interview process.  I remained 

cognisant of a reality that participants were very concerned about their anonymity and that 

jurisdictions were small, and therefore afforded them openings, prior to interview, to ask me 

questions, such as, about my place of residence, to allay any concerns that participants might 

have about potentially, and inadvertently, knowing me or others within circles of family or 

friends.  Participant confidentiality and anonymity remained a paramount priority.   

The interview schedule was a loose agenda designed to explore participants’ 

experiences, both in the external social world and internal psychological functioning.  At the 

start of each interview, participants were asked to provide further verbal consent before 

continuing.  The interview prompts included questions on life before discovery of the sexual 

crime (e.g., “Tell me a little about yourself and your life before finding out?”), the 

experience of discovery (“How has finding out affected you?”) and life afterwards (“How do 

you see yourself in the future”).  In order to ensure as open an environment as possible, via 

telephone and in-person, the interviewer maintained a conversational tone throughout the 

interview, as a result of which the semi-structured nature of the interview served as a loose 

guide and participants guided the discussion.   

However, Rapley (2001) argues that interviews are ‘social encounters’ and an 

interview is more than a participant’s account with the interviewer being central to the 

production and the construction of data.  The interview schedule used in the present study 

allowed for additional questions to emerge from the dialogue and in the final stage of the 

interview process, all participants were asked if there was anything further they wished to 

cover as a way to ensure that all areas relevant to answering the research question were 

covered.  The semi-structured flexible approach allowed for the exploration of sensitive data 

and afforded autonomy in relation to the direction of the conversation so that there was the 
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opportunity to pursue an interesting line of questioning should it arise.  An additional 

advantage of using an interview schedule was that it provided a consistent method of data 

collection.  Data was collected from all participants, whether via telephone or in-person, in 

the same way, so that differences in results could be attributed to participant attitudes and not 

necessarily the data collection approach.   

Finally, at the end of each interview, there was a debriefing conversation with all 

participants.  This was to ensure their well-being in the context that they had spoken at length 

about a very personal and sensitive topic.   

3.4.3 Procedure 

On receipt of an information sheet distributed by gatekeeper agencies, participants 

emailed the researcher identified on the information sheet.  Participants were contacted via 

return email when another copy of the information sheet was included.  The document 

outlined the focus of the study, the possible benefits and risks of taking part in the study, 

participants’ right to leave the study at any time, confidentiality and privacy issues, data 

collection procedures and an outline of how the results would be used and disseminated.  

Participants were assured that their identities would be protected and that they would remain 

anonymous throughout the study.  Participants were given the option of seeking further 

information and to decide on the basis of the information provided whether they wished to 

proceed to the interview stage.  Confidentiality was assured and written consent was sought 

prior to conducting the interview.   

Once participants had confirmed their willingness to participate and returned a signed 

copy of the consent form, further contact details were exchanged and participants preferred 

mode of interview was established, that is, via telephone or in person, then a time and date, 

and in two cases, a location, at their convenience, was decided.  Participants were then 
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phoned and/or met when they were advised again, verbally, about their right to withdraw 

from the study.  The information contained on the participant information sheet was reiterated 

and any questions participants might have had at this stage were answered.  Verbal consent 

was re-affirmed at the start of each interview.  The interview then proceeded with thirteen 

participants via telephone at their request, and a further two participants were interviewed in 

person, at locations around Ireland.  Participants were advised that transcripts of the interview 

would be forwarded to them so they could have the opportunity to review them.  

Additionally, participants were advised that they could request any or all of the information 

provided in the interview to be removed from the transcript, if they wished.   

3.4.4 Interview with participants 

 At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked to reiterate their verbal 

consent and were asked some general demographic details, such as age bracket, employment 

status, and accommodation circumstances.  To preserve their anonymity participants were not 

asked for specific demographic details.  However, they were advised that should they provide 

any type of identifying information in the course of the interview, such as names or specific 

geographic locations, these would be removed.  Participants engaged well with the 

interviews, and interview lengths ranged from 35 -102 minutes with an average length of 61 

minutes.  Varying conversational styles accounted for some of the discrepancies in interview 

length, with some participants providing shorter and more succinct answers than others.   

 Two participants became emotionally upset (started to cry) during the interview and 

the recording was stopped immediately (both participants had requested a telephone 

interview).  In each case there followed a period of discussion, the purpose of which was to 

allow the participants to talk through their emotions and I simply listened, these discussions 

were not recorded, and no records exist of what was said for the purpose of this research.  

Following a period of time, both participants requested that the interview resume.  To ensure 
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both participants were emotionally ready, there was a further ‘general discussion’, during 

which participants again requested that the research interview resume stating that they wanted 

to participate, at which point the recording device was switched on and interviews resumed, 

using the semi-structured interview questions as prompts. 

 At the end of each interview, there was a debrief conversation with all participants, in 

the context that the interview was a very sensitive topic, there was a specific focus on their 

well-being.  As all participants had engaged with gatekeeper agencies, they were aware of 

supports available, but a general discussion occurred after each interview, with each person, 

of varying durations, to try and ascertain and ensure they had support available in a short to 

medium term sense should the interview have caused them distress.   

3.4.5 Recording and transcripts 

 A Sony ICD-PX470 digital voice recorder was used to record interviews.  All 

interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher, using a basic transcription system 

(King, Horricks & Brooks, 2019).  This resulted in 262 pages of raw data (interview 

transcripts).  Each interview was listened to several times to ensure that transcriptions were 

accurate and also to assist in becoming familiar with the data.  Participants were given a letter 

of the alphabet as an alias and any identifying information such as names or geographical 

locations were removed from the transcripts.   

In addition, as was agreed prior to each interview, participants were contacted, via 

email, to send them their interview transcript.  Eleven participants requested their transcript, 

which was sent via an encrypted email and four participants indicated that they did not wish 

to get their transcripts.  Reasons were not provided as to why they did not wish to receive 

their interview transcript, but one participant said, in an email, that they simply did not want 

to read what they had said about their circumstances.  Ten of the eleven participants verified 
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and validated their transcripts and indicated that they were happy with the content of same, 

including the removal of any identifying information.  One participant requested some details 

be redacted from the interview transcript.  All requested information was redacted from that 

transcript and the participant indicated that they were happy for the amended transcript to be 

used for the purposes of this research project.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

 A key aspect in the present study was to reflect non-offending relatives’ accounts of 

their lived experiences as faithfully as possible while also accounting for the reflexive 

influence of the researcher’s interpretations.  Reflexive thematic analysis was deemed the 

most appropriate type of analysis in the context of the underlying paradigmatic assumptions 

of the present study and, additionally, its use allowed the data to be analysed in a manner that 

respected the subjectivity of participants’ experiences while also acknowledging the reflexive 

influence of researcher interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  Before outlining the six-

phase process for conducting reflexive thematic analysis, the theoretical assumptions 

underpinning the reflexive thematic analysis will be addressed. 

3.5.1 Theoretical assumptions underpinning use of thematic analysis 

 Braun and Clarke (2019) identified a number of theoretical assumptions that should 

be clarified when conducting any form of thematic analysis, not necessarily reflexive 

thematic analysis.  They were conceptualized as a series on a spectrum as follows: essentialist 

versus constructionist epistemologies, experiential versus critical orientation to the data, 

inductive versus deductive analyses and semantic versus latent coding of data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019).   

 First, the research question was addressed within a paradigmatic framework of 

interpretivism and constructionism.  A constructionist epistemology has particular 
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implications with regard to thematic analysis primarily as meaningfulness is a key aspect in 

both the development and interpretation of codes and themes.  As Braun and Clarke (2012) 

noted, the recurrence of a code or theme through the data corpus is not necessarily 

meaningful or important to analysis.  Thus, the adoption of a constructionist epistemology 

acknowledged the importance of a recurring code or theme, but most important in the 

analysis of data was ‘meaningfulness’.  As such, participants’ meanings and experiences were 

interpreted to be socially produced.   

 In the present study an experiential orientation to data interpretation was utilized to 

emphasize the meaning participants attributed to their experiences.  Using an experiential 

approach, as opposed to a critical orientation, meant that the analysis did not try to make any 

claims about the social construction of non-offending family members’ experiences, for 

example, through their use of language to create their reality (Terry, Hayfield, Braun & 

Clarke, 2017).  Rather the focus was placed on the socially constructed nature of participants’ 

subjective lived experiences and perceptions.   

Third, an inductive approach to analysis was taken, meaning that data were open-

coded, and participant data-driven meanings were emphasized.  However, as Braun and 

Clarke (2019) note, it is arguably not possible to conduct an exclusively inductive analysis as 

the researcher would need some sort of criteria to identify whether or not a piece of data was 

relevant to the research question.  Therefore, a predominantly inductive approach was 

adopted, with an acknowledgement that a degree of deductive analysis was employed to 

ensure that open coding contributed to the production of themes that were meaningful to the 

research question and additionally, to ensure those participant data-driven meanings that were 

highlighted were relevant to the research question.   
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Finally, in the present study, both semantic (explicit or surface meanings in the data) 

and latent (identifying underlying assumptions or ideas in the data) coding was used and no 

attempt was made to prioritize semantic over latent coding.  Instead, semantic codes were 

produced when meaningful semantic information was interpreted and similarly, latent codes 

were produced when meaningful latent information was interpreted.  In this context, 

information could be double-coded when semantic meaning was communicated by the 

participant and latent meaning was interpreted by the researcher.  This approach is reflective 

of the underlying interpretive and constructive epistemology and ontology which afforded 

consideration to the meanings communicated by the participants and the researcher’s 

interpretation of meanings.   

3.5.2 Analytical Process 

 Braun and Clarke (2019) proposed a six-phase process to facilitate analysis, and while 

the process is organized into a logical sequential order, the analysis is not linear but a more 

iterative process requiring the researcher to move back and forth through the phases as 

required (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  In this context, the six phases outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006) are more a set of guidelines that are applied in a flexible manner to fit the data 

with the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2019).   

Phase one: Familiarization with the data 

The familiarization phase began with the interviews.  Audio recordings of interviews 

were listened to twice, without taking notes, to start to develop an understanding about the 

primary areas addressed in each interview prior to transcription.  Each interview was 

manually transcribed and following transcription, each transcript was read and re-read a 

number of times.  Each interview transcript, following validation and verification by 

participants, was then inputted into NVivo Pro version 12 plus software, a data management 
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package that was thereafter used to aid the analysis process as there was a significant amount 

of data to manage.  Qualitative data management software can be a useful tool for 

transparency as the multiple stages of the analysis are both traceable and transparent 

(Zamawe, 2015).   

Phase two: Generating initial codes 

 The second stage of reflexive thematic analysis involved generating codes through 

systematically working through the entire dataset and identifying aspects of data that could be 

informative in developing themes that may be of relevance to the research question.  A code 

in this context is a phrase that described the meaning of a section of text at the semantic level.  

One hundred and three codes were identified at this phase.   

Phase three: Generating themes 

 This phase began when all relevant data items were coded.  At this point the focus 

shifted from the interpretation of individual data items within the dataset to the interpretation 

of meaningfulness across the dataset.  The coded data were reviewed and analysed as to how 

different codes might be combined according to shared meanings across the dataset so that 

they might form themes or subthemes.  This was a lengthy and iterative process when the 

researcher was both actively immersed in the data and also distancing from it to allow time 

for reflection to develop (Braun & Clarke, 2021).  During this period, emphasis was placed 

on the importance of interpreting a theme, something which was not contingent on the 

number of times it was coded but rather on how the codes communicated something 

meaningful that might assist in answering the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2019).   

 At this juncture, the initial open codes were considered in a number of different ways, 

over time.  For example, a ‘layered’ approach was considered for a short time as the open-

coding phase appeared to capture experiences across several levels, that is, the intrapersonal, 
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interpersonal, community and institutional levels.  However, this approach was discarded 

because it did not adequately address the research question as themes generated were 

predominantly descriptive and less meaningful. Nonetheless, over time, preliminary analysis 

produced six candidate themes within which there were numerous accompanying subthemes.  

NVivo software indicates there were seventy-two combined candidate themes and subthemes 

at this point.  For example, a candidate theme labelled ‘Grief & Loss’ under which there were 

a number of subthemes including ‘Respectability’ and ‘Privacy’.   

Phase Four: Reviewing potential themes 

 This stage involved a recursive review of candidate themes to ensure they represented 

what was important in the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  At this point, some candidate 

themes did not appear to adequately capture the meaning within the dataset.  For example, a 

candidate theme named ‘external social costs’, while representative of participants’ 

experiences on the community and macrosocial levels, was deemed too wide-ranging, lacked 

sufficient coherence and essentially did not convey the essence of participants’ experiences 

and so was discarded.   

Analysis progressed on two levels in this phase.  First, the relationship between the 

candidate themes and codes that informed them were reviewed to ensure they contributed to 

the overall narrative.  Second, candidate themes were reviewed in relation to each other and 

the dataset to ensure they best answered the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  The 

process remained iterative, and one that continued to be characterized by periods immersed in 

the data and time taken to distance from it to think and reflect on its content.  In addition, at 

this juncture the student academic supervisor examined developing candidate themes and 

subthemes from randomly selected interview transcripts, which was followed by detailed 

discussions, which provided a further important layer to ongoing reflective analysis.   
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Phase five: Defining and naming themes 

 At this stage themes were refined and labelled, with each theme providing a coherent 

account of the data independent of other identified themes.  All themes collectively needed to 

come together to tell a story that was consistent with the contents of the dataset (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019), and also, inform the research question.  At this stage, the theme names were 

refined, for example, the candidate theme in stage four of the process (’external social costs’) 

was refined and renamed ‘contamination by association’.  The names of subthemes were 

subject to final review at this point.  However, it was noted at this time that predominantly 

one-word names for subthemes were used and analysis returned to that outlined in phase four, 

a two-stage iterative approach and sub-themes were refined and re-named.  For example, 

within the theme ‘contamination by association’, three subthemes, namely, ‘othered by 

support services’, ‘institutional response’ and ‘invasion of privacy’ were collapsed into two 

subthemes named ‘collateral damage via institutional processes’ and ‘invisible yet othered 

by society’ as the latter subthemes best reflected the information located in the data.  

Additionally, at this juncture, it was important to start to identify the most pertinent extracts 

that would represent themes and accompanying subthemes when writing up results of the 

analysis.   

Phase six: Producing the report 

 The sixth stage of the analysis was the production of the results chapter.  The themes 

and sub-themes which were connected to each other were grouped together.  A table (see 

Chapter 4) of identified themes and their constituent subthemes was created.   

3.6 Reliability, Validity and Quality 

 Braun and Clarke (2022) stress the importance of engaged and critically open 

reflexivity throughout the research process.  The role of the researcher in the production of 
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knowledge is at the heart of the process with an acknowledgement that no two researchers 

would interpret codes and themes in the same way as each other (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  

From the researcher’s perspective, it was important to identify and understand participants’ 

experiences of being associated with a relative that has been accused or convicted of a sexual 

crime.  Therefore, the primary criterion used to assess the quality of the research study was its 

ability to “speak for the population from which it was derived” (Strauss, 1998, p. 267), while 

acknowledging that the present study represents the researcher’s interpretation of 

participants’ experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2019).   

 Nonetheless, considerations about reliability and validity were made throughout this 

study.  Rigour in the present study can be evidenced through the careful practice of both data 

collection and data analysis.  In relation to data collection, demonstrations of rigour include 

the appropriateness and breadth of interviews, the level of transcription detail and practices 

taken to ensure transcript accuracy (Roulston, 2010).  In addition, steps to ensure maximum 

transparency were taken through participant verification and validation of interview 

transcripts.  This ensured that interviews were corroborated by participants to assess for 

accuracy following formal data collection.  Each participant was offered a copy of their 

interview transcript to ensure they were satisfied that it accurately reflected their accounts, at 

interview, about their experiences.   

 Moreover, researcher reflexivity has been highlighted in many quality standards and 

criteria (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999).  The researcher’s reflective engagement with the 

data and the analytic process was discussed with the student’s academic supervisor, who 

examined themes and subthemes generated from interview transcripts.  This input assisted in 

both ensuring transparency in how the data was being interpreted, and in the development of 

further reflective analytic practice which served to construct a richer and more nuanced 

reading of the data.   
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3.7 Ethical considerations 

 Ethical approval was sought and granted (reference number: 2019_05_09_EHS) for 

the study from the University of Limerick, Research Ethics Committee (Appendix 4).  All 

interviews were conducted in accordance with the University of Limericks code of ethical 

standards.  Following approval from University of Limerick, those gatekeeper agencies that 

had indicated agreement to facilitate participant recruitment were contacted, at which time, 

separate agency specific applications were completed.   

Following review by gatekeeper agency ethics committees, three agencies requested 

minor amendments (amendments were agency specific) be attached to the ethics application 

granted by University of Limerick.  More specifically, a voluntary agency agreed to pass 

participant information sheets to their clients, but not consent forms as facilitating signed 

consent was considered potentially too time consuming for their staff for operational reasons 

at that time.  Two statutory agencies requested amendments to the participant information 

sheet, which included a similar request that the participant information sheet only be 

distributed, again for operational reasons.  In addition, in the context that these statutory 

agencies did not work directly with non-offending relatives of sex offenders, they agreed to 

pass information sheets to a third party, that is, the sex offender.  Therefore, to eliminate any 

notion of coercion, the participant information sheets were amended to include a highlighted 

sentence, stating “IMPORTANT: This research is in no way linked to Licence or Court 

Orders” (see Appendix 5).  Moreover, one statutory agency requested that the researcher’s 

identity as an employee of the service be highlighted on the participant information sheet to 

ensure transparency and avoid any conflict between researcher role and status as an 

employee.  Finally, the latter statutory agency wanted the statutory obligation of mandatory 

reporting (in Ireland) highlighted on the participant information sheet in the event of any 

incidence of disclosures during research interviews (see Appendix 6).  
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At all times, the researcher remained vigilant about the principles that guide 

qualitative research such as treating people with respect and protecting them from undue 

harm and treating them fairly.  Information documents were distributed by gatekeeper 

agencies without any pressure to participate.  Participation was strictly voluntary, and 

participants were given the opportunity to withdraw at any time.  Confidentiality and 

anonymity were assured, and participants were provided with opportunities to seek further 

information and/or clarification ahead of and following interviews, including provision of 

their transcripts.  The use of a locked, password protected email account and a password 

protected laptop was employed.  Once interviews were transcribed, interview recordings were 

deleted, as agreed in ethical application.  Interview transcriptions were then saved on the 

password protected laptop, within encrypted files that also required a separate password for 

access.  In doing all the above, the dignity of the participants was observed, their right to 

informed consent, including their right to be provided with sufficient information to provide 

informed consent was ensured.   

3.8 Summary 

 This chapter presented the context for the specific research approach taken, through a 

constructionist epistemology stance, with the rationale for both a qualitative approach and 

epistemological position explained.  Details about the procedural stages of the research study 

followed, including participant recruitment, data collection, interviews, and data analysis.  

The reasons for use of reflexive thematic analysis were outlined, including underpinning 

theoretical assumptions and stages of analysis.  The principles presented for assessing the 

quality of research were described and ethical considerations were monitored throughout data 

collection and analysis.  The next chapter will present the analysis of the data, using reflexive 

thematic analysis to explore the lived experiences of non-offending family members of 

CSAM offenders.   
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Chapter 4 Analysis 

This chapter presents the reflexive thematic analysis of fifteen interviews which explored 

the lived experiences of family members of CSAM offenders.  Five themes are presented 

along with their accompanying subthemes (see Table 2).  Findings are summarised, 

illustrated using extracts from interviews and contextualised in relation to available literature.  

Due to the sensitive nature of this research, in order to maintain the anonymity of 

participants, pseudonyms are used throughout and all references to timelines (such as months 

of the year) have been removed.  In addition, gendered language relating to participants’ 

minor children has been substituted with gender-neutral language and omitted lines have been 

indicated through use of three dot ellipses […]. 

Table 2: Themes and associated subthemes 

Themes Subthemes 

Shattered Worldview Trauma of Discovery 

Emotional Collapse 

 

The Injured Self The Birth of a Shameful Liar 

Increasing Negative Views about ‘The Self’ 

Fractured Trust in Self and Others 

‘Self-Blame’ for Sexual Crime 

A Silent Grieving 

 

Contamination by Association Ruptured Family Relationships 

Contagion Effect 

Collateral Damage via Institutional Processes 

Invisible yet ‘Othered’ by Society 

 

Navigation of through Secondary 

Stigma 

Reconciling a Loved One with the Crime 

Changes Designed to Mitigate against Societal Stigma 

To Whom, How and When to Tell the Truth 

Overcoming the Issue of Scarce Supports 

The Need to Protect Oneself and One’s family 

 

Fragile Future Beginning to Advocate for Change 

Ongoing Uncertainty about the Future 

Reconstructing Self-Worth 
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Overarching Research Question: What are the lived experiences of family members of 

CSAM offenders?  

The central research question sought to explore the lived experience of family 

members of CSAM offenders, thus, the lived experiences detailed below are specifically in 

relation to the family members of non-contact, internet sex offenders.  Each of the themes 

and research sub-questions discussed in the following sections combine to answer this 

overarching and complex question.  The data provides an overview of their experiential 

realities and of the challenges and issues associated with being a family member of a CSAM 

offender.   

This chapter highlights the experiences of mothers and both supportive and former 

partners of CSAM offenders (see Table 3) as they attempted to negotiate their lives following 

discovery of a family members association with a non-contact sexual crime.  The broad 

themes identified consisted of intertwined processes of external, intrapersonal and 

interpersonal psychological processes.  Each theme will be discussed in detail in the 

following sections, with reference to supporting participant quotes and contextualised with 

available literature.   

Table 3: Participant Circumstances 

Name Circumstances 

Anna 50’s, married with adult and minor children. Husband arrested a number of months ago. 

Bella 50’s, married with adult children.  Husband arrested a number of months ago. 

Ciara 40’s, divorced, mother of minor children.  Ex-husband arrested a number of months ago. 

Deirdre 50’s, divorced, mother of adult children.  Ex-husband convicted and imprisoned. 

Evie 50’s, divorced, mother of adult children.  Ex-husband was not charged. 

Fiona 30’s, divorced, mother of minor children.  Ex-husband arrested a number of months ago.  

Gina 40’s, married with adult children.  Son was convicted and imprisoned. 
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Holly 60’s, married with adult children.  Husband arrested a number of years ago. 

Irene 30’s, married, no children.  Husband convicted and not imprisoned.  

Julie 40’s, divorced, mother of minor children.  Ex-husband convicted and not imprisoned. 

Kate 70’s, married with adult children.  Husband convicted and not imprisoned.  

Laura 40’s, divorced, mother of minor children.  Husband convicted a number of years ago. 

Mary 50’s, married with adult children.  Son arrested, yet to be charged. 

Nora 30’s, divorced, mother with minor children.  Ex-husband arrested yet to be sentenced. 

Olive 40’s, divorced, mother with adult and minor children.  Son convicted and imprisoned.  

 

4.1 Theme One: Shattered Worldview 

 

Figure 1: Shattered Worldview Theme 

 

Guiding Question: How did family members of CSAM offenders talk about the 

discovery of the offence? 

The first theme, Shattered Worldview, refers to how the discovery of a loved one’s 

association with a sexual crime challenged participants’ assumptions about the world.  The 

theme encapsulates the acutely disorienting emotional crises apparent in their accounts about 

discovery of the offence. In trying to make sense of participants’ narratives about their 

experience of discovery, cognitive models of response to trauma including shattered 

assumptions theory (Janoff-Bulman, 1992) are relevant.  Janoff-Bulman (1992) suggested 

Shattered Worldview

Trauma of Discovery

Emotional Collapse
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that trauma disrupted three basic assumptions held about the world, namely, the world is a 

benevolent place, the world is meaningful, and the self is worthy (DePrince & Freyd, 2002; 

Janoff-Bulman, 1992).  Given that people are, in the main, resistant to any change in these 

assumptions, the experience of trauma shatters these deeply held beliefs requiring individuals 

to reconcile their old set of assumptions with new modified ones (Janoff-Bulman, 1992).  

Wider empirical research has located support for this theory across different victim 

populations including those impacted by cybercrime (Borwell, Jansen & Stol, 2021), 

cyberbullying (Bai, Huang, Hsueh & Zhang, 2021) and those in post-conflict situations 

(Biruski, Ajdukovic & Stanic, 2014).   

4.1.1 Trauma of Discovery 

To fully capture the traumatic impact of initial discovery, it is important to consider 

the influence of events which had occurred in participants’ lives before that moment.  Prior to 

discovery, participants described a life characterized by positive events such as getting a new 

kitchen (“At the point where it happened, we were in the middle of renovating the kitchen” 

Evie, ex-partner), a happy life with a new business venture (“Before it happened, yeah, no, 

we were fairly, I was fairly happy.  You know, I, my business was going really well” Anna, 

supportive partner) or starting a new chapter of life in retirement (“we had just settled into 

quite a nice, happy pattern of retirement and doing a bit of traveling, first of all, et cetera, so, 

yes, life was very pleasant” Kate, supportive partner), with some outlining challenges they 

viewed as surmountable such as treatment for cancer (“I had my own health concerns.  But I 

was managing, and I was attacking it positively” Fiona, ex-partner).  Deirdre’s quote 

exemplifies accounts which depicted a relatively happy life before discovery:  

“I thought I had it all really, I had what I thought was the perfect marriage.  We’d 

been together for fifteen years.  I, you know, I loved my husband.  I had two beautiful 

sons.  My parents are still alive.  I just felt very fortunate, we both had good jobs and 
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go on beautiful holidays every year.  We had a lovely house and didn't need anything, 

you know, we had everything, we had everything, and it was for me at the time, it was 

a perfect life” (Deirdre, ex-partner).   

Participants remained firm that at no time, prior to the moment of discovery, did they have 

any knowledge or suspicion that a member of their family had been viewing online child 

sexual abuse material.  Their narratives indicated that the arrival of the police to their homes 

was not an ordinary occurrence, with a number of participants describing their first thoughts 

when the police came to their home being that their offending family member was dead: “So, 

then the police came in and they said it's about, you know, your husband and, that’s it, I 

thought he was dead.  That’s why I thought they were here.  Never in a million years would 

you think it's anything else” (Anna, supportive partner) or in possession of drugs: “And I 

thought it was over hash.  And I was going, delighted, fire away, you know” (Mary, parent of 

offender).  This pattern of results is consistent with previous literature (Condry 2007), where 

relatives of sex offenders specifically, were found to be more likely to provide normalizing 

accounts of life pre-discovery to highlight that they did not know about the offence, did not 

collude, and could not have stopped it from occurring in this first instance.   

In the context of depictions about positive lives prior to discovery, the moment of 

realisation was a point of intense shock for participants, remembered in vivid detail:  

“Yeah, it was just mind blowing.  And I couldn't really wrap my head around what she 

was saying, cos I was like, no not him, he’s never, you know, if you’re telling me he did 

it, I'm not going to, you know you’re the police, you wouldn't lie to me, but really, that, 

not him, no.  I’d never seen a sign that he was interested in that at all” (Julie, ex-

partner). 
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Discovery of the offence shattered life as it had been, leaving participants grappling to 

imagine how they might come to terms with their new reality.  Participants described an 

immediate realization about lasting repercussions as a result of the offence: “You know, it is 

difficult to explain because, literally, everything is normal and within one sentence your life 

is completely different, and it will never be the same again.  Never” (Anna, supportive 

partner).  “So, um, mentally, I I had my life completely ripped from under me, everything that 

was stable in my life suddenly was gone” (Nora, ex-partner).   

In some cases, there was also a significant physiological component to this internal 

affective state:  

“That day that they arrived, my stomach, honestly, I didn’t even think I had a 

stomach, I just felt like I had a ball of fire that was turning upside down all the time.  

It was ridiculous.  I felt sick, I felt hot, I felt like I wanted to kill someone.  I had every 

emotion going that day.  It was ridiculous” (Irene, supportive partner). 

Typically, changes in cognitive schema occur in a non-threatening, slow and gradual manner 

(Janoff-Bulman, 1992), however, for participants in the present study, discovery was sudden 

and abrupt.  Participants reflected how their fundamental belief about a safe and ‘just’ world, 

where good things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad people, was shattered 

at the moment of discovery, consistent with some recently published findings (Duncan et al., 

2022; Jones et al., 2022; Winder et al., 2020) and contrary to older qualitative findings related 

to discovery being a gradual process for partners in cases of intrafamilial, extrafamilial and 

non-contact sexual crimes (Cahalane et al., 2013; Hooper, 1992).   

 More specifically, Cahalane et al. (2013) suggested that partners’ inability to obtain 

disclosures from victim strangers may have contributed to their findings about discovery as a 

gradual process.  At the same time, Cahalane et al. (2013) noted that non-offending partners 

may have been afraid that child protection services would deem them ‘unable to protect’ their 
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children had they admitted having any suspicions about their family members criminal 

activity (Cahalane et al., 2013), suggesting that relatives of extrafamilial, and non-contact 

offenders may have known, or at least suspected, the crime was happening.  The strength of 

shock expressed by participants in the present study challenge Cahalane et al. (2013) 

assertions.  The intensity of their trauma descriptions signals an immediate and life-altering 

discovery experience which was characterised by considerable stress responses.   

Following the initial shock at discovery, all participants referenced an immediate 

sense of feeling alone because they felt unable to turn for help or to discuss their situation 

with people in their social networks: “Because the thing is you feel very alone.  You feel so 

alone.  You feel like there's no one else going through it.  And that's the, that's the worst part 

of it, is that you do feel so alone” (Anna, supportive partner), “There was no one I could talk 

to, nobody, nobody” (Holly, supportive partner).  In considering why participants felt unable 

to turn to others in their support networks, might partly be a response to society’s visceral 

rejection of sex offenders (Bastian et al., 2013; Hanson et al., 2018; Harper & Treadwell, 

2013; Harris & Levenson, 2020; Levenson et al., 2007).  It is arguable that participants had 

been exposed to media information about sexual crimes in which sex offenders were 

portrayed as dangerous predators (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018).  In the face of such media 

coverage, the moment of realization was potentially a very distressing experience because the 

likelihood of societal rejection had just become possible at that moment (Link & Phelan, 

2001) by virtue of their kin relationship with the offender.  This aspect would explain why 

participants experienced feelings of being alone and unable to speak with anyone at the time 

of discovery.  This is consistent with previous research (e.g., see Condry, 2007; Duncan et al., 

2022; Winder et al., 2020) where proximity to a stigmatized label, such as ‘sex offender’, 

induced feelings of being ‘classed in the same category’, a notion Goffman (1963) dubbed as 

‘tribal stigma’.   
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 Participants in this study may have known nothing about their relatives’ offending 

behaviour prior to the police coming to their homes.  Sexual crimes are by nature more 

hidden than other offence typologies (Condry, 2007).  Perpetrators of sex offences are 

generally very secretive with offenders going to great lengths to hide their actions from 

family members.  In this context, it may have been far more difficult for participants to 

identify any signs that a family member was engaging in criminal acts in the home, unlike, 

for example, violent offending, which might be more likely to be carried out in a public 

arena.  Thus, it remains very possible that family members did not know what was happening 

in their home, and life appeared normal.  Discovery of the offence was therefore a watershed 

moment for participants and the start of a difficult journey.  Pre-discovery life was destroyed, 

thrown into confusion and they did not know what would replace it.   

4.1.2 Emotional Collapse 

 Following the trauma of discovery, participants described a rapid progression toward 

debilitating emotional turmoil which resulted in many turning to a doctor, in the first 

instance, as they became aware they were no longer in a position to sufficiently meet family 

and work responsibilities:  

“I just cried all the way all the way to the bus stop.  I cried all the way from the 

hospital to the bus stop, I had my sunglasses on.  It was January.  And it just felt 

“what am I doing”, like I’ve made myself ill, I'm like trying to look after the kids and 

and go to work and look after [place of employment] and I'm just not thinking of 

myself…I went to a GP because, obviously, I needed a sick note” (Ciara, ex-partner).   

Discovery of the sexual crime brought about an overwhelming loss of security for 

participants, a loss of what they believed in and about how the world works.  The broader 

literature on trauma has found that survivors with profound changes in their belief systems 
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experienced more severe mental health symptoms in areas such as complicated bereavement 

(Currier, Holland & Neimeyer, 2009) and depression (Lilly, Valdez & Graham-Bermann, 

2011). Consistent with trauma literature (e.g., see Borwell et al., 2021; Bai et al., 2021; 

Biruski et al., 2014; Janoff-Bulman, 1992), participants described a descent toward 

hopelessness with some requiring prescribed medication to alleviate symptoms of depression 

specifically because of a family member’s sexual crime: “Oh yeah, I found it very difficult.  

You know, and I have to take anti-depressants all the time” (Holly, supportive partner).  

Deirdre experienced suicidal ideation after discovery:  

“There's more emotions in this than I ever ever ever thought I was capable of.  And, 

you know, I’ve hit rock bottom, I’ve had thoughts of suicide, I’ve thoughts 

about…because I just haven't wanted to do it anymore.  It’s just hard, it’s so bloody 

hard” (Deirdre, ex-partner).  

Irene acknowledged actual suicide attempts: “I’ve had two suicide attempts, a breakdown 

and a screaming match, well quite a few screaming matches with my husband over it [sigh]” 

(Irene, supportive partner).  The findings highlight how the trauma associated with discovery 

damaged participants’ inherent worldviews, highlighted their own vulnerability and their 

changed view that the world was no longer a benevolent place. These findings are in line with 

previous research about the emotional toll experienced by relatives of sex offenders, across a 

number of different types of sexual crime (Bailey, 2018; Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Condry, 

2007; Duncan et al., 2022; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009).  Indeed, 

consistent with Cahalane et al. (2013) and Duncan et al. (2022), the strength of participants’ 

distress here challenges previous assertions about how the impact of discovery is diminished 

when the primary victim is a stranger (Galloway and Hogg, 2008).  Participants’ experiences 

of trauma, at discovery, did not result in the psychological equivalent of simple superficial 

scratches but rather were analogous to deep physical injuries that caused considerable 



80 

 

anguish (Janoff-Bulman, 1992).  Participants’ guiding ‘paradigms’ about how the world 

works, where ‘bad things infrequently happen, and when they do, they happen to other 

people’, were challenged at the time of discovery resulting in an intense psychological crisis 

(Janoff-Bulman, 1992).   

4.2 Theme Two: The Injured Self 

 

Figure 2: Injured Self Theme 

 

Guiding Question: How did family members of CSAM offenders describe the impact of 

discovery of the offence on their sense of self?  

The theme ‘Injured Self’ is concerned with internal psychological consequences, that 

is, how discovery impacted participants’ sense of self.  Discovery of the offence violated 

participants’ assumptions about ‘the self’ as a worthy entity in a predictable and benevolent 

world (DePrince & Freyd, 2002; Janoff-Bulman, 1992), an experience which had 

consequences for their identity and sense of self. Participants recounted how an association 
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with a sexual crime damaged their sense of self and personal identity, with accounts 

describing feelings of shame, self-blame and acute loss of trust, self-confidence and a grief 

they did not feel able to openly express to others.   

4.2.1 The Birth of a Shameful Liar 

 This subtheme is premised by participants’ reports about feelings of intense shame 

from the time of discovery: “No one would want this one” (Mary, parent of offender).  

Participants seemed to accept responsibility for the actions of their kin arising from a notion 

that criminals are ‘family made’, thus implying that the family had some responsibility for 

the commission of the crime and were therefore culpable and deserving of shame (Condry, 

2007).  Their accounts demonstrated an acute awareness about how those associated with a 

sexual crime become social outcasts, to the extent that preferences were expressed for their 

relative to have committed different types of serious crime such as murder: “If you murdered 

someone it’d be a lot easier, d’you know? People would say, oh well, he must have annoyed 

her or something, you know” (Holly, supportive partner), or engagement in the illicit drug 

trade: “Isn't it interesting that you can be a drug dealer and that's ok.  But anything 

associated with sexual crime, anything, is a very different thing” (Anna, supportive partner), 

suggesting that participants perceived other types of serious crime as having more 

respectability in the eyes of society.  Participants may have been correct in their assessments 

as Bailey (2018) noted a “diffusion of shame” occurs in her research findings about how 

supportive partners can experience much the same exclusionary and judgemental treatment as 

their offending loved one.   

The present research highlighted how participants experienced intense shame, with 

respondents evidencing a belief that their experience of shame was specifically a result of 

their association with a sex offence, that its stigma radiated out to include them by virtue of 

kinship ties.   They described an expectation that they would experience negative reactions 
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from others because of the crime: “All you’ll get is abuse.  And I’ll probably get abuse for 

sticking by him” (Holly, supportive partner).  For participants, the experience of secondary 

stigma bestowed upon them a new and unwanted identity, where they were no longer a 

‘partner’ or a ‘mother’, but ‘relative of a sex offender’ (Condry, 2007).  Interview narratives 

suggested a view that the crime type was sufficiently vile that it remained important to 

maintain secrecy because there was a possibility that they may attract negative attention from 

others: “we’re all tainted by it.  So, it still can't come out and we can't talk about it to 

people” (Ciara, ex-partner).  

 In this context participants described becoming unable to be open and honest with 

others, but to lying about personal details to avoid the negative associations with the crime: 

“I'm not the world's best liar.  This is a thing as well, it often goes massively against 

people's nature, so it’s completely against my nature to not be open and honest with 

people.  And it's something that in the earlier days I was really really really 

struggling with because I couldn't be, I felt I couldn't be open and honest with friends, 

and basically having to make a decision between the devil and the deep blue sea in 

terms of those two alternatives.  And I hate that I've been put in that position where I 

am going against my own normal morals and sort of, you know, personal kind of code 

that I would follow, but it's just one of those many things that, you know, you just have 

to, it’s just part of it and you just have to take it on and deal with it” (Fiona, ex-

partner).   

Participants recounted a myriad of everyday life situations in which they felt it necessary to 

tell lies, which resulted in them becoming more isolated because they found it too difficult to 

sustain the deception, with examples including withdrawal from a local book club:  
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“I was in a local book group.  um, and, um it basically folded last year because of me 

cos I just said that I didn't want to, I said, I said I'm finding it really difficult…But I 

just, I felt, I felt like it was a lie.  I felt like I couldn’t, and I still feel like this I feel like 

if I go to places with people who don't know I feel like I'm in a lie” (Ciara, ex-partner). 

Creating fictional scenarios as a way to explain reasons for a journey to a support group 

without telling the truth: “The lies, the lies you have to tell, cos you start to tell lies, you say 

like, well, I’m doing a course in [named location removed] every Friday for the next six 

months and you meet people at the train station, like my boss’s son” (Mary, parent of 

offender), or in Olive’s case, pretending her offending adult son had completed university:  

“And just like, even now, when people ask about him and I’m lying, I’m lying in the 

hairdressers, I’m lying to parents of small children that, you know, oh yeah, you 

know, I’m saying he’s just finished Uni or whatever, it’s just this lie.  It just, it’s just, 

that’s a really hard thing.  That’s just a really hard thing to live with because I’m 

usually such an open and trusting person actually” (Olive, parent of offender). 

These findings are in line with those of Evans et al. (2021) in terms of how family members’ 

experience of shame generated a need to tell lies.  However, unlike Evans et al. (2021) 

research which specifically explored supportive family members’ experiences, the present 

study found that all participants went to great lengths to conceal an association with their 

offending relative through telling untruths, even in circumstances where they were no longer 

in contact, such as ex-partners, as illustrated by Ciara’s quote above.  It may be possible that 

participants had internalised offence related stigma to such an extent that it persisted, a 

possibility in line with some research which has suggested that such internalisation never 

completely subsides (Frost, 2011; Jones et al., 2022).   
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Moreover, research literature has suggested that an acceptance of a stigmatised 

identity, including subscribing to all its negative connotations and attempting to conceal it, as 

evidenced in the present study through telling lies, can further damage well-being (Bradshaw 

& Muldoon, 2020; Haslam & Reicher, 2006).  Their existence, characterised by a persistent 

lie, came with a cost to their sense of self and identity.  Laura’s quote is representative of that 

made by participants in reference to the complete loss of their pre-discovery identity:  

“You build a lie, and you almost get to a point where the lie is so massive that you are 

not you… I'm not me anymore… for me, I am no longer anything like the person I was 

at all, not at all” (Laura, ex-partner).   

However, they struggled with their fear of potential societal rejection and accepted the 

necessity of an existence characterised by shame and secrecy as Fiona’s earlier quote 

illustrated (“it’s just part of it and you just have to take it on and deal with it” Fiona).   

4.2.2 Increasing Negative Views about the ‘Self’ 

 Consistent with broader research findings which suggest the concealment of a 

stigmatised identity can have harmful consequences for an individual’s self-worth (e.g., see 

Beatty & Kirby, 2006; Baur, Hall, Daniels, Buckley & Anderson, 2018; Chaudoir & Fisher, 

2010; Lysaker, Roe, Ringer, Gilmore & Yanos, 2012), participants’ narratives in the present 

study describe loss of their self-esteem.  Many participants’ narratives explicitly identified 

how discovery of the offence and its aftermath damaged their self-esteem in a number of 

areas.  First, their sense of worth was tied to their roles as supportive life partners when 

discovery led them to believe they were physically deficient: 

“I think, I kind of lacked confidence in my body because of it.  And obviously I, it's 

very difficult to get your head round how somebody views you.  I have stuck in my 

head that I'm obviously, I'm too old for him.  I'm not what he wants to look at.  He 
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wants to look at a teenager.  He doesn't want to look at me, and of course, my body is 

never going to be like that…you kind of lose the plot a bit…it makes you feel unloved 

and it's really, really hard” (Bella, supportive partner).   

Second, damaged self-worth manifested in social situations, for example, Deirdre’s reflection 

on her difficulties in participating in social activities revealed an intensity of shame and low 

self-esteem, sentiments echoed in many participants’ narratives: “It just knocked my 

confidence…I didn't want to go out.  I still find social things very difficult.  I'm better at them 

but I still wouldn’t go to a party I just couldn't even begin to go there, I couldn’t” (Deirdre, 

ex-partner).  Participants described how they found basic decision-making difficult exposing 

the amount of harm the aftermath of discovery had on their self-esteem:  

“And it's because your confidence has been so knocked. You suddenly think, I don't 

even know if I should wear this dress, I don't know if I should do this or should I.  And 

your head’s going, for heaven’s sake woman, you know how to get dressed.  Just do it.  

But because your self-confidence is knocked, you're less likely to do anything with any 

decisiveness” (Evie, ex-partner). 

For some, their sense of worth was sufficiently impaired as to ensure they no longer had the 

ability to be happy because they believed it was not deserved:  

“I don't think I'll change from this now.  I think I am so hyper vigilant, so anxious, I 

would never presume if I'm happy or content for one minute I self- sabotage and 

ruin everything because it's like, phew.  Gosh, thank God, he’s dumped me because 

I’m a dick.  Because that was going to happen anyway.  So, I just ruin everything to 

make it more comfortable.  I cannot be happy” (Laura, ex-partner).  
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4.2.3 Fractured Trust in Self and Others 

 At the same time, however, participants felt betrayed by loved family members and 

the repercussions of the betrayal ran deep.  Roth and Newman (1991), in their work with 

survivors of sexual assault, specified four major schemas that are affected by trauma, the 

three assumptions outlined by Janoff-Bulman (1992) as well as a fourth inherent belief about 

how ‘others are trustworthy’ (Roth & Newman, 1991).  For participants in the present study, 

this fourth assumption was shattered through the actions of an implicitly trusted family 

member and represented a deep betrayal of their unquestioning trust.  Participants recounted 

the development of a pervasive distrust in almost everyone and everything they thought they 

knew: “And I think it just shattered all my sense of trust in people, you know, just everything 

that I thought I knew, it's just like, wow, this is, you know, I don't know it, yeah” (Olive, 

mother of offender) as well as an inherent distrust in themselves in the aftermath of 

discovery:  

“It never ever crossed my mind that he would look at it.  But I think, well, if he 

hoodwinked me for 15 odd years then someone else can do it…I don't trust anything I 

think, I don't trust anything I think about people.  I think I'm absolutely rubbish at 

sussing people out, yeah” (Deirdre, ex-partner).  

The lost ability to trust both themselves and others manifested in a number of ways, including 

feelings of paranoia and emotional upset about their lost ability to trust: “I find people very 

strange, I’m slightly paranoid about that.  And I find it difficult to take people at face value 

now.  And sometimes I cry for no apparent reason, because it’s weird, you know” (Evie, ex-

partner).   
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The loss of trust remained profound and in line with previous research (e.g., see Frost, 2010; 

Liddell & Taylor, 2015) narratives suggested that the inability to trust never completely 

subsided:  

“The trust in yourself just goes completely, so, you know, even now, I'm ten years on 

and I don't, I don’t trust myself.  I don't trust my decisions because I, why would you 

choose to be with someone like that and have children with them?  And I wonder if I 

knew and I, you know, I didn't admit it.  I don't trust anybody at all.  Ever.  Not 

anyone.  Not even my best friend or my parents or anybody” (Laura, ex-partner).  

4.2.4 Self-Blame for Sexual Crime 

Intensifying the experience of harm to their personal well-being was the issue of 

blame.  Participants wrestled with the question about whether they were in some way 

responsible for their loved one’s offending behaviour.  For many, interpretations of the 

precipitating causes led to conclusions that they were at least partially to blame: “I blame 

myself” (Mary, parent of offender).  In line with previous research findings (Condry, 2007; 

Evans et al., 2021; McLaren, 2016), self-blame took a number of different forms with 

narratives placing blame on personal inadequacies, such as their shortcomings as a wife: “I 

blamed myself for years, eight years I blamed myself.  What am I not doing right?  What is it 

that I can't give him?” (Anna, supportive partner), incompetence as a person that chose to 

have children with a sex offender: “It made me question an awful lot, um, how did I miss the 

signs, I felt immense guilt for choosing a man like that to be the father of my children” (Julie, 

ex-partner) and for allowing children to reside with a man that had engaged in a sexual crime:  

“I still blame myself for having him in my house with my children. And I don’t think 

that will ever go away, I really don’t think that that will ever go away.  You know, 

there will always be a time when I will get upset with myself for doing that, letting 

that happen” (Nora, ex-partner). 
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Nora and Julie’s quotes above exemplify narratives of those with minor children.  They did 

not seem to blame themselves for the commission of the crime, but predominately articulated 

statements of self-blame about their flawed judgement for choosing an individual that could 

commit a sexual crime to be the father of their children and reside in the family home.  

 In addition, consistent with Evans et al. (2021) parents of offenders in the present 

study were particularly affected due to their close kin relationship, with their accounts placing 

blame on their inadequacies as parents: “I would still blame myself, yeah. and I’ll always 

blame myself…as a mother, you do blame yourself… just for being responsible for him and 

bringing him up. Like, where did I go wrong bringing him up” (Gina, parent of offender) and 

Olive: “I felt like a failure as a parent.  Like it’s so easy to criticize yourself for not having 

spotted things or, you know, I mean, you helped shape these people” (Olive, parent of 

offender). Also evident in participants’ narratives was a belief that their actions, or inactions, 

may have been a causal factor in their loved one downloading child sexual abuse material: “I 

kind of kicked myself that, you know, why didn’t I take more of an interest in what he was 

doing?  You know, I knew he was on the computer, he was always on the computer” (Mary, 

parent of offender).  

4.2.5 A Silent Grieving 

 Another factor which heightened challenges faced by participants’ ‘self’ was grief.  

Through the interviews, participants expressed their deep sense of grief and reported 

mourning for the life they had (or at least thought they had) pre-discovery.  Fiona describes 

grief for the loss of the relationship she believed she had: 

“But I think what I’m grieving for is I'm grieving for the husband I thought I had.  I'm 

grieving for the person that I thought I'd fallen in love with.  And so it’s not so much 

wishing my life was back to how it was because I have to take on board the reality of 
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the situation.  But I feel cheated.  I feel, um, I feel deceived because that wasn't real, 

or it wasn't completely real.  And, so, yeah, there's absolutely an element of kind of 

grief and loss in that sense because I feel like I have lost the husband that I fell in love 

with and that I thought he was” (Fiona, ex-partner). 

Consistent with past research on disenfranchised grief, that is a loss which is not considered 

socially acceptable and for which social support is withheld by previously supportive social 

groups (e.g., see Bailey, 2018), participants articulated grief-type reactions, but these were 

suppressed.  Participants believed that their grief was not considered socially acceptable and 

therefore needed to remain hidden, but at the same time, they grieved for the loss of a loved 

one they thought they knew.  Deirdre described how she suppressed her grief because her 

supportive networks did not understand her sadness and loss: 

“It took me so long to get over him, longer than I ever admitted to anybody.  I think 

that people wanted me to be over him a lot quicker than I was over him.  So, I would 

kind of say to people you know, don't bother with him anymore.  But I did, I did love 

him.  And I don't know why it took me so long” (Deirdre, ex-partner). 

Deirdre’s account exposed an expectation that due to the stigma associated with the offence, 

she needed to publicly present as grateful to have discovered the true nature of her offending 

partner.  For Deirdre, as for many participants, there was little opportunity to grieve for the 

loss of their relationships or openly acknowledge their continued attachment to their 

offending loved one, with an unspoken and hidden grief evident in many participants’ 

accounts.  It was notable how parents of offenders did not articulate grief for themselves or 

lost relationships specifically, but mourned for the loss of hopes and dreams for their 

offending children’s future due to the stigma associated with a sex offence, such as future 
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employment prospects, a finding in line with previous research (Kavanagh & Levenson, 

2021):  

“You know, if he, God forbid, murdered somebody, he’ll go and he’ll do his time and 

come out and he’ll get a job like that tomorrow.  But because of this stigma, you 

know, and that kind of thing, I mean, who’s going to give him a job?” (Mary, parent 

of offender). 

Essentially, participants in the present study articulated many of the emotions typical of grief 

but understood that their mourning was different given its origins, and therefore, grieved in 

silence.  

4.3 Theme Three: Contamination by Association 

 

Figure 3: Contamination by Association 

Guiding Question: To what extent did family members feel stigmatised by virtue of an 

association with a CSAM crime? 

 Compounding the challenges faced by participants was the notion that blame for the 

commission of a sexual crime radiated out to include all family members (e.g., see Bailey, 

2018; Condry, 2007; Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; 
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Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Sample et al., 2018; Winder et al., 2020).  Contamination by 

Association’ considers the extent to which participants experienced secondary stigma due to 

their association with a CSAM crime, that is, with how they experienced others’ reactions 

toward them at relational, community, institutional and macrosocial levels in the aftermath of 

the offence.  At the time of data collection, there was no public registry of sex offenders 

across Ireland and the United Kingdom, and therefore, for some participants, their family 

member’s engagement in an internet-based sexual crime had not become public knowledge.   

4.3.1 Ruptured Family Relationships 

At the relational level, the literature notes how family members that had remained 

supportive of the offender experienced enmity and rejection, with a considerable number of 

non-offending family members reporting the loss of friendships and/or other close 

relationships (Duncan et al., 2022; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; 

Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009).  Similarly, analyses of the data located evidence that 

discovery of the offence served to drive families apart, causing conflict and division.  

Participants described how the offence caused significant harm to family relationships in the 

aftermath of discovery.  This led to both feelings of sadness and of alienation from family 

and close social networks:  

“Although my son dealt with it well at the start when I told him, he has since 

withdrawn.  To say he’s strange is maybe too strong, but he hasn’t been able to talk to 

his dad about it, you know.  Or to come and visit really and that’s, my husband feels 

so bad about that.  You know, his own son, just, just, that’s very hard” (Kate, 

supportive partner). 

Similarly, Mary described fractured family relations as a direct result of her son’s association 

with a sex offence:  
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“My brother-in-law, um, my son and his cousin, they were very close.  And his cousin 

just couldn’t get over this, which is understandable.  So, I said just let them into the 

room, let them talk about it.  And his dad came along, which I understand he’s 

protective, ‘no no he’s not going in there with him, he’s a paedophile” (Mary, parent 

of offender).   

A number of participants expressed fears about the longer-term damaging repercussions and 

potential future ramifications on familial networks, potentially resulting in participants losing 

vital supportive influences (Kelezi, Bowe, Wakefield & McNamara, 2019):  

“And so, I think in terms of the longer-term effects that could start causing rifts in our 

family because, you know, if I choose to spend Christmas with him and not the rest of 

the family, because we've got, you know, we've got minors in the rest of the family.  I 

just think, it's just huge.  The ripple effects are just huge and it’s just like this ripple 

effect of just damage and heartbreak, that is just caused by this action” (Olive, parent 

of offender).   

The consequences for minor children whose parent committed a sexual crime was 

emphasised through the interviews. For the children of offenders, the loss of their parent 

caused more “heartbreak” (Olive), with participants emphasising how their children 

experienced considerable emotional distress because they were not permitted to see their 

offending parent.  Julie explains the emotional impact on her children when they were unable 

to meet their offending parent:  

“You know, the children cope to begin with, but then when they can't see Daddy…It 

gets really tough around three months and you can't tell anybody why your child is 

crying all the time, withdrawn or has bad behaviour, you know, unless you know” 

(Julie, ex-partner).   
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Similarly, Ciara outlined the emotional impact on her children as a result of limited contact 

with their offending parent, and how the children eventually became accustomed to life 

without a loved parent because they were powerless to change their situation:  

“And then the kids would be really upset.  The first few times my youngest was really 

upset and like crying and then they just kind of got used to it and then got used to him 

not being there and the constant supervision” (Ciara, ex-partner).   

These findings concur with those in available research about how children of sex offenders 

become limited in relation to a ‘normal childhood’ because of restrictions placed on their 

parent.  For example, normal childhood activities such as ‘sleep-overs’ can no longer occur if 

a sex offender is in residence nor can their offending parent attend school activities, which 

collectively serves to perpetuate the stigma experience for children due to the crimes of their 

parent (Kilmer & Leon, 2017; Sample et al., 2018).   

4.3.2 Contagion Effect 

 At the community level, available research points to non-offending family members 

experiencing hostility from both friends and the general public which led some to fear for 

their personal safety (Condry, 2007; Cubellis et al., 2019; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; 

Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009) with the consequence of significant experiences of stress, 

isolation, and loss of social status (Condry, 2007; Duncan et al., 2020; Evans et al., 2021).   

Similarly, in recounting their experiences, participants described negative reactions from 

others within their wider community.  Descriptions were provided about having been openly 

ostracised by others when information about a family members association with a sex offence 

became public knowledge:  

“My daughter grew up with this woman’s daughter, they literally went to, from 

playschool all the way to secondary school, best friends.  Her husband put in our 

kitchen for us, like we were good friends.  I met her a couple of weeks after it was in 
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the paper, and she literally ran in the shop with her trolley.  And I just stood there and 

smiled, and I said ‘well, I know you’ve been talking about me Mrs’”. (Gina, parent of 

offender).   

Anna’s husband was live-streamed by vigilantes, following which she stated that “No one 

talks to me”.  She recounted serious societal hostility, including her home being aggressively 

targeted because her family address was placed online: “My house was attacked with my 

children in it” and users of social media platforms condemned her children and encouraged 

her to commit suicide: “I mean the things they said about me, people were saying about me 

and my children on that, on the comments on that video was disgusting, yeah, that I should go 

and kill myself” (Anna, supportive partner).   

 Moreover, the idea that the offending family member was ‘made’ by the family 

(Condry, 2007) had ramifications for minor children.  This research evidenced how children 

of offenders were also subjected to secondary stigma experiences with participants describing 

how their children were exposed to negative societal attitudes about sexual crime, causing 

considerable feelings of powerlessness as they were unable to protect their children.  For 

example, Ciara described how her children had been singled out as a result of their father’s 

association with a sex offence in an educational setting:  

“So, everybody else met with this class teacher apart from [them].  So, it kind of 

singled [them] out, whereas I've been really trying to make everything as normal as 

possible and I just wanted them to kind of be watched from afar.  And that was when I 

thought, Oh God, [child] knows [child’s] been singled out because of this…they’re 

the victims, they are not in any way an extension of the crime” (Ciara, ex-partner).   

On foot of her partner being live streamed by a vigilante group, Anna spoke about how she 

and her young child were ostracised by the local community: “I walk to school with [child] 
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and Mums that know me, they see me walking towards them, they leave their children to the 

other side of them, so the children aren't anywhere near me or my [child]” (Anna, supportive 

partner). 

4.3.3 Collateral Damage via Institutional Processes 

 ‘Collateral Damage’ was a phrase used by a number of participants when 

referencing their experiences of institutional processes and legislative policies: “And that's 

what you are.  Your marriage and you were collateral damage” (Deirdre, ex-partner).  

Participants understood the reasons for certain legislative policies and professional practices, 

including a reality that certain tasks needed to be performed in specific ways in order for 

professionals to fulfil their duties: “I can totally understand, you know, why these processes 

are here.  And I get that” (Fiona, ex-partner).  Nonetheless, they recounted frustration about 

how the consequences of institutional processes impacted their lives even though they 

themselves had committed no crime:  

“The person who has to deal with this is not the person who's done the offending.  

That is what is so, so, unjust, cos all of this picking up the pieces stuff, dealing with 

finances, looking after the home, looking after the children, dealing with social 

services, everything and it’s falling on me” (Fiona, ex-partner).   

A law known as ‘Disqualification by Association’ (Department for Education, 2015) had 

potentially deleterious consequences for those employed in the educational and childcare 

arenas.  This law potentially jeopardised their occupations due to a statutory requirement that 

they disclose information about their family members association with a sexual crime: 

“Because I actually work with children…I could lose my job over it.  As it is, thankfully, they 

brought in the, um, not being able to be dismissed by association.  That was less than a year 

ago” (Bella, supportive partner) and Ciara was concerned for the same reason when she 
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applied for promotion which would have triggered a police clearance requirement, which 

might have brought her family members offence to light and jeopardised her career:  

“I did apply for a job, a couple of years after it happened and I was really really 

worried about my own [police] check because I knew at the time, I think it no longer 

exists, but there was a disqualification by association clause” (Ciara, ex-partner).   

Relatedly, Kate highlighted an unforeseen financial consequence that an association with a 

sexual crime had in relation to obtaining her car insurance:  

“But now, you know you see see things from a different perspective, you discover then 

when you go to insure your car, and I never noticed it before, you have to say whether 

you have had any offences you know, or any pending court cases you know.  And then 

I actually took my husband off my insurance because it was going to put my insurance 

up.  And funny I said to [probation officer] I don’t really understand that, I can 

understand if you had an offence where you were an arsonist or if you had been 

fraudulent in some way, but why on earth would they put your insurance up and she 

said that we wondered about that too but we’ve talked to people and it’s because 

somebody might damage your car because of the situation.  And I never thought of 

that” (Katie, Supportive Partner).  

Much of the available literature in relation to non-offending family members references their 

encounters with social services and criminal justice agencies, with available research replete 

with relatives’ accounts about disempowering experiences (e.g., see Duncan et al., 2022; 

Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Liddell & Taylor, 2015; Levenson & Tewksbury, 

2009; Sample et al., 2018; Winder et al., 2020).  More specifically, the protection of children 

from sexual predators is a paramount societal concern, one that has been placed on a statutory 

footing with agencies required to intervene when notified, an aspect not automatically 
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triggered for other offence typologies.  In line with past research, participants’ accounts 

primarily referenced statutory agencies, namely, social services and criminal justice 

institutions, in their interviews.  They described how their involvement left them in ‘limbo’ 

which was described as a particular hardship over which they had no control: “Just totally 

left in limbo” (Gina, parent of offender) with additional descriptions about how the protracted 

nature of the criminal investigation was a source of distress:  

“We're still waiting for it, it, for it to go through the courts…it's, its, it's gone three 

years, we’re on our fourth year now. Every single, every single day we’re waiting for 

a call.  You know, it's just a a big, horrendous thing, a big suffering all the time.  

There's no getting away from it” (Holly, supportive partner).  

Institutional processes and protocols were perceived as inflexible with participants describing 

rigid expectations about their availability to engage with child protection processes, an 

experience they found both intense and challenging, and one which afforded little regard 

about their circumstances, such as employment and childcare arrangements:  

“I can’t, I can’t be going to have these meetings every four weeks.  You know, they 

have to be on a workday because it has to be on a day when I’ve got childcare, and 

my work don’t know the situation, so how can I just keep disappearing for a couple of 

hours every four weeks? I don't know how other people manage that, to be honest with 

you.  And I mean, yeah, it's, it’s really challenging” (Fiona, ex-partner).   

In addition to strict institutional processes, participants perceived professionals employed by 

institutions as having little knowledge about sexual crime or its impact on non-offending 

family members, resulting in professionals primarily relying on their personal subjective 

opinions: “I've seen social workers that what happens is they, they, have their opinions of 

these crimes and they can't separate their opinions from their job.  So, and that's where a lot 
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of families struggle a lot” (Anna, supportive partner).  The lack of professional knowledge 

led to a number of issues for participants.  They felt that professional reliance on rigid 

institutional processes left them treated as impersonal statistics, an aspect Fiona believed 

might be remedied via education and not necessarily a result of professional ill-will:  

“One thing that there has to be in the future, absolutely has to be is a better 

education, particularly for people working in children's services or social services of 

these sorts of crime… I kind of feel like there’s such a lack of education around this 

sort of area.  And you're very much [unclear word] like you know, as much as they try 

not not to be doing it like this, but you’re very much dealt with like a statistic” (Fiona, 

ex-partner). 

Similarly, Ciara described how her interactions with the police were characterised by an 

overall lack of empathy and understanding for her situation:  

“But there's nothing, like the police weren't sympathetic at all.  Just kind of, like they 

weren’t awful, but they got on with stuff and then kind of at the end they left me with 

the lists, you know, of the things they had taken, and I had to sign it.  (Ciara, ex-

partner).  

There appeared to be little support from professionals to hold families together:  

“And I think to be honest, because I am trying to stay with my husband, we’re trying 

to work through this.  I think if I had young children, I don't think I would of, I think I 

would have said no, it was too much because to have the social services involved, you 

have to be extremely strong, I think, to stay as a partnership , because social services 

don't want you to do that, from everything I've heard it's an absolute nightmare” 

(Bella, supportive partner).   

Participants felt judged and blamed by professional services, for example, in Gina’s case, 
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social services explicitly blamed her for her adult son’s engagement in a sexual crime, a 

finding which provides further evidence of persisting ‘mother-blaming’ narratives emanating 

from professional services (Azzopardi et al., 2018):  

“They basically ended up blaming me.  Said that because my mother was sick, dying 

of cancer, that I was looking after her and I neglected the kids…Yeah, basically, my 

mother was dying of cancer and I neglected my kids because I chose to mind, to mind 

her.  And then my father had Alzheimer's.  And so, after Mam passed away, I was 

minding him.  So, they say I took my eye off the ball” (Gina, parent of offender). 

Additionally, and contrary to previous findings in relation to non-offending partners of extra-

familial and non-contact sex offenders (Cahalane et al., 2013), participants in this study did 

not explicitly reject judgements that their offending family member posed a potential risk to 

their children and followed professional instructions, such as a requirement for supervised 

access with the offending father, as evidenced by Fiona’s quote above in relation to her 

adherence to protocols and processes required by child protection services.   

4.3.4 Invisible yet ‘Othered’ by Society 

 Moreover, laws and policies designed to protect mainstream society from sex 

offenders can have unintended consequences for their family members.  Legislatively, sex 

offenders are treated differently than other criminal types because they are construed as high 

risk, predatory strangers and resistant to rehabilitation (Hanson et al., 2018; Harper & Bartels, 

2018; Sample & Kadleck, 2008).  Non-offending family members become impacted by such 

statutory policies even though those same policies do not intentionally target them (Condry, 

2013).  Participants in the present study questioned why they had no legislative rights, 

questioned why there was no societal understanding about their situation and no recognition 
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that non-offending family members require support.  Bella questioned why there was no 

recognition about the rights of offenders’ families:  

“You know, everybody has their rights. You know that the public have the right to 

know that these criminals are being caught and what they've done.  But what about 

the rights of the family and the children and everybody else that's caught up in the 

middle of it?  What about our rights?  Nobody seems to care.  They really don't 

realise how how difficult it is because the subject is so stigmatised” (Bella, supportive 

partner). 

The extent that participants felt both invisible and ‘othered’ by society was expressed in three 

ways.  First, an issue of particular pertinence for participants was privacy.  All respondents 

questioned why they did not have a right to privacy, an aspect highlighted in past research as 

a source of considerable distress for family members (Bailey, 2018; Condry, 2007; Evans et 

al., 2021; Farkas and Miller, 2007; Jones et al., 2022).  For most participants in this study, an 

association with a sexual crime began as something that could be concealed at the pre-

conviction stage, but post-conviction the identities and home addresses of CSAM offenders 

are placed on a public register in the United States and can be reported via media in the UK 

and Ireland.  The unique media treatment of those convicted of sex offences, and by proxy 

their non-offending family members, left participants in a challenging position as they have 

no control over when, or if, their offending relative might be named in the media, leading to 

stress experiences for both themselves and particularly for their children.  Participants cited 

their potential loss of privacy through media reporting about the offence as a source of fear, 

especially in relation to potential exposure to vigilantism, a factor that can lead to real 

consequences for non-offending family members:  
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“The main worry is, you know, just not knowing if it's going to get out and then and 

then how to deal with it then.  I'm not a confrontational person…I couldn't deal with 

these vigilantes.  I don’t know what I would do.  I really don’t.  I’d be too scared to 

go out my front door” (Bella, supportive partner). 

Essentially, associations with a sex offender raised a family’s community profile resulting in 

closer scrutiny, heightened experiences of stigma and diminished normalcy in everyday life 

(Condry, 2007; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009).  In addition, the 

publication of an offender’s personal information via media had the potential for serious 

consequences, as Bella highlighted above, particularly in the context that incidents of 

vigilantism are increasing (Cubellis et al., 2019).   

 For some, such as Irene, concerns about media coverage of her partner’s case resulted 

in a physical manifestation:  

“And though leading up to Court I actually lost a stone in weight over about two 

weeks because I’d stopped eating, am, I was only drinking water to just kind of keep 

going.  But I did lose a lot of weight because I was stressed out that the media was 

going to be there” (Irene, supportive partner). 

For participants with responsibility for minor children, the issue relating to the loss of privacy 

via media reporting was particularly acute.  The potential loss of privacy was a source of 

considerable disempowerment for parents as they felt unable to protect their children:  

“I think that's something that's really hard because no one can give you any control 

over it.  It’s just the luck of the draw as to whether there is a reporter in the Court on 

the day or not, which feels like a massive Russian roulette sort of situation…Because 

my [child] is starting school next September.  And the last thing that I wanted was 

literally come September, which probably is the likely time when the police 
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investigation might actually move forward, [child] starts school and [child’s] got 

[child] father being convicted of, you know, God knows what, and, yeah, that’s 

definitely something which troubles me” (Fiona, ex-partner).  

Second, participants questioned why they were not construed as victims, a categorisation 

which might protect their privacy rights and open doors to support services.  The reality, as 

recounted by participants, was that the absence of ‘victim status’ effectively denied them a 

range of supports and assistance:  

“And this is kind of what I have been saying, like, if we can get victim status, you 

would have access to, for instance, I can't turn to victim support because I'm not 

defined as a victim.  So, you can't get counselling through that…there's a lot of 

prejudice in that” (Julie, ex-partner).   

Participants were left with a heightened sense that they were construed by society as less 

worthy of dignity and respect: And none of us really understand why we don’t seem to have 

any rights, you know” (Bella, supportive partner), with some noting that sex offenders can 

access support services, but non-offending family members have limited options:  

You know, the men, there’s counselling there, you know… they’re able to go to therapy, 

they’re able to go to counselling, they’re able to have psychologists and things assess them 

and work with them on the addiction side of things.  But women are either left behind, or in 

some cases supporting their husbands…they have nothing” (Nora, ex-partner). Laura’s 

account encapsulates the difficulties non-offending family members encountered when 

seeking assistance and her sense of being ‘invisible’ yet ‘othered’ when searching for any 

type of support:  

I went to [name of agency], who told me that they could speak to my husband but not 

me.  [name of agency], they said he’s not in prison, GP, school nurse, a charity called 
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[name of agency], who said sorry, he hasn’t sexually abused your children.  I have 

got a list I’ve got written down of charities that turned me away or making me feel, 

I’m really sorry but you should be glad you haven’t been sexually abused, or your 

kids haven’t been sexually abused, or you’re not a victim, they’re not a victim, we’re 

really sorry you’re not an offender.  And I’d literally strike it off this list and I 

actually gave it to [name] in the end and here’s a list, there is nobody, nobody.  And 

I’m supposed to be grateful that I’m not a victim or perpetrator and my children 

aren’t victims.  I’m supposed to sit here saying, oh, just carry on then.  But no, 

nothing.  Not a thing” (Laura, ex-partner).  

In recent years, arguments have been made in the research literature for non-offending family 

members to be formally understood as ‘secondary victims’ of sexual crime because of their 

experiences of vicarious trauma (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Jones et al., 2022; 

Winder et al., 2020).  However, in the context that the label ‘victim’ locates responsibility for 

the cause of trauma ‘outside’ the person (Condry, 2010), in the eyes of the public, non-

offending family members remain culpable due to their kinship ties, the cause of the trauma 

is therefore ‘with’ the person, which, arguably renders any attempt to designate them as 

‘secondary victims’ debatable (Condry, 2010).  As Laura’s quote exemplifies, participants 

were left to suffer in silence with limited avenues through which to seek support because they 

were not construed as victims, were not considered offenders, held no rights to privacy and 

reached a realisation that, in the eyes of others, their situation did not deserve recognition or 

acknowledgement. 

 While children might be more likely to be accepted as secondary victims as they are 

not judged as responsible for the actions of a parent (Condry, 2010), even they were not 

generally acknowledged as secondary victims with their needs remaining under-resourced, 
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with parents in the present study outlining a need for specialist services for children 

specifically:  

“There really needs to be something for children…But it needs to be, that was the key 

thing, I didn't just want anybody supporting the kids I wanted it to be somebody 

specialist who understood about this type of crime and there just, there isn't a lot” 

(Ciara, ex-partner). 

 

4.4 Theme Four: Navigation through Secondary Stigma 

 

Figure 4: Navigation through Secondary Stigma 

Guiding Question: How did family members of CSAM offenders describe their efforts 

to cope following discovery?  
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Following discovery, participants had to continue with their daily lives and their 

experiences of secondary stigma were very real.  The question about how they coped with the 

aftermath is the focus of this theme which refers to participants’ accounts about their attempts 

to navigate their stigma experiences following discovery.  Their narratives demonstrate how 

they were not passive recipients of societal blame but employed various strategies to manage 

and resist their experiences of secondary stigma.  The broader literature highlights a 

tremendous amount of variation in the ways in which stigmatised individuals and groups 

respond to stigma, such as sexual minorities, women and ethnic minorities as examples (e.g., 

see Brown, Charnsangavej, Keough, Newman & Rentfrow, 2000; Cole, Kemeny, Taylor & 

Visscher, 1996; Frost & Meyer, 2009; Nakamura & Zea, 2010; Ragins, Singh & Cornwell, 

2007).  In the main, participants’ strategies for managing stigma manifested in their 

interactions with others.  Thus, their approaches toward managing secondary stigma 

depended on whether their status was known.  In this context, Goffman’s (1963) concepts 

about ‘discredited’ (where the stigmatised status is known) and ‘discreditable’ (where the 

status is not yet known but has a potential to become known) provided a useful distinction 

when considering their responses.  The following subthemes capture the ways in which 

relatives adjusted and attempted to re-organize their lives following discovery and its 

aftermath. 

4.4.1 Reconciling a Loved One with the Crime 

 This subtheme explored how participants attempted to reconcile the offence with their 

offending relatives with whom they had strong emotional ties.  As referenced earlier, 

participants’ narratives revealed that they had been unaware that their family member had 

been viewing online child sexual abuse material and experienced significant shock at the time 

of discovery.  Due to kinship ties, they were more than simple recipients of the offenders’ 

accounts of the offence and reasons behind the criminal act.  The notion that criminals are 
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‘family made’ also made them a subject of the offence, because they were not only 

contaminated by the offence, but, to some degree, answerable for its occurrence (Condry, 

2007).  As such, participants’ accounts about a family member’s offence tended to try and 

counteract a perception that they were in any way responsible for the offence through the 

provision of explanations designed to diminish blame and shame from the offender and, by 

proxy, themselves (Duncan et al., 2022; Iffland et al., 2016).   

 Previous empirical research (e.g., see Cahalane et al., 2013; Duncan et al., 2022; 

Evans et al., 2021; Iffland et al., 2016; Winder et al. 2020) found that family members 

utilised a number of strategies, including one of ‘deflection’ or ‘minimisation’ to reconcile 

the actions of a loved family member with the reality of their offence.  In the present study, 

participants deflected causation for the offence primarily onto childhood trauma and 

addiction.   

 Nora accounted for the behaviour as a symptom of illness: “There's a judgment of 

society, it's a taboo thing, and it isn’t recognised as an illness, which quite clearly it is” 

(Nora, ex-partner).  Kate blamed a childhood trauma for her offending partner’s behaviour: 

“And you know, he said he had no unnatural interest in children.  It was something that had 

happened to him, my husband, as a child, something he had witnessed” (Kate, supportive 

partner) and Anna cited addiction issues as the causal factor behind her offending relative’s 

engagement in a sexual crime and not a result of any sexual attraction to children:  

“And that's what the addiction does, it's like an alcoholic, they want to have a drink, 

they'll go find one, at any cost, they will go and do it.  And drug addicts are the 

same.  You know, and gambling addicts are the same.  But the problem with porn 

addiction is it's a very isolating and a very shameful addiction…They get deeper and 

deeper and they're looking for this high and they go somewhere where they really 
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shouldn't go.  It's not because they want contact.  It's not because they want to have 

sex with children. It's not because they're sexually attracted to children.  It's just that 

this addiction just grows and grows and grows and there's no help, there is no help” 

(Anna, supportive partner).   

Notable was an absence of references to the child victims in child sexual abuse material in 

several participants’ accounts.  These were primarily supportive partners with parents of 

offenders with ex-partners more likely to articulate awareness about child victims.  Anna’s 

quote above is representative of supportive partners in particular, who did not perceive their 

offending partners as having had any sexual attraction toward children with a notable absence 

of references about victims.  This finding is consistent with previous research (Cahalane et 

al., 2013; Cahalane & Duff, 2018) where it was noted that supportive non-offending partners 

struggled to explicitly contemplate victims in contexts of non-contact and extra-familial 

sexual abuse.  However, it is possible that the considerable distress experienced by family 

members from the time of discovery contributed to an absence of acknowledgement about 

victims and could be indicative of their struggle to reconcile a loved one with the crime.  

Participants adjusted their beliefs to ease the psychological distress which discovery brought 

to their lives in an attempt to restore balance (Festinger, 1957) through a denial, or in the 

present study, an absence of acknowledgement that harm was committed against innocent 

child victims. 

 In addition, many participants expressed frustration about issues which they believed 

contributed to their relatives accessing child sexual abuse material, including common social 

media sites which permitted such material to be available: “One of the sites is actually a 

social media site.  So, so any person could go on it.  A child could go on it, an adult could go 

on it, it wasn’t something that you could just easily block” (Irene, supportive partner), and 

questioned whether illegal images of children were accessed, unknowingly, through legal 
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adult pornography websites:  

“It was difficult when I was saying could it have been accessed on legal images, I 

think because they deal with, am, like sex offenders who are, I don’t know, who are 

actively seeking indecent images.  It's a different thing…there's no kind of well, you 

might have accessed this by going through legal pornography” (Ciara, ex-partner) 

These causal explanations afforded participants an avenue toward more normalizing accounts 

about the perpetrator’s motivation because issues such as addiction, childhood trauma and 

unscrupulous social media platforms provided mitigation for the occurrence of the offence.  

Past research has found that minimizing culpability for sexual offending serves a protective 

function for those with sexual convictions as it assists in the maintenance of a more positive 

self-concept while lessening feelings of shame (Maruna & Mann, 2006).  For participants in 

the present study, deflecting responsibility for the crime onto childhood trauma or addictions 

might serve a similar adaptive function.  Conferring diminished responsibility for the crime 

onto a loved family member may have enabled participants to ease their psychological 

conflicts while assisting them to maintain a pro-social image of their offending relative 

(Duncan et al., 2022).   

 Moreover, consistent with Duncan et al.’s (2022) research findings, supportive 

partners appeared to accommodate their offending family members’ engagement in an 

internet sex offence, but not other categories of sexual crime, in that they specifically 

differentiated between contact and non-contact sex offenders, noting that their relatives had 

not physically touched a child which was an important distinction for them:  

“They just don't understand that many of these men have got to this point via a porn 

addiction and that they’re not contact offenders.  And that most of them wouldn't ever 

go on to be contact offenders…there's a big difference between somebody that has 
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actually abused a child and somebody that’s got images, or they chatted to somebody 

online or what have you.  Not actually physically going to meet and no actual 

physical contact with – massive difference” (Bella, supportive partner)  

Duncan et al. (2022) suggested that supportive partners’ accommodation of their offending 

partner’s crime, but not other categories of sexual offending pointed to a degree of cognitive 

flexibility which enabled them to rationalise their decision to remain in the relationship.  

Additionally, participants’ stances on their family members type of sexual crime was possibly 

taken to try and neutralise the stigma surrounding the offence and by extension, their 

association via kinship ties (Condry, 2007; Goffman, 1963).   

 Notable in the present study is that while supportive partners and parents of offenders 

made cognitive adjustments about their offending relative, ex-partners also exhibited 

cognitive modifications.  Duncan et al. (2022) noted that one participant in their study who 

instigated divorce proceedings against their offending partner did not display any 

minimisation about the offence, a finding not replicated in the present study.  Some, but not 

all ex-partners in the present study were found to make cognitive adjustments that mitigated 

the occurrence of the offence, for example, Nora’s quote above “and it isn’t recognised as an 

illness, which quite clearly it is”.  While Duncan et al. (2022) suggested that the absence of 

cognitive adjustments might suggest that such protective mechanisms were not necessary, 

due to marriage separation, the present study challenges this assertion.  In line with previous 

findings (Frost, 2011; Jones et al., 2022; McLaren, 2016), it may be possible that the stigma 

associated with the offence was sufficiently powerful that those who were no longer 

associated with the offender, had internalised it to such an extent, the internalisation did not 

abate.   
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4.4.2 Changes Designed to Mitigate against Societal Stigma  

 A number of participants recounted how they took material steps to mitigate against 

potential stigma should the offence become public knowledge through actions such as 

changing their name: “I've just changed my name as well and I'm doing the same for the 

children…so that we can get used to and get known as being known in my maiden name” 

(Fiona, ex-partner).  Similarly, Bella changed her name to preserve her employment in a 

child-care sector: “I've actually changed my name, I changed my name very quickly because, 

literally within weeks, because I wanted it to be set up that come [name of month], well it’s 

come and gone now, but when we had a new intake of children that my surname wasn't the 

same” (Bella, supportive partner).  

 Other participants sold their homes and moved to different geographical locations as a 

way to remove themselves from potential community backlash and judgements such as Julie:  

“I knew as soon as the offence happened that, you know, a lot of those mums were 

snobs like me back then and would immediately think, you know, what happened to 

my children and how did you not see it, you know.  There would be lots and lots of 

questions that I had no answers for, so, I actually put my house on the market because 

it was a lovely house that we’d renovated completely” (Julie, ex-partner). 

Others indicated an intention to move when the criminal investigation had reached a 

conclusion so they could start afresh:  

“We will be moving but I'm not going to be moving until after it's all over and done 

with because I don't want anything to follow me…I want to start completely afresh. I 

don't want to have court cases or anything hanging over me” (Anna, supportive 

partner).  

Such actions, which had the net effect of protecting anonymity, diminished any need to 
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disclose their stigmatising information, and acted as a defence against experiences of 

secondary stigma, a finding in line with those of Condry (2007).   

4.4.3 To Whom, How and When to Tell the Truth 

 Nonetheless, community rejection was expected by participants.  Those that remained 

in their localities were candid about taking steps specifically designed to maintain distance 

from others to avoid disclosure issues.  Narratives indicated that social withdrawal was a 

response taken by both the discredited and discreditable (Goffman, 1963).  That is, regardless 

of whether or not knowledge about their family members’ sexual crime was known in the 

community, participants described a more isolated existence, such as Irene who said she was 

living like “a recluse, in a word” (Irene, supportive partner).  Participants described 

moderating their behaviour to limit exposure to others.  Gina described how she limited 

opportunities that would lead her to speak to anyone about the crime or be confronted by 

societal judgements:  

“I try to do everything in the morning.  When I know people will be dropping kids and 

people will be busy doing their own thing, you know, I try and get everything done 

then.  So, there’s less people that might know to bump into, and that kind of thing” 

(Gina, parent of offender). 

These findings are consistent with available empirical research (Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & 

Miller, 2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009; Winder et al., 

2020) where non-offending family members were found to engage in acts of secrecy and a 

general withdrawal from society to mitigate against experiences of secondary stigma. 

 While strategies around withdrawal and maintaining secrecy were evident, 

participants remained confronted with another significant stressor with regard to the 

management of how, when and whether to make their stigmatised identity visible to others 
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(Frost, 2011; Goffman, 1963).  ‘To tell or not to tell’ (Condry, 2007) was an evident struggle 

in participants’ narratives, as illustrated by Fiona: “The balance of choosing who you’re 

going to tell and how many people you’re going to tell is really really difficult to make” 

(Fiona, ex-partner).   

 For most, disclosure to friends and family occurred only when there was a strong 

possibility that matters would be reported in the media: “And then another few friends after 

that when we thought it might come out in the papers which it did” (Gina, parent of 

offender), or in situations where an association with a sexual crime might have serious 

implications for their employment: “I had to inform my boss at work because I felt that I had 

to be, because of the nature of it, I had to be transparent and honest about what's gone on” 

(Bella, supportive partner).  

Particularly trying were decisions about how and what to tell minor children.  For 

example, Anna, told her child a version of the truth: “[child] doesn't, [child] doesn't know 

law, [child] just knows that he was talking to girls that he should not have been, they were 

too young” (Anna, supportive partner).  Ciara, whose ex-partner was being investigated for a 

second time also told her teenage children her understanding about the offence:  

“They don't know about the first time, the [children] don’t know about the first time.  

What I told them this time was that, am, the police think that there's something 

inappropriate on their dad's computer and that's why he’s been investigated.  They 

don't know anything more than that because to be honest, I don't know anything 

more than that” (Ciara, ex-partner). 

Other participants with younger children struggled with age-appropriate disclosures:  

“It's always hard to answer these questions in an age-appropriate way with children.  

And you know, my three-and-a-half-year-old is sufficiently curious that [child] asks 
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lots of questions that [child]'s not really old enough to obviously understand the 

proper answers for a lot of these things” (Fiona, ex-partner).   

In cases where significant time had elapsed since discovery of the offence and children were 

very young at time of discovery, narratives revealed ongoing struggles as to how and when to 

disclose to growing children:  

“Now they’re 11 and 8.  They know that they can never have sleepovers over Daddy's 

house.  They know that Nanny’s always got to be there.  They know that Daddy's done 

a really bad thing with regard to the Internet and that social services have said that 

they can't because they have asked like, why not? Like what’s Daddy done? Why are 

you so cross with Daddy? And I said, oh well you know, and, and I’ve told them both 

which they accept, which I think is crazy, but you wouldn't as an adult, but I told them 

both that as soon as I feel they're old enough to understand, I promise, or as we say in 

this house, ’I promise promise’, I promise promise I will tell you the truth” (Julie, ex-

partner). 

The consequences of being associated with a sexual crime have the potential to be long 

lasting and some participants expressed concerns about how the secondary stigma might 

impact their children in years to come. In some cases, this resulted in parents (e.g., Laura) 

deciding not to tell her children about their father’s offence in order to protect them from life-

long secondary stigma experiences:  

“You’ve got to kind of work it forward and it never works forward the way you’d 

like it to.  Like you two are going to have to keep a secret from everyone 

forever…Because you can’t trust that a sixteen and a twelve-year-old, I just can’t 

trust them, I mean I know how they’d deal with it, they’d be fine because they’re 

great kids, but I think that it wouldn’t stay within them.  But it wouldn’t be fair to, 
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you know, there might be a girlfriend and she’ll go ‘fuck that, I’m not dating you’, 

your Dad’s a paedo, or something like that.  I’m not using language I’d use, it’s 

what they might say.  And then we’re off then aren’t we, and that’s it, they’re ruined.  

So, no” (Laura, ex-partner).  

Research suggests that participants had cause for concern in relation to the potential for the 

future uncovering of family secrets.  Barnwell (2019), found that individuals, in Australia, 

who had researched their family histories and uncovered family secrets, such as illegitimate 

births and criminal acts, reflected on how a family’s ‘wilful secret-keeping’ exposed them to 

a double form of what was dubbed ‘slow social violence’, where the risk of secondary stigma 

pressured the family into silence and subsequent generations were left to deal with the hurtful 

and confusing legacy of secret keeping (Barnwell, 2019).   

4.4.4 Overcoming the Issue of Scarce Supports 

Support to help manage secondary stigma experiences was hard to come by, and 

accessed, in the main, by those in a financial position to afford private supports, such as 

counselling: “I had the money to put myself through counselling” (Julie, ex-partner).  Others 

persevered until appropriate supports were located: “Four years after, I got nine months of 

CBT” (Laura, ex-partner).  However, for those that could not afford private support or those 

that were required to persevere and wait for support, for example on waiting lists: “there is a 

waiting list, and it could be several months” (Ciara, ex-partner), there was a considerable 

personal cost:  

“If I could have got it four years before, I wouldn't say I was a bad mum and no one 

would have noticed anything, but it really, I had a really bad life before, a really bad 

life for four years and I think I needed that before.  If immediately I could have been 

given some support, it would have stopped.  I would say that I probably damaged 
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myself like medically and psychologically hugely by self-harm.  Not not cut myself, 

just destroyed myself for four years to make myself feel better” (Laura, ex-partner).   

In the absence of support, harmful approaches to cope were also described by a minority, for 

example, a return to an eating disorder and physical self-harm: 

“I use, I use my coping mechanisms that I’ve had since I was a teenager, to cope.  So, 

I have, I used to have an eating disorder and I’ve kind of gone back to that, that’s 

where if I can kind of control my eating I can control my life in my head, if that makes 

sense.  Um, so I’ve used that as a coping mechanism and I’m also using self-harm as 

a mechanism which I know sounds like a teenage girl kind of coping mechanism, but 

I’ve done it since I was a teenager and it does actually help me release all my 

emotions” (Irene, supportive partner). 

Laura and Irene’s experiences highlight how the psychological and emotional harm 

associated with their secondary stigma experiences resulted in their use of some maladaptive 

management strategies in the absence of supports.  This finding is in line with previous 

research which found that the extent to which some relatives’ loss of family, friends and 

social networks compounded their experiences of despair and their sense of being a failure 

and led to them becoming workaholics and/or engaging in excessive alcohol consumption, all 

of which served to isolate them and diminish their coping abilities (Fuller, 2016).   

Nonetheless, in line with previous research (e.g., see Bailey, 2018; Farkas & Miller, 

2007; Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson., 2021; Sample et al., 2018) the support 

found to be of primary importance to participants in the present study was that derived from 

other similarly situated individuals, who met via online forums or through psychoeducational 

groups.  However, a number of participants indicated that they remained unaware that any 

form of peer support existed for a considerable time following discovery: “It took me three 
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years before I even knew that there was a charity of this nature” (Julie, ex-partner), 

highlighting a need for raising awareness about the existence of such services.   

Analysis highlighted how those who had the benefit of in-group support experienced 

reduced stress and enhanced well-being which collectively allowed them to interpret a 

significant life challenge, that is the discovery of the offence, and its aftermath, as more 

manageable (Bailey, 2018; Haslam, Jetten, O’Brien & Jacobs, 2004; Kavanagh & Levenson, 

2021; Sample et al., 2018). More specifically, peer support was described as buffering 

negative emotional experiences: “Knowing that there was someone there to rant at or to cry 

with or go through whatever emotion you’re going through at that particular time, that kind 

of really did help” (Irene, supportive partner), and provided opportunities to be heard and 

reassured:  

“But just the level of understanding put me so much at ease.  And it made me actually 

feel in a safe place, that there were actually people that I could talk about my husband 

in front of who did not assume that he was a bad person because of all of this.  And it 

was actually quite the opposite way round, were sort of like reassuring me” (Fiona, 

ex-partner) 

Additionally, peer support was described as a crucial form of support which facilitated new 

outlooks on life: “I don't know what I would have done without that, I would not be in this 

situation I'm in now trying to get the positives out of it, I don’t think, if I hadn’t come across 

that” (Bella, supportive partner).   Peer-support groups were a primary source of support for 

family members as they served to normalise experiences and develop mutually supportive 

relationships: 

“And through doing that, I also met some people who were obviously in a very similar 

situation to myself.  So, we’ve kept in touch, there’s basically a WhatsApp group of 

people, just like about ten of us basically, who are in pretty much the same boat 
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effectively.  So, that group is very very helpful.  Because they’re the only people that 

you feel like you can honestly say, you know, what the situation is and there’s kind of 

no judgment because they've got exactly the same sort of shit going on” (Fiona, ex-

partner).   

Essentially, when participants accessed support from others, in similar situations, the negative 

impact of stigma was diminished which allowed them to start to progress from the trauma 

and shame associated with the discovery of the offence toward a path of reconstructing 

shattered worldviews.   

4.4.5 The Need to Protect Oneself and One’s Family 

Additionally, while not necessarily a strategy used to manage secondary stigma 

experiences in the aftermath of discovery, a consistent feature in participants’ narratives was 

how they felt they needed to become ‘givers’ rather than ‘receivers’ of support.  While the 

offence caused significant discord within families, many participants revealed efforts to 

emotionally protect others in the aftermath of discovery: “I needed to protect myself, I needed 

to protect the children, I needed to protect the business.  Everybody suddenly needed 

protecting” (Nora, ex-partner).   

These findings extend those of Bolen (2002) in which mothers in cases of 

intrafamilial sexual abuse were found to take steps to protect their children even though 

admitting that they initially did not fully believe abuse had occurred.  In the present study, 

despite participants’ evident struggles to explain the occurrence and causal reasons behind the 

crime, their protective actions demonstrated an acceptance that a crime had occurred as well 

as an understanding about the potential negative implications on their lives and the lives of 

others.   
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 However, while participants quickly took on a protective stance, the urge to protect 

other family members came with a sacrifice with descriptions about how a protective stance 

compounded a sense of isolation:  

“I had to hide things from my children, which was easy to start off with, but my son 

said one day, he said, we’ll come round to yours and I said no, I’ll meet you at [name 

of place] and he said, oh, you're being very protective of your house.  And I thought, 

no, I'm protecting you.  I'm not protecting my house” (Evie, ex-partner) 

Additionally, participants recounted intensified feelings of guilt an affective state which 

persisted long past initial discovery:  

“I mean they're amazingly protective of me.  They are in contact with me a lot more 

than we used to be.  We were always in contact fairly regularly, but I think more so 

now.  I feel fairly bad because I’m their mum and I should protect them.  And I feel 

that they've seen me in situations and emotions that they should never see their mum 

in.  And so, I feel that that's been really hard on them you know.  They never want to 

see me not wanting to get out of bed, or committing suicide, they should never see 

their mum feel that way” (Deirdre, ex-partner). 

It is possible that participants’ protective stances brought past identities to the fore, for 

example, ‘partner’ and not ‘partner of sex offender’, which might suggest that they, to some 

degree, attempted to protect other family members as a means to shield an important pre-

discovery identity.   

 In addition, some participants recounted their decision to tell extended family 

members about their offending relative’s crime to protect them and protect their young 

children:  

“You can't just hide something like that away from the family because they need to 
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know because they have kids.  Yeah, just because he is in an implicit position of trust 

by being in the family.  So, if these cousins might have kids, I think they have to know” 

(Olive, parent of offender). 

The protective stance was a particular challenge for participants with minor children.  Those 

individuals spoke about needing to find a balance between protecting their children from 

information about the offence, trying to mitigate their children’s as yet, unknown, future 

reaction toward them for withholding information about the offence, while, at the same time, 

permitting an ongoing relationship with the offending father.  Julie explained her view:  

“I think my children are going to react very, very differently when they’re told, um, I 

think my youngest might not want to see him.  I think my eldest will struggle, my 

youngest will struggle with ‘didn't we mean enough to you for you not to do what you 

were doing’, you know, to break the law.  And my oldest would be very much worried 

about what other people think of [child].  So, in the future, I don't really know how it's 

gonna work, cos I really know how they'll respond.  It's been put to me that my 

children may stay angry with me for allowing them to carry on seeing him and having 

a relationship with the man that was capable of that.  And how would I handle that? 

How do I feel about that? Um, but, I'm comfortable with my decision.  I know it's the 

right thing to do” (Julie, ex-partner).   

In the main, the remaining safeguarding parents believed that their children’s interests were 

best served by a continued relationship with their offending parent, despite holding concerns 

about how the children might one day react, if/when told in years to come.  Parents’ beliefs 

that their children’s best interests were served through a continued relationship with the 

offending father was an interesting finding in the context that previous studies have suggested 

that non-offending partners did not appreciate the possibility that the offending parent might 
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pose a risk to their children (Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Cahalane et al., 2013).  However, 

notable in the present study was an absence of any explicit acknowledgement about whether 

participants rejected or accepted the possibility that the offending father posed a potential risk 

to their children, even though views were expressed about the importance of the father/child 

relationship remaining intact (“I know it's the right thing to do” Julie).  In the context of 

previous research findings suggesting partners struggled to contemplate issues of risk in 

relation to their children (Cahalane et al., 2013), the present research findings of an absence 

of acknowledgement should be interpreted with caution for a number of reasons.  First, it 

remains possible that a continued relationship might be encouraged because they genuinely 

did not perceive any risk to the child. Second, child protection agencies may have indicated, 

on completion of their risk assessments, that continued access, albeit supervised, was in the 

best interests of the child. Third, in the context of participants’ normative accounts of life pre-

discovery, it remains possible that any open admission about a potential risk to their children 

would not fit with their normalising narratives or possible explanations behind what 

motivated the offending family member’s engagement in a CSAM offence.   
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4.5 Theme Five: Fragile Future 

 

Figure 5: Fragile Future Theme 

Guiding Question: How did family members of CSAM offenders envisage their future 

and future life experiences?  

  When considering the question about how participants viewed their future, a 

resounding response was one in which they saw their lives, going forward, as fragile and 

delicate.  A commonality amongst participants was a belief that discovery of the offence and 

its repercussions would always remain a part of their lives, and life would never be the same.  

Participants’ narratives continued to depict ongoing trauma and uncertainty about what the 

future might hold but also reflected a tentative move toward a restoration of self-worth which 

had been undermined by the trauma of discovery.   

4.5.1 Beginning to Advocate for Change 

 Despite acknowledgements that their lives were forever altered, participants rallied 

toward advocacy.  Narratives indicated that this did not happen immediately and was 

therefore not an immediate coping mechanism or stigma management strategy.  It seemed to 

stem from their experiences of discovery and its aftermath, which led them to actively pursue 

Fragile Future

Uncertainty about the Future

Reconstructing Self-Worth

Advocating for Change



122 

 

change to improve their situation.  Advocacy seemed to develop over time primarily through 

networking with similarly situated peers via online forums.  One participant created a 

fictitious online persona to highlight the experiences of non-offending family members to try 

and increase awareness, via social media, which she believed was somewhat effective 

(“didn’t think I’d get as far as I did”):  

“So, when I when I started [alias], I was just like, no, this is to prove to my children 

that I’m going to be saying, didn’t think I’d get as far as I did mind, or um, you know, 

I can say to them, look, you know, I knew you didn't get the support you needed.  I 

didn't get support I needed.  So, I fought for it so that other women in other families 

don't have to struggle like we did” (Julie, ex-partner).   

It was participants’ awareness about the rising numbers of non-offending family members 

finding themselves in similar situations that spurred them towards advocacy and the creation 

of peer support groups, with participants expressing opinions about how the online 

possession of child sexual abuse material was a crime likely to continue to increase due to 

ease of access to the internet:  

“There's actually thousands of people who are finding themselves in these 

situations…But I very much believe that this is going to be one of the things that is 

going to increase vastly over the next five to ten years.  This is, this is going to be, you 

know, such a topical thing because the Internet is so easily accessible, anonymous, 

free, you know, it's it's so easy.  And I think, you know, it's for that reason that there’s 

going to be lots and lots of people finding themselves in this situation” (Fiona, ex-

partner).   

In this context, participants believed that there was a great need for non-offending family 

members to have better access to immediate information, understanding and support:  
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“Yeah, it’s just, and the stats that came out today, you know, the increase in like 

Australia to 80% during lock-down, it’s like, stop pretending everybody that your 

uncle or next-door neighbour or whatever, isn’t doing this.  And they’re just not being 

caught, and that we need to talk about it…If one thing that comes out of this is if there 

could be a support for people on day one for this, for therapy because you will not 

survive it, I don’t think emotionally without…So yeah that’s it really.  Yeah, I just 

want to see a change because it’s only going to get worse for people, you know, the 

extent of it.  There’s not going to be less people like me” (Laura, ex-partner).  

Advocacy took several forms with some participants actively organising support groups, 

albeit secretly, and were frustrated about the lack of institutional or legislative support (“they 

wouldn’t take a blind bit of notice of it” Anna).  There was a desire amongst participants that 

peer support groups would become sufficiently popular to elicit change in societal attitudes 

and contribute to the development of social equality for non-offending family members and 

acknowledgement that they are the secondary victims of sexual crime:  

“That attitude needs to change. It's horrible horrible horrible horrible. So yeah, that's 

something that I suppose with the support groups, that as it grows and we know we do 

want to do something.  You know, we've always thought about contacting an MP but 

at the moment it isn't worth it.  With Brexit and general election and all that, they 

wouldn’t take a blind bit of notice of it.  We'd like to try and find an MP that is 

sympathetic to us to see if there's something that can be done to get some support for 

us.  We're victims as well” (Anna, supportive partner).  

While participants in the present study identified with their peer support group and enjoyed 

the important benefits of feeling understood, supported and socially connected to others, their 

experience of secondary stigma remained a confounding factor.  Participants accepted the 
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negative connotations associated with their stigmatised identity and stated a continued need 

to conceal it.  In this context, despite moves toward advocacy, participants maintained their 

anonymity and considered this aspect one of paramount importance because they could not 

publicly identify as being related to someone accused and/or convicted of a CSAM offence, 

as Bella explained:  

“You feel that you can’t even as a group stand up and say, look you need to listen to 

this, this is [unclear words] because you’re identifying yourself.  And that’s the real 

issue with it.  How do you get somebody to listen to you when you can’t put yourself 

into that line of fire?” (Bella, supportive partner). 

Similarly, Jones et al (2022) found that while the power of a supportive in-group emboldened 

partners of sex offenders toward advocacy efforts in Australia, consistent with the present 

study, Jones et al. (2022) found that partners maintained anonymity and used a support 

agency to represent their collective voices.  Thus, while group identification prompted 

participants to move toward advocacy, their experience of secondary stigma hampered their 

ability to openly identify as a ‘relative of a sex offender’, highlighting the power of their 

secondary stigma experience and participant expectations about being devalued and rejected 

by society.   

4.5.2 Ongoing Uncertainty about the Future 

 However, the trauma of discovery and its aftermath left many participants fearful 

about future prospects.  While some participants articulated some positives and hopes about 

what their future might hold: “I live to look to the future for myself, so, my future, I look at it 

and I think, yeah, I’d love to be with someone, I’d love to be happy” (Nora, ex-partner), the 

devastation in the aftermath of discovery left most participants describing an inability to look 

toward their future with any certainty:  



125 

 

“I go day by day to be honest with you. I don’t know what’s ahead.  I don’t know 

what’s ahead.  So, I don’t, can’t look beyond what’s here.  Every day like, is just 

another day like, I do my best, I take it one day at a time, I don’t actually go 

forward”. (Holly, supportive partner) 

Interestingly, and contrary to past research (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009) which found that 

relatives expressed certainty their offending family member would not re-offend, the present 

study noted how primarily supportive partners spoke about a future characterised by a 

contradiction, on one hand, they trusted their partner not to re-offend, and on the other, they 

held concerns about the possibility of a recurrence of the crime, as exemplified by Irene’s 

quote:  

“For family members, I think there was a lot of stress and worry about it happening 

again, and you always have that doubt in your head that it will happen again even 

though you do trust the person it happened to.  You’ll always have that doubt.  I 

mean, I do have my doubts that it happens again.  But I've done everything I possibly 

can” (Irene, supportive partner). 

Some participants talked about experiences of unexpected emotional collapse, despite 

believing they had moved on in their post-discovery journey, leaving them dealing with 

uncertainty about their ongoing ability to manage and cope: 

“You know I've had a bit of a breakdown this year and that's been quite tough to come 

back from… actually when I had my breakdown, it was when I got his release date 

through, and it was as soon as I heard his release date, I couldn't cope I couldn't 

manage it” (Deirdre, ex-partner). 

For participants with pre-teenage children, there was uncertainty about how the offence might 

impact the children at a future time, including fears about their children’s reactions to it: 
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“They're going, they're going to, as teenagers, respond in very different ways to what they've 

got to face.  So, am, you know, the future is scary” (Julie, ex-partner).   

4.5.3 Reconstructing Self-Worth 

Despite their uncertainty and the overall negative impact discovery had on every 

aspect of participants’ lives (Condry, 2007), participants endured. However, participants’ 

narratives also acknowledged that they persevered through their post-discovery journey 

because they had no choice in the matter: “I always hate when people say to me, you know 

you’re really strong.  I say, ‘Well no I'm not’.  I've got no choice.  You know I'm strong, we're 

doing this because we’ve got no bloody choice” (Deirdre, ex-partner).  

 Notably, the present study located tentative findings of post-traumatic growth, that is, 

the experience of discovery brought about positive personal growth which was previously 

located in one study (Cahalane & Duff, 2018).  Post-traumatic growth was not expressed by 

all participants, with some, such as Olive, describing a lengthy temporal aspect of 

reconstruction:  

“But I just like, it's probably taken two years for me to get back on track, kind of 

professionally and start, to like, believe in myself.  Yeah, my ability to just just do stuff 

because I just didn't have that, I just lost all that sense of faith in myself and I think 

that was all tied in with this whole experience” (Olive, mother of offender).  

From Olive there is a sense about how much her core identity was intertwined (“all tied in”) 

with her experience of being a relative of a sex offender, as well as the time it took for her to 

traverse these changes.  Other participants came to view their experience as an opportunity 

for new possibilities in life:  

“I wanted to get positives out of this situation…I think when you get to this sort of 

age, you've kind of neglected yourself for a long time because you've been busy 

always doing things for the family and for your husband or what have you and you 
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tend to forget about yourself sometimes.  So, I have revisited old hobbies and I have 

started new ones” (Bella, supportive partner).   

Some expressed a view that the experience had changed them for the better: 

“I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy, but it has allowed me to be a person that I like 

more, and it's allowed me to, I suppose, learn that I have to love myself.  You know, 

the most important love you can have is the love for yourself because if you pass over, 

if you pass over your happiness to someone else then you’re basically giving them the 

ability to destroy you.  Having built myself back up from being destroyed, I am only 

relying on myself for my happiness now, not anybody else.  So, but I do feel that I've 

just been very lucky” (Nora, ex-partner).   

It remains important to note however, that while post traumatic growth was located in some 

narratives, all participants’ accounts consistently described the overall damaging impact that 

secondary stigma had on their lives, which is also in line with Cahalane and Duff’s (2018) 

findings.  In the present study tenuous findings of growth were preceded by lengthy temporal 

periods, as Olive described above: “it's probably taken two years for me to get back on track” 

and particularly pertinent for participants whose relationship ended following discovery was 

a reclaiming of autonomy, where they established independence through practical tasks 

which had previously been completed by their offending partners, thus positively impacting 

their self-worth:  

“And, you know when I first moved in this house the fuse went on the tumble dryer, 

and my friend’s husband, I was ‘facetiming’ him and showing him everything, and all 

I wanted was the fuse, “you’ll have to change the fuse” and I thought…and then I 

changed the fuse and it felt like I’d re-wired the entire house” (Deirdre, ex-partner).  

Notably, factors of kin relationship, age group or conviction stage (that is pre- or post-
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conviction) were not identified as contributing factors to post-traumatic growth in this study.   

4.6 Summary 

Participants recounted overall negative experiences from the moment of discovery 

which influenced every aspect of their lives.  Their narratives make clear the distress and 

turmoil experienced from the point they discovered their offending family members conduct.  

While participants’ stories were different, with some choosing to leave their offending family 

member, others remained supportive, parents of offenders remained concerned for their 

offending children’s futures, all participants reported irrevocable impacts, both on their own 

lives and the lives of other family members, as a result of an association with a sexual crime.  

The following chapter will consider these results in detail, including the implications, 

limitations, recommendations and suggested future directions arising from these research 

findings.  
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

The present research explored the lived experiences of the non-offending families of 

CSAM offenders.  The extent to which non-offending family members experience vicarious 

trauma and other negative outcomes following discovery of the CSAM crime remains 

understudied, with little attention paid to their psychological and support needs (Duncan et 

al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2013; Wager et al., 2015).  The development of a greater 

understanding about the experiences of non-offending families of CSAM offenders is 

important to both expand research knowledge and contribute toward generalisations about 

their lived experiences.  The present study represents an important contribution to the 

relatively sparse literature about the family members of CSAM offenders, particularly in the 

context of the reported sizable increases in this type of sexual crime (Landi, 2021).   

5.1 Key Findings 

5.1.1 Secondary Stigma and Shame 

The findings of this study highlight how family members of CSAM offenders 

experience secondary stigma with very real consequences for participants (Condry, 2007; 

Evans et al., 2021).  Family reputations were damaged due to the actions of just one member 

whose crime is one of the most vilified offences in the eyes of the public (Burgason, 2021; 

Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018), leaving the whole family “tainted” (Ciara) by association 

(Condry, 2007; Goffman, 1963).  However, this stigma did not simply ‘rub off’ on 

participants due to their proximity to the crime, but their experiences of secondary stigma 

were based on both contamination and culpability due to familial relations (Condry, 2007; 

Evans et al., 2021).  In this context, respondents were brought face-to-face with adverse 

experiences of trauma and shame and were found to be vulnerable to painful feelings of low 

self-worth, self-blame and an acute loss of trust, findings in line with previous empirical 

research (Bailey, 2018; Evans et al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Jones et al., 2022 Sample 
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et al., 2018).  Participants’ narratives highlighted how the repercussions of a family member’s 

crime radiated out to influence every aspect of their lives, at relational, community, 

institutional and macrosocial levels (Evans et al, 2021).   

While much of the available literature considered family members in terms of their 

utility as protective resources in terms of safeguarding children and their positive influence in 

lowering risk of re-offending, this study approached their experiences without an agenda.  

Thus, participants were free to express their lived experiences without potential judgement.  

Experiences of secondary stigmatisation were evident in all participants’ accounts and 

seemed to be the primary response of others toward the family members of CSAM offenders.  

Their experiences of stigma began the instant they became aware of their loved one’s 

offending behaviour.  The moment of discovery was found to be a shocking point, and one 

which marked a dramatic turning point for participants and a time of immediate distress, 

findings in line with recent concurrent research (Duncan et al., 2022; Winder et al., 2020), but 

contrary to findings in the literature which evaluated psychoeducational interventions which 

noted discovery as a gradual process (Hooper, 1992, Cahalane et al., 2013; Galloway & 

Hogg, 2008).  Notably, concurrent research (Duncan et al., 2022; Winder et al., 2020) 

explored the experiences of family members of extrafamilial and CSAM offenders together, 

indicating that findings about discovery being a shocking revelation is not specific to family 

members of CSAM offenders.   

Nonetheless, the trauma connected with discovery, combined with the potential to be 

discriminated against because of the crime, served to increase serious psychological distress 

(Long, 2018).  This was evidenced in participant accounts of suicidal ideation (“I’ve had 

thoughts of suicide” Deirdre) active suicide attempts (“I’ve had two suicide attempts” Irene), 

and depression (You know, and I have to take anti-depressants all the time” Holly).  The 

extent of participants’ distress at the time of discovery challenged previous research 
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suggestions that family members would experience less distress if the victim was a stranger 

(Galloway & Hogg, 2008).  This experience dovetails with research about the experiences of 

family members of sex offenders more broadly (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; 

Farkas & Miller, 2007; Kilmer & Leon, 2017; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Winder et al., 

2020), which found that the stigma associated with the label ‘sex offence’ contributed to 

significant life disruption in the aftermath of discovery, including intense feelings of shame 

and isolation.   

Shame is a core component of trauma and stigma and a primary source of negative 

health and social inequality amongst the stigmatised (Jones et al., 2022; Salter & Hall, 2020).  

The present research found that participants experienced intense shame, with respondents 

evidencing a belief that the shame associated with a sex offence radiated out to include them 

by virtue of kinship ties (“We’re all tainted by it” Ciara) and how they expected to be 

roundly rejected by society (“I’ll probably get abuse” Holly).  For the family members, their 

experience of stigma at relational, community, institutional and macrosocial levels led to an 

internalisation of stigma and feelings of shame.  The extent to which stigma was internalised 

was particularly evident in accounts of ex-partners, individuals that had ended their 

relationship with the offender, and unlike research conducted in parallel with the present 

study (Duncan et al., 2022) which noted how ex-partners did not exhibit cognitive 

adjustments to ease distress, ex-partner accounts highlighted how they did make cognitive 

modifications to alleviate their distress.  In addition, all participants, including ex-partners, 

went to great lengths to conceal their association with a CSAM offender.  This finding 

emphasises the power of family members’ secondary stigma experiences, where family 

members, including ex-partners, despite no longer having contact with the offender, 

internalised the stigma associated with a ‘sex offender’ label and this internalisation persisted 

over time (Frost, 2011; Jones et al., 2022; McLaren, 2016).   
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However, it would be inaccurate to suggest that respondents were passive recipients 

of societal judgements and secondary stigma experiences.  Findings highlight how family 

members employed various strategies to manage their experiences of secondary stigma, for 

example, some relocated to new geographical areas and/or changed their name while others 

remained in their homes and tried to somehow survive, mostly using some type of withdrawal 

behaviour to counter their sense of loss of power and control.  Participants often refrained 

from telling others about their loved one’s CSAM crime or used selective disclosure to limit 

details and protect themselves.  Controlling other peoples’ knowledge about the crime was 

important and the fear that others would find out loomed large (“The main worry is, you 

know, just not knowing if it's going to get out” Bella).   

At the same time, participants viewed themselves as victims of sexual crime and 

questioned why society did not recognise their situation (“I can't turn to victim support 

because I'm not defined as a victim” Julie).  ‘Secondary victimisation’ refers to the range of 

harmful consequences experienced by family members of sex offenders (Condry, 2010; 

Duncan et al., 2022; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Jones et al., 2022), but this designation remains 

somewhat contentious due to societal attributions of blame and collusion against non-

offending family members (Condry, 2010).  Indeed, Cahalane et al. (2013) noted how non-

offending partners (prior to engaging in a psychoeducational intervention) viewed themselves 

as victims which they hypothesized as the reason many partners did not reflect on either 

primary victims or about potential risks for their own children, because their sense of 

victimisation maintained their powerlessness, thus preventing them from questioning how 

they remained unaware of the sexual crime (Cahalane et al., 2013).  In a subsequent study, 

Cahalane and Duff (2018) noted how, post-intervention, non-offending partners had shifted 

away from a more passive victim position and displayed a greater willingness to reflect on 

risks posed by the offending relative.  Importantly, these research studies represented an 
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evaluation of an intervention targeting non-offending partners’ ability to safeguard their 

children, with significant implications for partners should they be deemed ‘unable to protect’.  

Cahalane and Duff (2018) did acknowledge that the onus placed on non-offending partners 

could represent a form of blaming via shifting responsibility onto them to protect against 

future abuse.  However, in the context of the strength of distress experienced by non-

offending family members, the present study contributes towards criticisms of such 

interventions and highlights a need for services to start to recognise and provide support to 

family members due to their experiences of crises and stigmatisation following discovery, 

including a need for specialist supports for minor children impacted by their father’s 

offending behaviour (“There really needs to be something for children” Ciara).   

5.1.2 Power of Peer Support 

While it is recognised that family members of those convicted of other criminal 

offences may experience repercussions depending on the nature and severity of the offence 

(Kirk & Wakefield, 2018), when the offence is of a sexual nature, the negative backlash 

appears to be even greater (Evans et al., 2021).  Reducing the impact of shame and stigma, 

whether through increasing resilience or through activities, such as moving to alternative 

geographical areas, might reduce stigma experiences, thus improving mental health outcomes 

and improve overall quality of life (Jones et al., 2022; Sample et al., 2018).  The present 

study highlights how peer support, which provided participants with opportunities to share 

experiences of shame and trauma, alleviated their secondary stigma experiences (Jones et al., 

2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Sample et al., 2018).  The extant literature highlights the 

need for trauma-informed approaches when dealing with this cohort (Evans et al., 2021; 

Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Jones et al., 2022; Sample et al., 2018) and the present study 

located further evidence about the efficacy of peer-to-peer support.  While participants did 

not explicitly mention psychoeducational programmes, they were effusive in their praise for 
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the support they derived from similarly situated others.  In line with available research (Jones 

et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Sample et al., 2018), participants’ narratives 

indicated that sharing experiences with peers enabled them to better manage the emotional 

and psychological impacts of a family member’s engagement in a sexual crime.   

The policy implications of such a finding are clear, there is a need for an informal, 

open social support system for non-offending family members.  Peer support services need to 

be more widely available to assist family members cope with an unprecedented crisis, one 

worsened by a reality that non-offending family members lose vital support from family and 

close relationships due to the actions of another.  Participants in this study described a 

decrease in their sense of isolation and a greater capacity for emotional and practical coping 

as a result of participating in a peer-support group.  However, while most participants 

enjoyed the important benefits of peer support, including feeling understood and supported 

by similarly situated others, their experience of secondary stigma remained a central feature 

with many expressing an intention to continue to conceal their stigma into the future, a 

finding consistent with the broader literature on family members of sex offenders (Condry, 

2007; Evans et al., 2021; Jones et al., 2022).  Importantly, it remains unclear whether the 

availability of peer-support might have fostered the tentative and surprising findings of post-

traumatic growth located in the present study.  While factors of kin relationship, age group or 

conviction stage (that is pre- or post-conviction) were not identified as contributing to this 

finding, it would be beneficial for future research to identify the specific factors that may 

have contributed to it, which could then be targeted more explicitly by intervening agencies 

and support agencies.   

5.1.3 Differences due to Relationship with Offender 

Moreover, the relationship with the offending loved one resulted in varied experiences 

and potentially different support needs.  While the available literature, in main, has explored 



135 

 

the experiences of supportive non-offending partners (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; 

Winder et al., 2020), the present study represented a more heterogenous group comprised of 

supportive partners, ex-partners and parents of offenders, whose experiences, to some degree, 

depended on their relationship with the offender.  While the analysis undertaken in the 

present study may have included a risk of underplaying individual variation through the 

interpretation of patterns across the dataset, it is important to acknowledge that real people 

have different reactions to events and data analysis remained sufficiently broad to allow for 

individual variation while simultaneously mapping the lived experiences recounted by 

participants following discovery of a family member’s engagement in a CSAM offence.  

Nonetheless, their specific experiences, cognitive adjustments and support needs may differ 

depending on their relationship with the offender.   

For example, in this research, ex-partners and parents of offenders were more likely to 

consider the impact of the crime on victims, but supportive partners made no reference to 

child victims, an aspect this present study suggests was indicative of cognitive dissonance 

(Iffland et al., 2016) and not necessarily a rejection of harm caused to the primary victims of 

sexual abuse. In this context, future research could focus on exploring the lived experiences 

of different categories of family members, which would further elucidate strategies different 

family members use when adapting to a new, post discovery life.  In addition, research should 

consider whether those partners that remain supportive exhibit more cognitive distortions 

than those that sever relations with the offender.  More information in this area would be 

important as psychoeducational interventions, while controversial in their use of partners as 

protective tools, are designed to address cognitive distortions (Cahalane & Duff, 2018).  

Importantly, however, the use of such distortions may serve a protection function, a normal 

response to the trauma of discovery, and not evidence of a lack of protective capabilities 

(Duncan et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2022).  In this context, dismantling protective distortions 
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might not best serve the needs of such family members, but rather increase their experiences 

of distress.   

Additionally, while concurrent research (Duncan et al., 2022) found that an ex-partner 

did not minimise the offence, the present study found that ex-partners did engage in cognitive 

modifications about the offence, and also made significant efforts to conceal there was a past 

relationship with a CSAM offender, suggesting that their secondary stigma experience was 

internalised and persisted despite a lack of proximity to the offending label.  The narratives of 

ex-partners evidenced considerable distress at the time of discovery and in its aftermath, 

however, little is known about their specific support needs following their experience of 

trauma, arguably due to a research focus, albeit limited, on supportive family members that 

might assist in desistance processes or child protection.  Nonetheless, future research might 

consider their experiences to better ascertain their specific support needs.   

Moreover, parents of offenders in the present study experienced a greater sense of 

self-blame, which arguably arose from their role as parents.  Given that positive family ties 

play a pivotal role in the desistance process, further research in relation to this particular 

cohorts experiences would be beneficial to enhance targeting of their specific needs which in 

turn, would positively impact the desistance process and therefore, community safety. 

5.1.4 View of CSAM Offences 

The initial aim of the present research was to explore the lived experiences of family 

members of those that had committed a sexual crime, with no specific type of sexual crime 

stipulated in the participant information sheet.  Past research (Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et 

al., 2021; Farkas & Miller, 2007; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009; Winder et al., 2020) had 

explored the experiences of a mix of family members associated with intrafamilial, 

extrafamilial and CSAM offences.  In this context, it was expected that this research might 
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explore a similar mix of experiences across a range of sex offences.  It remains interesting 

that family members of CSAM offenders specifically responded to a request to participate, 

which may be due to emerging evidence that downloading child sexual abuse material has 

been increasing in recent years resulting in a corresponding growth in numbers of non-

offending family members becoming impacted (Jones et al, 2022).  Importantly, the sample, 

albeit unanticipated, provided a valuable opportunity to explore the experiences of non-

offending family members of CSAM offenders specifically, through rich and nuanced data.  

This research provides a greater knowledge base about the experiences of family members of 

CSAM offenders which will enhance the development of more focused responses based on a 

specific type of sexual crime.  Notable however, is the current dearth of empirical research 

about experiences arising from different types of sexual crime.  Future research about non-

offending family members’ experiences stemming from different types of sexual crimes 

would be beneficial to target specific needs which might remedy some of the harms 

experienced due to an association with different types of sexual crime.   

Specific to the family members of CSAM offenders, the present findings about 

participants’ use of cognitive modifications which accommodated non-contact offences, but 

not other types of sexual offences might suggest their decision to participate arose due to a 

perception that CSAM offences were less serious when compared to other sexual crimes.  

Indeed, Liddell and Taylor (2015) noted a concern about reports of individuals minimising 

CSAM offences specifically which prompted them to recommend a campaign to increase 

public awareness about what constitutes child sexual abuse material (Liddell & Taylor, 

2015).  In saying this, the findings of the present study would suggest it unlikely that 

participants considered CSAM offending less serious for a number of reasons.  First, the 

strength of participants’ distress at discovery points to an immediate understanding about the 

seriousness of the crime.  Second, while cognitive modifications were made by participants 
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which allowed them to accommodate CSAM offences but not others, the findings of this 

research suggest this was a strategy used by participants as a way to cope and to diminish 

distress.  Third, primarily supportive partners cognitively accommodated their offending 

relatives’ CSAM offences, not ex-partners, or parents of offenders, suggesting such cognitive 

adjustments were not a factor in all participants’ choice to engage in this research.  Finally, 

and importantly, findings about the ‘birth of advocacy’ might suggest that participants may 

have been driven by a desire to highlight their plight through engagement in this research as 

another path toward advocacy.  The present research findings did not locate explicit evidence 

that participants minimised the seriousness of CSAM offending, in fact the analyses of the 

data suggests that cognitive adjustments made by participants to accept CSAM offending, but 

not other types of sexual crime, served an adaptive function to alleviate their distress.  

Nonetheless, it might be worthwhile for future research to consider attitudes toward CSAM 

offences with potential implications about the extent to which there is a need for education 

about what CSAM offences entail.   

5.2 Recommendations 

While this study considered the lived experiences of family members of CSAM 

offenders, including their interpretations and understanding about their experiences, it did not 

necessarily seek to address questions around policy and practice applications.  Nonetheless, 

these findings do raise particular policy and practice implications and questions to consider.  

The findings in this study point to a need for sensitive and trauma-informed investigations of 

CSAM cases which recognise the serious impact discovery has on the family members (Jones 

et al., 2022).  Participants’ narratives pointed to a high level of confusion and disruption 

during and following discovery of the offence, an experience which contributed to their 

secondary stigmatisation experience.  As the first agency to encounter the offender’s family, 

the police made no provisions to assist relatives at this initial, and devastating, moment of 
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discovery.  While clearly the first priority of the police is to investigate a crime, with all those 

residing in the home as potential suspects, this reality would not preclude criminal justice 

agencies from issuing guidelines for dealing with offenders’ family members.  Participants in 

this study outlined how their treatment at the hands of criminal investigators was somewhat 

haphazard, but most spoke about how the investigative process left them ‘living in limbo’.  

While police agencies appoint family liaison officers to family members of primary victims, 

this service is not offered to family members of offenders, with deleterious consequences for 

participants’ emotional well-being.  This research has highlighted questions about whether 

there is any scope for broadening the role of police officers to include non-offending relatives 

at the distressing time of discovery, through provisions already in existence, such as the 

appointment of a family liaison officer as a source of support and information throughout the 

investigative process.   

 Similarly, participants’ descriptions of feeling blamed and controlled by the inflexible 

stance of social services underscored their sense of powerlessness and of being judged, 

suggesting that professionals might inadvertently contribute to participants’ distress.  This 

research highlights a need for a more systemic approach where all child protection 

professionals involved in child sexual abuse risk assessments, receive adequate training in 

this area, including an enhanced awareness of the needs and supports required by non-

offending family members.  The need for such training has been highlighted in past research 

(Kwhali, Brady & Brown, 2016) and its need evidenced again in this study, for example, 

‘mother-blaming’ notions emanating from professional agencies were located in the data 

despite research highlighting efforts to eradicate same over the years (Azzopardi et al., 2018; 

Corcoran, 1998).  While participants in this research accepted the role social services were 

required to play and adhered to their requirements for supervised access with the offending 

father, an increased awareness about the experiences of non-offending relatives in cases of 
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sexual crime is crucial to facilitate their ability to protect at a time when they are ‘falling 

apart’ (Laura).   

 Moreover, the lack of acknowledgement about the impact that sexual crime has on 

non-offending family members, including their minor children, leaves them open to a myriad 

of discriminatory experiences on foot of policies which further their social inequality.  

Policies are needed to insulate family members from the consequences of an association with 

what is arguably the most stigmatised crime (Jahnke et al., 2009; Tovey et al., 2022).  The 

issue of privacy is one with real consequences for non-offending relatives.  Privacy laws 

ensure that patient’s medical records must remain confidential, or data collected from 

research participants remain confidential and private, yet the media remains unlimited in its 

power to stigmatise through providing identifying information about those arrested or 

convicted of CSAM offences, across Ireland and the United Kingdom, with deleterious 

consequences for family members, and the minor children of such offenders.   

The media needs to be restricted in its provision of identifying information to the 

general public because while ‘naming and shaming’ of offenders might hold commercial 

importance to a fascinated public (Fitzgerald O’Reilly, 2018), sensational headlines generated 

by the media with business interests in mind, place relatives in precarious positions.  It would 

be important that in circumstances where the media identifies accused or convicted 

perpetrators, that facts only be presented, with the potential efficacy of more responsible 

reporting a subject of future research, with particular emphasis on whether factual 

information served to diminish public interest, and societal panic about sexual crime.  There 

is evidence that other fact-based educational and social media-based movements have been 

successful, such as the #MeToo movement, which drew widespread attention by encouraging 

victims of sexual harassment and assault to use the hashtag to add visibility to the prevalence 

of sexual victimisation (Evans et al., 2021).  However, the stigma associated with ‘sex 
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offender’ is powerful, and efforts to diminish family stigma might be more difficult to 

generate.   

5.3  Strengths and Limitations 

 Although the findings of the present study have clear policy and clinical implications, 

there are a number of potential limitations.  The study is limited by its reliance on a relatively 

small sample of exclusively women, specifically, mothers, supportive partners and ex-

partners of men that had been accused and/or convicted of CSAM offences.  The group may 

have articulated their experiences in ways that are specific to their positions as partners, 

mothers and remaining safeguarding parents to young children.  Other groups, for example, 

non-offending male family members such as adult sons, brothers, fathers of offenders, or 

other non-offending family members including siblings, adult children and grandparents of 

the offender might have expressed differing experiences, concerns, and pressures in 

negotiating their secondary stigma experiences in life after discovery.  As such, while the 

sample explores a particular group experience, it has not captured the experiences of a wider 

group of family members, which potentially misses ways in which other non-offending 

family members might experience and indeed, resist, secondary stigma encounters at 

relational, community, institutional and macrosocial levels.   

 In addition, caution should be exercised in considering the present study as a 

generalised account about the experiences of families of CSAM offenders.  The way in which 

participants were recruited, from four gatekeeper agencies across Ireland and the UK, meant 

that those who chose to participate in the study were generally individuals who were willing 

to talk about their situation.  Thus, there is a possibility of selection bias as participants were 

a group that had sought support from professional agencies and took opportunities to discuss 

their experiences.  While the present study located the beginnings of an advocacy movement, 

it is possible that participants took an opportunity to engage in this research to highlight their 
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situation, thus potentially skewing the data toward a group that had already become active 

activists.  However, it was not possible to reach those that may have chosen to remain away 

from these gatekeeper agencies.  Should it become possible to include participants from 

outside supportive agencies would offer insights into the experiences of those that may not 

have wanted or needed to engage with support agencies, whose voices would have made a 

valuable contribution in terms of adjusting to life after discovery.   

Moreover, while participants were sourced via a number of gateway agencies which 

aided in the recruitment of a more diverse pool of participants, the onset of Covid-19 

negatively impacted recruitment, resulting in a relatively small sample.  In saying this, as 

mentioned earlier, participants represented a relatively diverse group, comprising ex-partners, 

supportive partners, and parents of offenders, with research data capturing a number of 

different perspectives, age groups, and backgrounds, which potentially provided a more 

diverse sample of experiences.  Future research should consider the experiences and 

perceptions of relatives at different race, class, and gender intersections because it remains 

possible that people at different demographic intersections might experience stigma 

differently.   

5.4 Summary 

 Available literature has focused on the utility of non-offending relatives as a resource 

to both protect minor children from sexual abuse and in relation to their importance in the 

desistance process thus enhancing community safety.  In the main, the needs and experiences 

of relatives have been overlooked with research focusing on how best to enhance their 

protective functions (Galloway & Hogg, 2008; Cahalane et al., 2013; Shannon et al., 2013; 

Wager et al., 2015).  More recently, the literature has started to acknowledge relatives’ 

experiences of stigma, shame, and distress, with burgeoning research exploring the efficacy 

of trauma informed support specifically for this group (Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & 
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Levenson, 2021; Sample et al., 2018).  The present study represents an important contribution 

to the literature about relatives of CSAM offenders, which to date, remain a group that is both 

under-researched and growing in numbers (Jones et al., 2022).  While recent literature has 

advanced calls for non-offending relatives to be awarded the status ‘secondary victims’ due 

to the substantive impact that a family member’s engagement in a sexual crime has on their 

lives (Duncan et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2022), to date, such calls have remained unsuccessful 

with non-offending relatives remaining an unacknowledged, invisible cohort.   
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

On foot of research evidencing the extent of family members’ experiences of 

secondary stigma, there have been calls for this specific cohort to be awarded the status of 

‘secondary victims’ (e.g., see Condry, 2010; Duncan et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2021; Farkas 

& Miller, 2007; Jones et al., 2022; Kavanagh & Levenson, 2021; Winder et al., 2020).  The 

findings of the present study would support such calls due to the strength of participants’ 

distress and the very broad reach of their secondary stigma experiences at the point of 

discovery and thereafter.  However, to date, any claim this group might make to a status of 

victimhood remains controversial and not necessarily successful (Condry, 2010).  While 

suggestions that family members of sex offenders be awarded ‘secondary victim’ status are 

fairly recent (Duncan et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2021; Winder et al., 2020), propositions that 

family members of offenders be granted this position is not new and has its roots in research 

spanning forty years about the families of prisoners who have been referred to as “hidden 

victims of crime” (Bakker, Morris & Janus, 1978) or the “forgotten victims” (Dyches, 2009).  

It comes as a result of the notion that the punishment imposed on the offender is experienced 

vicariously by their families and a considerable body of research has provided evidence for 

the veracity of this claim (e.g., see Arditti, 2012; Besemer & Dennison, 2018; Bradshaw & 

Muldoon, 2020; Codd, 2008; Comfort, 2008; Condry, 2007; Fuller, 2016; Murray & 

Farrington, 2008; Wakefield & Wildeman, 2011).   

Family members of prisoners, as with family members of sex offenders, experience 

numerous difficulties including, but not limited to, exclusionary and stigmatizing practices, 

lost friendships, financial problems, the burden of childcare and, not least, an array of 

problems faced by children suddenly separated from an imprisoned parent, all of which 

collectively have been referred to as ‘collateral consequences’ in the literature (Condry et al., 

2016; Kirk & Wakefield, 2018; Kury, 2021; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009).  However, the 
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term ‘collateral consequence’ could inadvertently diminish the negative experiences of such 

families in the eyes of society (Condry & Minson, 2021).  The idea of collateral 

consequences comes from the military euphemism of ‘collateral damage’ when referring to 

the unintended consequences of warfare, such as unintended civilian deaths.  Problematically, 

in this context, the experiences of relatives of prisoners could be seen as nothing more than 

an accepted consequence of necessary actions to battle crime, that is, the imprisonment of 

criminals (Condry & Minson, 2021).  Thus, the use of the phrase ‘collateral consequences’ 

might imply, however unintentionally, that the harms caused to a family via the 

imprisonment of one of its members are nothing more than a superfluous issue, that such 

family members are worth less than other families that have not strayed from societal norms 

and ideals (Condry & Minson, 2021).   

Thus, the label ‘victim’ holds immense importance (Condry, 2010) because it bestows 

upon the person an acceptance that they have been harmed in some way by forces outside 

their control, that responsibility lies outside the one considered a victim and so preserves 

personal integrity (Holstein & Miller, 1990).  Claims to the status of ‘victim’ can be made by 

a plethora of groups or individuals experiencing a wide range of predicaments, including 

victims of illness, addictions, or mental health issues (Condry, 2010).  Each condition can 

generate claims of ‘secondary victimization’ for those connected to the primary victim and 

some of those claims have given rise to various support groups such as Al-Anon for family 

members of alcoholics or Nar-Anon for family members of those engaged in problem drug 

misuse (Condry, 2010).  Through an acceptance on the part of the public, these groups can 

lay claim to the status of ‘secondary victims’ due to the vicarious trauma experienced as a 

result of, for example, alcoholism or heroin addiction.   

However, for those attempting to lay claim to a ‘secondary victim’ status due to a 

relatives crime, there are challenges.  For relatives of serious offenders, the notion that 
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criminals are ‘family made’ (Condry, 2007), places responsibility for the commission of the 

crime on family members, thus rendering it less acceptable to try and lay claim to a 

‘secondary victim’ status.  Essentially, family members have an uncertain status with regard 

to the offence and are caught on the fence between victim and offender status with many 

attempting to claim a secondary victim status (e.g., see Cahalane et al., 2013), but at the same 

time attracting blame due to notions about familial blame and contamination (Condry, 2010), 

as evidenced, for example, by the literature on the continued blaming of non-offending 

mothers and partners of sex offenders (e.g., see Azzopardi et al., 2018; Corcoran, 1998; 

Galloway & Hogg, 2008; Hooper, 1992; Reimer, 1940). 

While the findings of this research would support calls for the non-offending family 

of CSAM offenders to be considered ‘secondary victims’, problematically, the term 

‘secondary’ would also seem to consign their traumatic lived experiences to the realm of 

‘acceptable collateral’, with the use of such language inadvertently contributing to their 

ongoing neglect.  The notion that relatives are ‘incidental’ implies that they can remain 

marginalised, and society can therefore focus on the real business of punishing criminals 

(Condry & Minson, 2020).   

 A shift in both language and societal views in relation to this cohort is needed.  

Circling back to the term ‘collateral damage’, war should not harm innocents and if it does, 

compensation is necessary (Manning, 2011).  Sexual crimes warrant punishment, but this 

reality does not negate the need to recognise the rights of innocent people.  Burgeoning 

research about the experiences and needs of partners of sex offenders in recent years while 

encouraging, has yet to translate to the availability of widespread, easily accessible supports 

and the realities faced by family members of sex offenders have yet to enter everyday public 

discourse.  Advocacy groups, such as agencies from which participants were recruited, have 

sought to diminish their experiences of secondary stigma through access to support groups, in 
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an effort to alleviate their isolation, shame and self-blame.  However, lasting change will 

require a multi-faceted approach at all levels, that is, relational, community, institutional and 

macrosocial levels.   

Due to the emotive nature of this offence typology, it remains unclear whether society 

will change its approach toward such family members in the absence of education and 

advocacy at all levels.  Encouragingly, the present study identified the birth of the family 

member as advocate which may, over time, effect change that will afford family members 

more openness about their situation.  However, in the present time, the data has evidenced the 

vast reach of harms experienced as a result of a family member’s engagement in a CSAM 

crime.  The harms threatened family members emotional, mental, and physical health, limited 

their access to social equality and basic right to privacy, the ramifications of which, 

collectively, need to be central considerations of both policy and practice.   
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Appendix 1 – Participant Information Sheet 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Title of Research:  

A qualitative investigation of the lived experience of non-offending family of sex offenders 

Why have I been approached? 

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether to do so, it 

is important that you understand what your involvement will include. Please take some time 

to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  

Do not hesitate to ask or email members of the research team (contact details are at the end of 

this information sheet) to clarify if anything is unclear or if you would like us to provide you 

with any further information to help you to decide whether to take part.  

Please do take your time to decide whether or not you wish to proceed. 

What is this study about?  

The purpose of this study is to learn more about how you coped after finding out that a family 

member or friend was associated with a sexual crime.  The aim is to gather more information 

about how finding out impacted social relationships and supports.  Essentially this is about 

what your views are about what happened and what you think helped, or didn’t help, after 

you found out. 

Do I have to take part? 

It is entirely your decision whether you would like to take part or not.  

 

If you decide to take part you will be asked to read and sign (or initial, as your name will not 

be recorded as any part of this research) the consent form attached to this information sheet.  

 

It’s important to know that if you agree to join the study this does not mean that you have to 

complete it. You are free to withdraw at any stage without giving a reason. If you decide to 

withdraw, just get in touch with the researchers. 

 

 

 

 

Education and Health Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee 

University of Limerick 

EHREC No. 2019_05_09_EHS 
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What are the benefits? 

Very little is known about how you coped after finding out about a family member or friends 

association with a crime and as a result, not much is known about the support you found 

helpful or support that was not helpful in the aftermath of finding out.  With your assistance, 

this research aims to fill this gap.  

What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to speak with a researcher, either in 

person or if you prefer by phone, for an interview that will not take longer than an hour.   

The interview will start by asking you about your experiences on finding out about a family 

member or friends’ crime.  You will then be asked a series of questions about various groups 

which you may or may not have belonged to before and after disclosure and how you felt about 

those groups.   

Finally, at no time will you be asked for your name or any other identifying information.   

What if I do not want to take part? 

You can stop taking part in the research study at any time. Should you feel at any stage that 

you want to stop taking part in the study, even after speaking with a researcher, then this will 

be dealt with in a sensitive and confidential manner and will not compromise your 

anonymity. 

What happens to my information? 

The information gathered from you will be handled in complete confidence and your 

information will be completely anonymised - no one will ever know you chose to participate 

in this research.   

Your confidentiality is a first priority of the research team.   

Any original recordings of the interview will be destroyed when the conversation is 

transcribed (and what is said will be anonymised) onto a computer.  Only researchers 

associated with this study will have access to anonymised transcripts of anything you said. 

When the study is finished, anonymised information will be kept on a computer for 7 years.  

The computer will be password-protected and encrypted.   

Who else is taking part? 

Anyone that has a family member or friend that has been associated with a sexual crime has 

been approached with a request to consider taking part in this study. 

 

What if something goes wrong? 

In the unlikely event that something goes wrong during the interview session, it will 

immediately stop until both you and the researcher are ready to restart the discussion, or the 

interview would be stopped completely.  
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What happens at the end of the study? 

At the end of the study the information will be used to present results in academic journals. 

The information will be completely anonymous.  Your name will not appear in any of the 

results.  All data gathered from the research will be stored securely and safely by the 

researcher for 7 years.  Information that is stored on computer will be stored on a computer 

that is password-protected and the file containing anonymised transcripts of conversations 

will be encrypted with a strong encryption key.   

What are the possible disadvantages, risks or side effects of taking part? 

If, after speaking with the researcher, you experience any distress or anxiety as a result of a 

conversation and you wish to talk to someone about it, the contact details for support services 

are just below: 

Samaritans  
Call on: 116 123 (UK and Republic of Ireland) 

Email: jo@samaritans.org 

Available 24hrs a day, 365 days a year. Free to call. 

Lucy Faithfull Foundation 

Stop it Now Helpline – 0808 1000 900 

Available Mon – Thursday from 9am – 9pm and Fridays from 9am – 5pm. 

Website with messaging service - https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm 

 

Contact details for project researchers. 

Principal Investigator 

Patrick Ryan, Psychology Dept. University of Limerick 

Contact number:  +353 61 202539  Email: Patrick.ryan@ul.ie 

Other Investigator 

Elaine Kavanagh, Postgraduate Student, Psychology Department, University of Limerick 

Contact Number: +353 83 4655051   Email: Elaine.Kavanagh@ul.ie  

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this. I would be grateful if you would 

consider participating in this study. 

  

mailto:jo@samaritans.org
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
mailto:Elaine.Kavanagh@ul.ie
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Appendix 2 – Consent Form 

 
 

Participant Consent Form 

 

A qualitative investigation of the lived experience of non-offending family of sex offenders 

 

 

Should you agree to participate in this study please read the statements below and if you 

agree to them, please sign the consent form. 

 

• I have read and understood the participant information sheet.  

• I understand what the project is about, and what the results will be used for.  

• I understand that what the researchers find out in this study may be shared 

with others but that my name will not be given to anyone in any written 

material developed. 

• I am fully aware of what I will have to do, and of any risks and benefits of 

the study.  

• I know that I am choosing to take part in the study and that I can stop taking 

part in the study at any stage without giving any reason to the researchers. 

 

After considering the above statements, I consent to my involvement in this research project.  

Please indicate with an ‘X’ if you consent to this research:   

 

 

Signature/Initials: ___________________________________ Date: ______________ 
 

Investigator’s Signature ________________________  Date: ______________ 
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Appendix 3 – Semi-Structured Interview Schedule 

The interview schedule is based on relevant issues from research literature.  Prior to 

interview, while every participant will have indicated consent in writing, every interviewee 

will be asked for additional verbal consent before the interview begins.   

 

Pre-interview questions: general demographic information such as general age category, 

living/accommodation circumstances, education.  At no time will participants be asked for 

their name or any type of identifying information.  An additional detail sought is about 

whether the relative has been accused of a sexual crime or convicted of such a crime.   

Perceptions of social self before finding out that a relative was associated with a sexual 

crime 

1. Tell me a little about yourself and your life before finding out. 

2. If you think back to life before finding out, how would you describe yourself? 

3. Can you tell me about the groups you belonged to before finding out?  (These can 

take any form, for example, family groups, professional groups, social groups or 

sporting groups). 

4. How did people treat you before finding out? Did the knowledge affect how you saw 

yourself?  If so – how? 

Perceptions of social self at present 

5. How would you describe yourself now? 

6. How did finding out affect you? 

7. What new groups have you joined, if any? 

8. What factors have helped/hindered you since finding out?  

9. What groups have you maintained links with (if any) that you were part of before? Is 

it important for you to maintain or regain these links? Id so – why? If not, why?  

10. How do others around you in everyday life treat you now?  Does that affect how you 

see yourself? If so – how? 

Perceptions of social self in the future 

11. How do you see yourself in the future? 

12. What factors do you think will help/hinder you in the future? 

13. How would you like yourself to be in the future? 

14. How could others support you to be the person you want to be in the future? 

15. Before we finish up, is there anything we have not covered that you would like to 

share?  
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Appendix 4 – Ethical Approval UL 

 

From: Anne.OBrien <Anne.OBrien@ul.ie> 

Date: 22 May 2019 at 16:34:09 GMT+3 

To: Patrick.Ryan <Patrick.Ryan@ul.ie> 

Subject: 2019_05_09_EHS 

 

  
  
Dear Patrick 

  

Thank you for your amended Research Ethics application which was recently reviewed by 

the Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee.   

The recommendation of the Committee is outlined below: 

  

Project Title:  2019_05_09_EHS   A qualitative investigation of the lived experience of 

non-offending family of sex offenders. 

Principal Investigator:    Patrick Ryan 

Other Investigators:   Elaine Kavanagh, Elaine Kinsella. 

Recommendation:  Approved until June 2023. 

  

  

Please note that as Principal Investigator of this project you are required to submit a Research 

Completion Report Form (attached) on completion of this research study. 

  

  

Yours Sincerely 

  

  
Anne O’Brien 

  

Anne O’Brien 

Senior Administrator, Education & Health Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee 

Ollscoil Luimnigh / University of Limerick 

 

 

  

mailto:Anne.OBrien@ul.ie
mailto:Patrick.Ryan@ul.ie
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Appendix 5 – Participant Information Sheet (Statutory Agency 1) 

Education and Health Sciences  

Research Ethics Committee  

University of Limerick  

EHREC No.: 

2019_05_09_EHS  

   

Participant Information Sheet 

IMPORTANT: This research is in no way linked to Licence or 

Court Orders 

Title of Research:   

A qualitative investigation of the lived experience of non-offending family of sex 

offenders 

Why have I been approached?  

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether to do 

so, it is important that you understand what your involvement will include. Please take 

some time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you 

wish. Do not hesitate to ask us to clarify if anything is unclear or to provide any further 

information that you might require to help you to decide whether to take part. Please do 

take your time to decide whether or not you wish to proceed.  

What is this study about?   

The purpose of this study is to learn more about how you coped after finding out that a 

family member was associated with a sexual crime.  The aim is to gather more information 

about how finding out impacted social relationships and supports.  Essentially this is about 

what your views are about what happened and what you think helped, or didn’t help, after 

you found out.  

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely your decision whether you would like to take part or not. If you decide to 

take part, you will be asked to read and sign the consent form attached to this 

information sheet and send a picture of it to the email address at the end of this 

information sheet.  

 



172 

 

While this request may have been distributed by staff in the PBNI, only research 

staff will know whether or not anyone made contact to participate in this research – 

no one else.  It is very important to understand that participation is completely 

voluntary, anonymous and in no way associated with a family members Court 

Order or Licence.   

 

It’s important to know that if you agree to join the study this does not mean that you have 

to complete it. You are free to withdraw at any stage without giving a reason.   
 

What are the benefits?  

Very little is known about how you coped after finding out about a family members 

association with a crime and as a result, not much is known about the support you found 

helpful or support that was not helpful in the aftermath of finding out.  With your 

assistance, this research aims to fill this gap.   

What will happen to me if I take part?  

If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to speak with a researcher, either 

in person, or if you prefer by phone, for an interview that will not take longer than an hour.  

The interview will start by asking you about your experience on finding out about a family 

member’s crime.  You will then be asked a series of questions about various groups which 

you may or may not have belonged to before and after disclosure and how you felt about 

those groups.  Finally, at no time will you be asked for your name or any other identifying 

information.    

What if I do not want to take part?  

You can stop taking part in the research study at any time. Should you feel at any stage 

that you want to stop taking part in the study, even after speaking with a researcher, then 

this will be dealt with in a sensitive and confidential manner and will not compromise 

your anonymity.    

What happens to my information?  

The information gathered from you will be handled in complete confidence and your 

information will be completely anonymised - no one will ever know you chose to 

participate in this research.   

Your confidentiality is a first priority of the research team.  Any original recordings of 

the interview will be destroyed when the conversation is transcribed (and what is said 

will be anonymised) onto a computer.  Only researchers associated with this study will 

have access to anonymised transcripts of anything you said. When the study is finished, 

anonymised information will be kept on a computer (c/o University of Limerick) for 7 

years.  The computer will be password-protected and encrypted.    

Who else is taking part?  

Anyone that has a family member that has been associated with a sexual crime has been 

approached with a request to consider taking part in this study.  
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What if something goes wrong?  

In the unlikely event that something goes wrong during the interview session, it will 

immediately stop until both you and the researcher are ready to restart the discussion, or 

the interview would be stopped completely.   

What happens at the end of the study?  

At the end of the study the information will be used to present results. The information 

will be completely anonymous.  Your name will not appear in any of the results.  All 

data gathered from the research will be stored securely and safely by the researcher for 7 

years.  Information that is stored on computer will be stored on a computer that is 

password protected and the file containing anonymised transcripts of conversations will 

be encrypted with a strong encryption key.    

 

What are the possible disadvantages, risks or side effects of taking part?  

There are no disadvantages for you should you choose to speak with a researcher.  

However, if you experience any distress or anxiety as a result of a conversation and you 

wish to talk to someone about it, the contact details for support services are just below:  

Samaritans   

Call on: 116 123 (UK and Republic of Ireland)  

Email: jo@samaritans.org  

Available 24hrs a day, 365 days a year. Free to call.  

Lucy Faithfull Foundation  

Stop it Now Helpline – 0808 1000 900  

Available Mon – Thursday from 9am – 9pm and Fridays from 9am – 5pm.  

Website with messaging service - https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm  

 

Contact details for project researchers.  

Principal Investigator  

Patrick Ryan, Psychology Dept. University of Limerick. 

Contact number:  +353 61 202539  Email: Patrick.ryan@ul.ie  

Other Investigator  

Elaine Kavanagh, Postgraduate Student, Psychology Department, University of Limerick  

Contact Number: +353 83 4655051    Email: Elaine.Kavanagh@ul.ie   

Thank you for taking the time to read this. I would be grateful if you would consider 

participating in this study 

  

https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
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Appendix 6 – Participant Information Sheet – (Statutory Agency 2) 

Research Ethics Committee  

University of Limerick  

EHREC No.: 

2019_05_09_EHS  

Participant Information Sheet 

IMPORTANT: This research is in no way linked to Court Orders 

Title of Research:   

A qualitative investigation of the lived experience of non-offending family of sex 

offenders 

Why have I been approached?  

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether to do 

so, it is important that you understand what your involvement will include. Please take 

some time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you 

wish. Do not hesitate to ask us to clarify if anything is unclear or to provide any further 

information that you might require to help you to decide whether to take part. Please do 

take your time to decide whether or not you wish to proceed.  

What is this study about?   

The purpose of this study is to learn more about how you coped after finding out that a 

family member was associated with a sexual crime.  The aim is to gather more information 

about how finding out impacted social relationships and supports.  Essentially this is about 

what your views are about what happened and what you think helped, or didn’t help, after 

you found out.  

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely your decision whether you would like to take part or not. If you decide to 

take part, you will be asked to read and sign the consent form attached to this 

information sheet and send a picture of it to the email address at the end of this 

information sheet.  

 

While this request may have been distributed by staff in the Irish Probation 

Service, only research staff will know whether or not anyone made contact to 

participate in this research – no one else.   

 

It is very important to understand that participation is completely voluntary, 

anonymous and in no way associated with a family members Court Order.   
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It’s important to know that if you agree to join the study this does not mean that you have 

to complete it. You are free to withdraw at any stage without giving a reason.   

 

What are the benefits?  

Very little is known about how you coped after finding out about a family members 

association with a crime and as a result, not much is known about the support you found 

helpful or support that was not helpful in the aftermath of finding out.  With your 

assistance, this research aims to fill this gap.   

What will happen to me if I take part?  

If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to speak with a researcher, either 

in person, or if you prefer by phone, for an interview that will not take longer than an hour.   

The interview will start by asking you about your experience on finding out about a family 

member’s crime.  You will then be asked a series of questions about various groups which 

you may or may not have belonged to before and after disclosure and how you felt about 

those groups.  Finally, at no time will you be asked for your name or any other identifying 

information.    

What if I do not want to take part?  

You can stop taking part in the research study at any time. Should you feel at any stage 

that you want to stop taking part in the study, even after speaking with a researcher, then 

this will be dealt with in a sensitive and confidential manner and will not compromise 

your anonymity.    

What happens to my information?  

The information gathered from you will be handled in complete confidence and your 

information will be completely anonymised - no one will ever know you chose to 

participate in this research.   

Your confidentiality is a first priority of the research team.  Any original recordings of 

the interview will be destroyed when the conversation is transcribed (and what is said 

will be anonymised) onto a computer.  Only researchers associated with this study will 

have access to anonymised transcripts of anything you said. When the study is finished, 

anonymised information will be kept on a computer (c/o University of Limerick) for 7 

years.  The computer will be password-protected and encrypted.    

Who else is taking part?  

Anyone that has a family member that has been associated with a sexual crime has been 

approached with a request to consider taking part in this study.  

What if something goes wrong?  

In the unlikely event that something goes wrong during the interview session, it will 

immediately stop until both you and the researcher are ready to restart the discussion, or 

the interview would be stopped completely.   
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What happens at the end of the study?  

At the end of the study the information will be used to present results. The information 

will be completely anonymous.  Your name will not appear in any of the results.  All 

data gathered from the research will be stored securely and safely by the researcher for 7 

years.  Information that is stored on computer will be stored on a computer that is 

password protected and the file containing anonymised transcripts of conversations will 

be encrypted with a strong encryption key.    

 

What are the possible disadvantages, risks or side effects of taking part?  

There are no disadvantages for you should you choose to speak with a researcher.   

However, please understand that mandatory reporting would apply should new 

disclosures be made through research interviews.   

If you experience any distress or anxiety as a result of a conversation and you wish to 

talk to someone about it, the contact details for support services are just below:  

Samaritans   

Call on: 116 123 (UK and Republic of Ireland)  

Email: jo@samaritans.org  

Available 24hrs a day, 365 days a year. Free to call.  

Lucy Faithfull Foundation  

Stop it Now Helpline – (UK) +44 808 1000 900  

Available Mon – Thursday from 9am – 9pm and Fridays from 9am – 5pm.  

Website with messaging service - https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm  

  

Contact details for project researchers.  

Principal Investigator  

Dr Patrick Ryan, Psychology Dept. University of Limerick,  

Contact number:  +353 61 202539  Email: Patrick.ryan@ul.ie  

Other Investigator  

Elaine Kavanagh, PhD candidate, Psychology Department, University of Limerick (to 

note, I am also an employee of the Irish Probation Service, but this research is 

completely separate to my employment and your confidentiality remains a first priority in 

this research).  

Contact Number: +353 83 4655051    Email: Elaine.Kavanagh@ul.ie   

Thank you for taking the time to read this. I would be grateful if you would 

consider participating in this study. 

 

https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/helpline.htm

