“I've never had casual sex,

I've had casual partners, but not casual sex”

Insights from researching a 'stigmatised’ topic
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Introduction

Researching sensitive topics (e.g., sex) provides particular challenges to qualitative
researchers, both in terms of recruitment and within the interview context (e.q.. Boynton, 2003)
In particular, researching ‘casual sex': Taboo, sensitive and stigmatised.

Recruitment: - Limited number willing to be interviewed about ‘sex'
— Even less willing to be interviewed about ‘causal sex'
Drawing on insights from two qualitative interview projects concerned with
heterosexual casual sex, methodological issues related researching sensitive sexual
topics are highlighted.

Aims
To compare and contrast two qualitative projects concerned with heterosexual casual
sex and discuss how to best access:
— Accounts around casual sex
— Participants who embody diverse experiences
Questions considered:
— How a study is framed and who ‘volunteers’ to takes part
— Challenges of interviewing — what stories are told and not told

« Both studies interested in heterosexual ‘casual sex’ — but framed differently.
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Theory: Social Constructionism,
Feminism.

Analysis: Discourse analysis.

Interview Questions

Asked directly about ‘casual sex’, for example:
. Explain what you define/consider casual sex?

. Tell me about a salient/poignant experience of
casual sex you've had.

. How did the causal sex come about?

. Was there anything positive/negative about it?

Overall

. Study attracted participants who ‘identified’ self

as someone who engages in casual sex. However-...

. Casual sex — framed positively by most: ‘good’,
enjoyable, ‘fun’.

Is casual sex always
devoid of ALL emotion?

«  Women gave accounts of ‘desire’ for (casual) sex. | (€.9-, excitement?)

Is casual sex always just
about the ‘'sex’?

. Some gave accounts of ‘actively’ perusing it.

. Familiar stories around what casual sex is and
means:
—  Casual sex = ‘emotionless’ sex
—  Casual sex = sex for sex's sake

These questions were
considered in study 2

Conclusion

These studies demonstrate how alternative framing of projects can attract different

types of participants and yield very different accounts in inteviews.

. Explicit advertising allowed often unheard ‘positive’ accounts of women's casual
sex experiences.

BUT, such advertising can be methodologically and theoreticallylimiting:

. Allowed less space for alternative accounts/diverse experiencesto be explored.

. Limited possibilities for critical analysis of casual sex.

Generalised advertising attracted more of a variety of people (who would have been
unlikely to take part if the project was explicitly framed as a‘casual sex’ study) but
who still had much to offer in terms of their ideas/experiencesrelated to casual sex.

This highlights some ways to get beyond only culturally salientstories around
heterosexual casual sex, to access alternative/unheard accountsrelated to it.
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Analysis: Discourse analysis.

Interview Questions

Asked questions about sex in ‘different contexts’:

.
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. Sex in longer-term relationships, ‘one-off’ sexual
experiences, long-term casual sex experiences.

Asked questions about casual sex more in-directly:
. Have you ever had a one-off sexual encounter?

. Have you ever had a ‘brief' or short-lived sexual
encounter/relationship?

Probed about feelings/thoughts regarding experiences:

. Out of the whole spectrum of possible feelings,
what were some of the feelings that went along
with it?

. What was going through your mind at the time?

Overall

. Study attracted participants who tended to disclaim a
casual sex identity (but still often engaged in casual sex).

. The tendency for participants to distances of self from
causal sex highlighted its potentially (still) stigmatised
position within society.

. Casual sex — framed more ambivalently — often as:

—  Less enjoyable than ‘relationship sex
—  ‘Bad’ or ‘awkward’ sex, ‘uncomfortable’
— Risky in terms of ‘performance anxiety (men)

. Also framed as not always about the ‘sex’ — but human
contact, excitement, fun of flirtation, ‘thrill of the chase'.
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