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Background

Criminological and socio-legal research into hard-
to-reach populations

The study of illicit activities, clandestine, or deviant behav-
iors and subcultures has been a central focus of criminologi-
cal and socio-legal research. Otherwise hidden from view or 
misunderstood, this body of research has sought to “make 
sense” of those experiences and meanings, often from the 
perspective of the researched populations (Adler, 1990; 
Carlson et al., 2009). In this tradition, there have been a num-
ber of noteworthy ethnographic studies among illicit drug 
users, producers, and dealers (Adler, 1985; Becker, 1963; 
Bourgois, 1995; Potter, 2010; Zaitch, 2002). But other, more 
quantitative, research approaches have also been employed 
to the study of these phenomena (Barratt et al., 2015; 
Bouchard, 2007; Bouchard and Tremblay, 2005; for a review 
of primarily survey-based drug research, please see Miller 

and Sønderlund, 2010; Potter et al., 2015). An initial chal-
lenge, both practical and methodological, common to this 
research, relates to the hidden nature of the populations being 
studied (Rhodes, 2000). These are, for a variety of reasons, 
hard-to-reach groups.

A population may be considered hard-to-reach due to its 
physical or social location (e.g. this is the case for groups in 
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remote geographical areas or for groups of social elites; 
Ellard-Gray et al., 2015; Marpsat and Razafindratsima, 
2010). In addition, vulnerable or stigmatized groups are also 
considered hard-to-reach populations, because of reasons 
such as fear of losing financial support, lack of trust in insti-
tutions, or fear of misuse of research results (Ellard-Gray 
et al., 2015; Marpsat and Razafindratsima, 2010). Heckathorn 
(1997) summarized it as follows: “there exist strong privacy 
concerns, because membership involves stigmatized or ille-
gal behavior, leading individuals to refuse to cooperate, or 
give unreliable answers to protect their privacy” (p. 174). For 
these hidden populations, Heckathorn (1997) pointed also to 
incomplete or absent sampling parameters as a typical chal-
lenge to do research among hard-to-reach groups: “no sam-
pling frame exists, so the size and boundaries of the 
population are unknown” (p. 174).

Researching hard-to-reach populations can bring along 
additional challenges throughout the different stages of a 
research project. At the outset, it may be difficult to identify, 
and therefore, recruit potential participants within that popu-
lation (Ellard-Gray et al., 2015; Faugier and Sargeant, 1997). 
There may be perceived and/or real risks associated with par-
ticipation in the study for hard-to-reach/vulnerable groups 
too: potential participants may fear the research is useless, 
that it may not be helpful for their community or result in 
heightened legal, social, physical, or psychological risks for 
the individuals taking part in the study (Barratt et al., 2007; 
Ellard-Gray et al., 2015). Ensuring participants’ engagement 
for a long period of time may also prove difficult due to spe-
cific characteristics of vulnerable groups (Ellard-Gray et al., 
2015). This has led researchers to devise strategies and 
research designs more suited to reach and research these 
populations, which we address throughout the article, in light 
of our own research experiences. What is particular to our 
contribution is that we were able to make a collective reflec-
tion drawing on the lessons from multiple research experi-
ences, in different legal scenarios, but focusing on the same 
phenomenon and therefore engaging with similar popula-
tions. That allowed us to take a more holistic view of the 
issues at stake. In documenting these, we hope to provide 
insights that may be carried across to the study of other popu-
lations and contribute to laying the ground for further inno-
vative thinking in developing appropriate recruitment and 
methodological approaches for the study of hard-to-reach 
populations.

Introducing Cannabis Social Clubs: a hard-to-
reach group?

Cannabis Social Clubs (CSCs or Clubs, hereafter) are typi-
cally non-profit associations formed by adult cannabis users. 
Most of these associations advocate for cannabis reform and 
implement a diverse repertoire of action: collective cannabis 
cultivation, competitions among cannabis growers, study 
meetings and workshops on cannabis-related issues, protests, 
informative campaigns, proposals for alternative legislation, 

concerts, and other social events (Alvarez et al., 2016; 
Arocena and Aguiar, 2017; Calafat et al., 2000; Marín, 2009; 
Pettitt-Schieber, 2012). Key among these actions is the 
supply of cannabis to the members of these associations 
(Decorte et al., 2017; Jansseune et al., 2019; Pardal, 2018a),1 
which is not without risks for those involved. Indeed, we 
should note that Uruguay remains the only country to date to 
have (since 2013) enacted a detailed nationwide legal frame-
work recognizing and regulating CSCs and the way in which 
they can produce and distribute cannabis to their members 
(Queirolo et al., 2016). In most other jurisdictions where 
CSCs are present the cultivation and/or distribution of can-
nabis for recreational purposes remains prohibited, albeit law 
enforcement priorities and practices may differ from country 
to country (Arana and Montañés, 2011; Decorte et al., 2017; 
Pardal et al., 2020).

While some CSCs, as it is the case with other activist 
groups or social movement organizations, may see partici-
pation in a research project as a way to “make their voices 
heard in a different arena” (Balsinger and Lambelet, 2014: 
156; Klein and Potter, 2018), not all will share this view, 
and some may prefer to keep their existence and activities 
away from outsiders’ eyes. There are also indications that 
CSC members may be primarily interested in joining a CSC 
to secure access to cannabis, and engagement in activism or 
in other CSC activities may be secondary for some of them 
(Pardal & Decorte, 2018; Pardal et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
at least in part, due to the legal constraints experienced by 
most of these associations, many close down following law 
enforcement interventions or due to fear of detection, mak-
ing it particularly difficult to keep track of their presence, 
activities, or affiliated members (Pardal, 2018b). Some of 
the research in this area has also pointed to the co-existence 
of several types of CSCs, with different degrees of engage-
ment in activism and a different positioning in relation to 
whether (and the extent to which) they are overt about what 
they do (Pardal, 2018a; Jansseune et al., 2019). In addition, 
both CSCs active in contexts where no CSC-regulation has 
been enacted, as well as those operating in breach of exist-
ing CSC-regulation, may be cautious about sharing infor-
mation about their (illegal) activities. Alternatively, they 
may perceive no potential gains in participating in the 
study. As a result, CSCs may remain hidden or uninterested 
in taking part in a research project.

This article’s goal

In this article, we reflect on the research experiences of the 
authors in studying CSCs, providing insights for research in 
this area and within criminology and socio-legal studies more 
broadly. Bearing in mind the ongoing discussions concerning 
cannabis policy reform and the importance of conducting 
research in both pre- as post-legalization scenarios (Kilmer 
and Pacula, 2016), it seems timely to draw lessons that may 
inform those future efforts. In particular, we aim to examine 
our approaches with regard to the recruitment of participants 
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and research design, identifying good practices but also dis-
cussing what appear to have been the less successful strate-
gies. We draw on research conducted in different countries, 
with different legal frameworks, which provides an opportu-
nity for a comparative and more in-depth critical considera-
tion of what might be helpful ways of reaching hard-to-reach 
populations.

Our experiences in studying Cannabis 
Social Clubs

We have been conducting research into CSCs since 2014 
both as part of individual and collaborative research projects. 
In Table 1, we offer an overview of these studies. Throughout 
the article, we will refer to each of them using a code system 
(S1-S8), as indicated in Table 1, to facilitate the reading 
when drawing our methodological reflections. We have been 
able to learn more about CSCs in Belgium, Spain, the United 
Kingdom, Uruguay, and in 10 other European countries.2 
With the exception of Uruguay, in all other countries, the 
cultivation and distribution of cannabis through CSCs are 
not regulated by law. At the outset of these studies, we did 
not have a list of potential participants: not of CSCs, nor the 
users (or cannabis growers) affiliated with these associa-
tions. With regard to S8, we could draw on the official list of 
legal CSCs published by the national agency (Instituto de 
Regulación y Control del Cannabis or IRCCA) responsible 
for the oversight of the new cannabis law in the country 
(IRCCA, 2019). However, that list only includes information 
concerning the name of the registered CSC and the region in 
which it is based: no contact details or address are publicly 
made available.

A first note on research ethics

Ensuring the protection of research participants is a major 
duty of every researcher (Creswell, 2009). This is however 
not always a straightforward task and in fact much of the 
criminological and socio-legal research can be particularly 
challenging in this regard seeing as it is often interested in 
studying illegal, clandestine, or otherwise hidden activities—
which could be subject to some form of repression (Lowman 
and Palys, 2001; Vander Laenen and O’Gorman, 2016). 
Studying CSCs and publishing the findings of that research 
may expose participants in a way that could result in organi-
zational and/or personal harms. At the same time, privileging 
the voices of people who use cannabis and incorporating 
these perspectives into the evidence base could empower par-
ticipants, and contribute to more informed and effective drug 
policies. In our CSC research, we took a number of steps to 
prevent or minimize harms for research participants.

Depending on the policies of the institutions we are affili-
ated with, we followed the procedures requested for ethical 
approval of our research plans (S2, S3). These typically 
involved preparing a relatively detailed research plan, as well 
as strategies for guaranteeing informed consent (including 

project information sheets and informed consent forms) and a 
data management plan. The ethics approval process at the 
University of Leicester was particularly comprehensive, 
given both the sensitive nature of drug policy research and the 
breadth of the study undertaken across Europe (S3). Alongside 
providing information sheets, informed consent forms and 
detailed invitation letters, we were required to provide a pub-
licly available research protocol. In this protocol, we clarified 
our legal duties in relation to confidentiality, anonymity, and 
data storage; particularly since our legal duties varied across 
different national jurisdictions.

Beyond fulfilling this more formal requirement, we 
sought contact with gatekeepers or with some of the more 
central research participants (often CSC leaders) to discuss 
not only the objectives and design of our studies (and where 
the funding for those was coming from), but also to get their 
views on the more appropriate ways to engage with the CSCs 
and the broader community while conducting the studies 
(S1, S2, S7, and S8). For instance, in both S2 and S8, the 
research teams agreed not to have direct contact with the 
cannabis users affiliated with the CSCs (with regard to their 
participation in an online survey) but instead all communica-
tion was channeled through the CSC representatives—we 
sent out invitation letters, information sheets, and other 
materials to the CSCs which then shared it with their mem-
bers. While this was a more burdensome communication 
strategy, it was the most agreeable option for the CSCs and 
their members. However, and as we explain later, this was 
not how we interacted with all participants and in fact, we 
developed a close contact with a core group of members of 
the community in most studies.

We were also careful in considering the extent to which 
confidentiality could be granted to study participants and 
discussed this with them. For example, in S7, we eliminated 
CSCs’ names from public presentations and academic publi-
cations in order to keep their anonymity. In S2, we noted that 
at an individual level no personal identifiers would be 
included in our research outputs, for instance, but that at an 
organizational level (i.e. regarding CSCs per se), we could 
not exclude some degree of identification—even if the actual 
names of the organizations were not disclosed (cfr. Snyder, 
2002). In S6, we took a different approach as this was an 
autoethnography co-written by the participant (Greg de 
Hoedt). In any case, and before the start of each new data 
collection phase participants received tailored information 
about the study and how the data collected would be treated 
by the research team (in line with standard informed consent 
procedures).

During subsequent phases of the research, we sought to 
ensure the specific agreements made with regard to the treat-
ment of data were met. That meant for instance, anonymiz-
ing interview transcripts or removing any Internet protocol 
(IP) data from our archives—or as noted earlier, ensuring 
that no individual identifiers were included in research out-
puts. Even so, when concerned that particular individuals 
could still be identified—and especially during the course of 



4 Methodological Innovations

S2, where police investigations were taking place at the time 
involving some of the CSCs, we took additional action. For 
instance, when reporting on CSC-affiliated cannabis growers 
we tried to present the data in a more aggregated form, and 
omitted specific details that were not essential for the analy-
sis of the issues at stake but that could be incriminating 
should those participants be identified (cfr. Adler and Adler, 
2002; Wiles et al., 2008). We also shared preliminary drafts 
of the analysis with participants (S1, S2) in which any cita-
tions were highlighted in order to allow participants to check 
whether any sensitive information was being disclosed that 
could place them in a more vulnerable position (cfr. Snyder, 
2002).

Conceptual fuzziness

Research into CSCs is further complicated by the fact that 
there is no consensual understanding of what a CSC is (or 

ought to be). There is no common agreed upon normative or 
shared legal definition (Decorte & Pardal, 2020),3 there are 
different interpretations among the researchers studying the 
phenomenon, and perhaps, most importantly there are cer-
tainly disagreements among the community too. Some will 
emphasize CSCs’ activist role and strike to develop a diverse 
repertoire of protest (e.g. organizing marches, lobbying with 
politicians, etc.). Others will focus on CSCs as being canna-
bis suppliers, and even among these there will be disagree-
ments as to how cannabis production should be organized 
(e.g. collectively by members of the association vs by exter-
nal producers, etc.) and the extent to which CSCs may or 
may not seek to generate financial gains. These are just a few 
of the differences that have been identified to date (Decorte, 
2015; Jansseune et al., 2019; Pardal, 2018a). Even in 
Uruguay, where the legal framework, to some extent, deter-
mines the way CSCs are functioning, there are different posi-
tions with regard to its implementation and to what the ideal 

Table 1. Overview of CSC studies conducted by the authors.

Study 
code

Location Year of data 
collection

Recruitment 
approach

Study participants and sample sizea Research approach

S1¹ Belgium 2014 Offline CSC representatives (n = 10) Document review
Interviews

S2² Belgium 2015–2017 Online and 
offline

CSC representatives (n = 23)
CSC growers (n = 23)
CSC members (n = 190)
Other stakeholders: representatives of foreign CSCs, 
cannabis lobbying organizations, grow shops and 
seed banks, laboratories for cannabis testing, lawyers 
representing CSCs, politicians, treatment centers 
(n = 19)

Document review
Media analysis
Interviews
Ethnographic fieldwork
Online survey

S3³ European 
Unionb

2018–2019 Online and 
offline

CSC representatives (n = 81) Exploratory online searches
Online survey

S44 Spain 2014–2015 Offlinec CSC representatives (n = 15)
Other stakeholders: political and social 
representatives (n = 3)

Document and legal review
Media analysis
Interviews

S55 Spain 2016–2017 Online and 
offline

CSC representatives (n = 15)
Other stakeholders: health professionals, researchers, 
lawyers, directors of CSC Federations, government 
employees, cannabis consultants, and activists (n = 17)

Document review
Interviews
Field observations

S66 The United 
Kingdom

2017–2018 Offline CSC representative (n = 1) Document review
In depth-unstructured interview

S77 Uruguay 2015 Offline CSC representatives (n = 8) Document review
Interviews

S88 Uruguay 2018–2019 Online and 
offline

CSC representatives (n = 15)
CSC members (n = 177)
Other stakeholders: policy-makers, cannabis activists, 
other researchers, grow shop owners (n = 13)

Interviews
Online survey

CSC: Cannabis Social Clubs.
Sources: ¹Decorte, 2015; ²Pardal, (2018a, 2018b, 2018c); Pardal & Decorte, (2018); ³Pardal et al., (2020); 4Decorte et al., (2017); 5Jansseune et al., (2019); 
6Bone & de Hoedt, (2018); Bone, (2019); 7Queirolo et al., (2016); 8Pardal et al., (2019).
aThe sample size should be interpreted with caution as (1) the (limited) available estimates suggest a varying number of CSCs per country and (2) in some 
cases, the researchers were not interested in reaching the largest number possible of CSCs (e.g. S6) or preferred to include different sources/voices (e.g. 
S2, S4, S8).
bThis study comprised all 28 European Union member states. However, only CSCs from the following 13 countries participated: Austria, Belgium, 
Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. Our own complementary 
searches and contacts with activists in the field suggest that, at the time of data collection, of the remaining 15 member states, 10 did not have CSCs.
cWe only refer here to the data collected in relation to CSCs in Spain.
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features of CSCs may be (Queirolo et al., 2016; Pardal et al., 
2019). In addition, CSCs operating outside of that legal 
framework may share a very different vision of the model.

In practice, this fuzziness had at least two broad repercus-
sions to our research. First, to avoid restricting our analyses 
to a particular kind of CSC, we did not develop any pre-def-
inition of what we would consider as constituting a CSC for 
the purposes of our studies. Rather, we drew on CSCs own 
conceptualization as such as a sufficient criterion for inclu-
sion in the study (meaning that if an organization considered 
itself a CSC, then it was eligible for participation in the 
study). Even so, some uncertainty remained: for example, 
during S3 there were a few instances in which the research 
team had to reiterate the inclusion criteria to potential partici-
pants who were unsure about their eligibility to take part in 
the study. Second, throughout the studies, we remained 
attentive to any attempts or suggestions from participants to 
protect the association of the term “CSC” from some of the 
variants of the model. For instance, one of the stakeholders 
consulted in S3 argued that “to put all the models under the 
umbrella of CSC could be unproductive for the science and 
for the activism.” While we certainly noted the divergent 
views among the community with regard to their self-repre-
sentation and goals, we did not limit the study to any particu-
lar view.

Mixing online and offline recruitment and 
communication strategies

Previous cannabis studies (in particular, among cannabis 
growers) highlighted the importance of engaging with poten-
tial participants through websites and online forums, as well 
as through social media (e.g. Facebook), (Decorte et al., 
2019; Barratt et al., 2015; Potter, 2017). For some of our 
CSC studies, we created Facebook pages or websites (S2, 
S3, S8). In doing so, we wanted to be able to be both trans-
parent about the projects and tried to identify and interact, 
online, with potential study participants. In the websites ded-
icated to the projects, we typically included information 
about the goals and methods of the study, about the research 
team and researchers’ affiliations—including also a contact 
form or the email addresses of the researchers. In three of the 
projects (S2, S3, S8), a link to the online survey was also 
included in the respective websites and/or Facebook pages.

In our experience, these were useful complementary tools 
to disseminate information about the study to a larger audi-
ence and especially to reach out and maintain some contact 
with CSC representatives and/or members throughout the 
projects.4 Doing so required actual interaction though. For 
instance, in S5, we initially made an attempt to recruit CSC 
representatives online, based on the information provided on 
‘Weedmaps’—a website providing the contact details of can-
nabis dispensaries, CSCs, and coffee shops worldwide. We 
were able to retrieve 100 email addresses of CSCs in 
Barcelona through that website. All were contacted, but only 

two CSC representatives responded and agreed to participate 
in an interview. This confirms the need to have meaningful 
interactions with online communities, rather than just post-
ing advertisements of the study (for instance, in online 
forums) or “spamming” potential participants with unsolic-
ited emails. Being vouched by members of those communi-
ties beforehand is also recommended (Barratt and Lenton, 
2010; Barratt et al., 2015; Potter, 2017). With regard to 
Facebook, we had mixed experiences. In the context of S2, 
Facebook was a useful tool to publicly share information 
regarding the study (e.g. the launch of the online survey, the 
release of new publications from the project or relevant to 
the topic), and to find and “friend” or follow CSC pages or 
other cannabis activist organizations (see also Bhutta, 2012). 
It was also a way to exchange messages, in private, with 
some of the CSCs and in multiple instances we received 
updates regarding CSCs’ events or issues through this chan-
nel. In S8, we also tried this approach but were not able to 
generate the same amount of interaction. In particular, we 
paid for Facebook adds to reach CSC members and increase 
our survey response rate, but it did not seem to work. This 
could be explained in at least two ways. First, by law, CSCs 
in Uruguay are not allowed to be public, they cannot adver-
tise or promote their activities, and as a result, they have less 
online presence than in other countries. Second, this might 
also be because we did not have a developed online network 
prior to the survey. In that sense, the use of social media 
seems to be more effective for research when it can build up 
on a preexisting online network. The experience in S8 differs 
from S2, where most CSCs had websites, Facebook, and 
YouTube accounts (Pardal & Tieberghien, 2018).

Nevertheless, primarily we followed more traditional 
offline routes of recruitment: we contacted and/or inter-
viewed participants in previous studies in related topics, 
known cannabis activists, grow shop owners, or other stake-
holders (in the legal side of the market) who referred us to 
other potential research participants (S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S8). 
For instance, in the two studies in Spain (S4, S5), where 
CSCs are often represented by CSC federations or individual 
lawyers, we first interviewed a number of such stakeholders, 
learning important insights about the CSCs, and other con-
textual elements as well as, in some cases, gaining further 
access to the CSCs. Our strategy here was thus to start by 
approaching the more visible actors as a way to learn more 
about the community and through referrals within that social 
structure reach our target (sub)population (Heckathorn, 
2011; Jacques and Wright, 2008). In Belgium and Spain, 
where the researchers had previously conducted studies into 
related topics (e.g. small-scale cannabis cultivation, domes-
tic cannabis policy)5 and thus had more “name recognition” 
among the target population, entry in the field and the early 
establishment of contacts with gatekeepers was facilitated 
(in line with Barratt et al., 2015).6 Some of us also partici-
pated and spoke at events organized by CSCs or other can-
nabis activists (e.g. a podcast about drug policy in the United 
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Kingdom, a debate during a cannabis fair in Uruguay, con-
ferences or drug policy reform debates organized by activ-
ists, etc.), or invited CSC representatives to speak at our own 
academic events (e.g. Belgian CSCs were represented at a 
two-country conference on cannabis cultivation). By con-
tributing to or inviting members of the community to these 
events, not only were we able to get to know other potential 
participants, but to some extent it also helped in shifting the 
power dynamics and building trust—a point we return to in 
the next section. For two of the projects listed in Table 1 (S2 
and S8), we also prepared different dissemination materials 
(e.g. posters, flyers, QR cards) which we handed out at both 
grow shops and cannabis events or to the CSCs already iden-
tified and participating in the studies (in order to motivate 
members to fill in an online survey).

In both online and offline descriptions of the studies, we 
were careful to avoid stigmatizing language, narrow labels, 
and explicitly clarified that the research team did not hold 
any negative preconceptions of cannabis use or cultivation, 
of CSCs, their members, or their activities. Similarly, the lit-
erature in this area has highlighted the need to make the 
recruitment process less intimidating to further enhance the 
likelihood that potential participants accede to take part in 
the research projects (Decorte et al., 2019; Ellard-Gray et al., 
2015; Sandberg and Copes, 2013). On one occasion, how-
ever (S3), the way we described the research project in the 
participant information sheet was considered as potentially 
leading by the ethics committee reviewing our application. 
We often needed to traverse a fine line between being “on 
their side” to increase participation and ensure that we met 
our ethical obligations as researchers (Becker, 1967).

Spending time in the field

Creating opportunities for dialogue with study participants 
and gaining their respect and trust not only facilitates partici-
pation (and the establishment of referral chains) but also has 
the potential to give the researcher a more comprehensive 
knowledge-base to interpret the research findings (Barratt 
et al., 2015; Ellard-Gray et al., 2015; Faugier and Sargeant, 
1997; Potter, 2017). One of our studies (S2) had a strong(er) 
ethnographic component and we spent close to 2 years in the 
field (also, to some extent, in S4 and S5). During that time, 
beyond maintaining regular contact with representatives of 
the CSCs through social media, email, and phone, and multi-
ple conversations in person, we were also present and made 
observations at different moments of activity of the CSCs: at 
protests and marches organized by the CSCs, internal meet-
ings of the CSCs, growers’ competitions (so-called Cannabis 
Cups), at court sessions concerning CSC representatives or 
other affiliated individuals (e.g. cannabis growers), and so 
on. This was a gradual process; initially, while granted entry 
to the field, there was some reticence from a number of study 
participants. For instance, earlier on, a participant told the 
researcher that they thought the researcher did not (yet) 

understand the CSC model(s) and movement enough to talk 
about the topic at a public policy event. Gradually, that dis-
belief was overcome, and we became trusted outsiders 
(Bucerius, 2013). Although we do not claim to have immersed 
fully or for an extended period in the daily-life of those set-
tings, the frequent “visits” as non-participant observers were 
insightful sources of data, and were also instrumental in 
building rapport with the gatekeepers (Bachman and Schutt, 
2008; Bryman, 2012; Zaitch et al., 2016).

In addition, there exists a growing body of literature 
within drug policy scholarship which recognizes the value of 
a more inclusive, participatory approach to drug policy 
research. Ritter et al. (2018) highlight the importance of cre-
ating space and opportunity for the co-production of knowl-
edge, by focusing on the process of participation, and 
scrambling the divisions between experts and laypersons, in 
order for new knowledge to emerge to identify drug policy 
problems and solutions. To avoid tokenistic consultation, 
Askew and Bone (2019) similarly reflect on the participatory 
process itself through adopting a sociocognitive approach 
(SCA) when analyzing their participant interviews on drug 
policy reform. Spending more time in the field with CSCs 
could likewise facilitate deeper insights into the clubs’ values 
and ideologies and the extent to which CSCs and their mem-
bers internalize and/or challenge prohibition ideology. 
Indeed, asking CSCs to choose their preferred policy 
approach could be reductive/prescriptive since Askew and 
Bone (2019) found that the perspectives of people who use 
drugs on drug policy and the law can be diverse, complex, 
and that clarity surrounding regulatory options is needed. 
Since drug policy making invariably involves questions of 
values as well as evidence (MacCoun and Reuter, 2001), a 
meaningful participatory approach would require more time 
spent in the field (as was the case in S6, for instance). This 
could involve interweaving drug policy discussion with per-
sonal narratives, which could shape the public’s perception 
of cannabis and subsequently influence policy (Askew and 
Bone, 2019). For instance, in S6, an in-depth, unstructured 
interview was conducted by Bone interviewing Greg de 
Hoedt—the Chair of the United Kingdom’s Cannabis Social 
Clubs (a CSC Federation)—the subsequent article was co-
edited and co-created by both authors to input de Hoedt’s 
experiential knowledge into the “expert” evidence base 
(Bone & de Hoedt, 2018). Elevating the voices of CSC mem-
bers creates space and opportunity for the co-production of 
knowledge, to help legitimize drug policy outcomes (Bone & 
de Hoedt, 2018). Contrastingly, in S3, taking into account its 
geographical scope (all 28 EU member states), we did not 
have the means to truly develop an offline relationship with 
potential participants in most countries, and had to rely on an 
online survey as the main data collection instrument. This 
brought along difficulties in terms of both reaching potential 
participants, and gaining their trust or motivation to partici-
pate in the study. For instance, in one of the phone calls to 
invite participation, a CSC representative asked us if we 
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could discuss the study in person and indicated that it would 
be too risky for the CSC to share the kind of information we 
were interested in online. In retrospect, we could have per-
haps tried to develop in depth case studies in at least a few of 
the countries under analysis, prior to launching the survey. 
Indeed, with exception of S3, in all of the other studies, we 
typically spent some time in the field and conducted qualita-
tive interviews with key figures of the community (CSC 
leaders, cannabis growers, etc.). An alternative possibility to 
gain access to CSCs and its members would be to run a 
Respondent Driven Sample (RDS). RDS is a method origi-
nally developed by Heckathorn (1997), and it is regarded as 
the gold standard sampling method for hard-to-reach popula-
tions. It is based on snowball recruitment performed by par-
ticipants, not the research team. Participants are asked to 
recruit other subjects for the study, and in that way, hidden 
populations may be easier to convince to participate. This 
method was used in a study among frequent cannabis users 
and it might also be of relevance for future CSC studies 
(Boidi et al., 2016).7 Moreover, with a view to being able to 
triangulate the data collected with other sources, comple-
menting, and clarifying the findings, in most of our studies, 
we attempted to rely on multiple methods of data collection, 
including less invasive approaches for the target population 
(e.g. by relying on open sources such as media coverage or 
on other documentary sources; Creswell, 2009; Creswell and 
Clark, 2011).

. . . but avoiding the battlefield

While building a closer relationship with (potential) study 
participants or gatekeepers is important to the implementa-
tion of research projects (Dunlap and Johnson, 1998), it may 
also shorten the distance between researchers and the research 
participants/gatekeepers. The earlier Chicago School guide-
lines for fieldwork emphasize precisely the need for keeping 
some detachment from study participants (but the value of 
immersion in the phenomenon has since also been recog-
nized; Adler, 1990; Jacques and Wright, 2008). The more par-
ticipatory approaches we discussed earlier could indeed affect 
the researchers’ impartiality and/or be used to harness a par-
ticular research/reform agenda. Furthermore, continued 
research efforts among a community (for instance, we have 
remained in contact with key CSC individuals since 2014) 
can also impact the relationship between the researcher and 
the community. For us, conducting research among the CSCs 
and their broader community demanded caution in the way 
we interacted with each of the study participants and how we 
were perceived by them. Indeed, in the course of our studies, 
we often encountered cliques and disputes within the CSC 
movement, and it became evident as the research projects 
advanced that these groups may have specific vested inter-
ests. For instance in S2 (and to some extent also in S1 and 
S8), we found only a few instances of collaboration among 
CSCs, and there was distrust among the different CSC leaders 

as well as conflictive relationships (Pardal, 2018b). One of 
the interviewees in that study actually pointed to the existence 
of a “war on drugs between the Clubs” (Pardal, 2018b: 85). 
During fieldwork, accusations of theft (of cannabis plants), or 
of foul play among different individuals participating in the 
cannabis movement were communicated to us. While this is 
an issue commonly experienced in social movement research 
(Blee and Taylor, 2002), it could have had negative repercus-
sions for the implementation of the study. It thus required a 
careful management from our side; we tried to avoid being 
aligned with a particular faction of the movement throughout 
the study (Balsinger and Lambelet, 2014; Beyens et al., 
2016). For example, whenever contacted by a CSC represent-
ative who wished to tell us about recent events in the move-
ment or a particular concern, we welcomed them in our 
offices at the University, indicating that this was a courtesy 
we would extend to all research participants, and that we 
would not interfere or support one CSC versus another.

In our experience, being associated with specific gate-
keepers or groups can also be negatively perceived by the 
broader target population. For example, in S8, we built con-
tacts with the official state agency overseeing the implemen-
tation of the legislation (IRCCA). Although we also reached 
CSCs through other (unofficial) networks and referrals, this 
agency sent out several invitations, in our name, to all the 
registered CSCs to participate in our research project. On 
reflection, though this was a necessary channel for us at the 
time, it is plausible that some CSCs may have refrained from 
participating because they did not fully adhere to the official 
codes of functioning established by IRCCA, for fearing that 
the research data would be shared with that state agency, and/
or just generally associating the research team with the “other 
side,” that is, with the controlling institutions.8

Legal CSCs: easier to reach, harder to motivate?

Most of our CSC research involved collecting data directly or 
indirectly related to activities (i.e. cultivation and distribution 
of cannabis) which are not legal and remain subject to criminal 
prosecution in the respective jurisdictions (EMCDDA, 2016). 
Our two studies in Uruguay (S7 and S8) were exceptional 
because that country has legalized and regulated CSCs since 
2013 (Aguiar and Musto, 2015; Arocena and Aguiar, 2017), 
and we focused primarily on the practices of CSCs operating 
in adherence to that new cannabis law. One could expect that 
some of the difficulties associated with recruiting participants 
and avoiding withdrawal during the study would be less sali-
ent in the Uruguayan context, assuming that legalization and 
regulation of the cannabis market (and CSCs, in particular) 
was paired with some degree of de-stigmatization or normali-
zation. Nevertheless, ensuring participation in those studies 
remained challenging. For instance, within S8, only represent-
atives of 15 out of the 93 registered legal CSCs at the time 
agreed to participate. Although this comparison may be 
blurred to some extent by multiple factors (e.g. relationship of 
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the research team with the community, recruitment strategy, 
research design), in our CSC studies in jurisdictions where 
their activities have not been legalized, CSC representatives 
seemed more eager to be engaged. In those cases, although 
there may be some fear of talking about criminal activities, 
there is also a strong interest in making the (cannabis) move-
ment more visible in an attempt to gain recognition and soci-
etal support for the legal changes this community is striving 
for. Participation in research projects was used by some groups 
as a way of legitimizing their activities; by publicizing their 
“collaboration” with the University with which the research 
team was affiliated, emphasizing that public funding had been 
allocated to study their associations/movement, or even mobi-
lizing some of our publications in the context of court cases. In 
S3, for instance, some of the participants expressed also appre-
ciation of the research project in the final feedback question of 
the survey, writing “thank you for the work you do” (see also 
Decorte et al., 2019).

It can be argued that in a country where those community 
claims have generally already been granted (i.e. where a rec-
reational cannabis market or the CSC model have been legal-
ized), the eventual gains from participation might be seen as 
negligible or not worthy. This apparent research apathy may 
also be associated with a fear of being caught doing certain 
activities that are outside of the legal framework, or a more 
general avoidance of being controlled by the governmental 
agency that is in charge of implementing the law. In the field 
of cannabis studies, where in recent years several jurisdic-
tions have taken steps or are considering policies that move 
away from prohibition, this could present a significant hurdle 
as researchers will seek to draw lessons on the implementa-
tion of those policies and perhaps encounter uninterested 
populations. It will be important to reflect on what may be 
adequate incentives or compensation(s) for participants in 
such research. In our studies, we did not offer any financial 
compensation, and although this is a relatively common 
practice,9 there are opposing views on whether it is an appro-
priate and fair research practice, particularly for research 
with vulnerable groups (Collins et al., 2017; Fry et al., 2006).

Reflections for future research

Having presented and discussed our research experiences in 
the studies we conducted into CSCs, it is important now to 
consider whether more general lessons can be drawn that 
may be useful to other criminological and socio-legal 
research—as well as for future CSC research.

We assumed that our target population (in the case, CSC 
representatives, cannabis users, and cannabis growers), 
given its (un)known features and the ephemerous or volatile 
life-span of the associations, could be characterized as “hid-
den” or “hard-to-reach.” While this was the case in practice, 
it would be reductive to describe them exclusively as “hid-
den.” In fact, we often perceived the community as mainly 
being very “vulnerable” (for prosecution, and therefore, dis-
trustful or careful), “stigmatized” (but at the same time 

holding clear convictions and engaging in activism), as 
“cooperative” but also “uninterested” or “apathetic.” Gaining 
a deep awareness of the community is thus key not only to 
securing access to the field and to maintaining that engage-
ment throughout the research projects but, most importantly, 
to better contextualize and understand the complex and per-
haps shifting nature of the issues under analysis. Having that 
kind of insight into the community will also be crucial to 
more carefully appreciate how the community and the vari-
ous groups perceive themselves and each other, as well as 
any sensitivities that may underline those relationships (e.g. 
being aware of conflicts, tensions, or disagreements between 
individuals participating or informing the research projects). 
Building trust is of course a key element in that process. In 
our view, spending time in the field, online and/or offline (as 
proposed also by Potter, 2017), with meaningful interaction 
with the community can be an effective strategy to that 
effect. If the researcher and the community have an online 
presence, there may be benefits in sustaining some form of 
virtual contact, complementing the real life interaction 
(Barratt and Lenton, 2010; Miller and Sønderlund, 2010; 
Potter, 2017; Temple and Brown, 2011). While it may be 
challenging (given the typical funding and time pressures on 
research), allowing sufficient time within the design of 
research projects to participate in activities organized by the 
community, prior and during data collection, is also recom-
mended (Ellard-Gray et al., 2015). Learning from other 
actors with links to the community (or from other sources) 
can also help shed light on the issues under analysis, while 
reducing the burden imposed on the community itself. In 
terms of research design, ethnographic methods have been 
considered particularly well-suited to the study of hidden 
groups (Carlson et al., 2009). This is not to exclude other 
possible recruitment or research approaches though—for 
instance, RDS has been successfully applied to the study of 
hidden or vulnerable populations, in particular within the 
drugs field (Boidi et al., 2016; Suárez H et al., 2014).

Legalization of an activity or behavior does not necessarily 
render that population more visible or willing to participate in 
research. On the one hand, the activity, behavior, or the com-
munity may still be perceived as being stigmatized, even after 
the passage of new legislation. Besides, some groups may 
continue to operate outside of the new legal framework and 
thus remain vulnerable to legal sanctions. On the other hand, 
the target population may have grown tired of contributing to 
research projects or feel “over-researched” over time (Clark, 
2008), especially if there also seems to be little added value for 
their participation. Legal reforms may induce some degree of 
optical illusion for researchers—who may assume engaging 
with the community at stake may become easier per se. Our 
experience suggests that there may be new challenges in such 
scenarios and invites a reflection on what may be adequate 
incentives or ways to make future research more appealing to 
potential participants. In the case of CSC studies, it might be 
worth considering alternatives to monetary incentives as, 
beyond the due ethical considerations (for a discussion, see for 
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instance, Fry et al., 2006), giving a small compensation for 
participation would be unlikely to substantially trigger or 
retain participation in light of what is known about the socio-
demographic profile of the users affiliated with these associa-
tions (Pardal & Decorte, 2018; Parés et al., 2019). Perhaps it 
may be worth discussing with current participants whether 
providing training on harm reduction or educational initiatives 
on drug policy reform models would be more relevant contri-
butions from the research team to the community and vice 
versa—to facilitate a more inclusive participatory approach 
and the co-production of knowledge. Meaningful participatory 
approaches could shift the power dynamics in drug policy 
research, by privileging the voices of people who use canna-
bis. Such a shift could increase the willingness of CSCs to 
participate as well. As the discussion around cannabis reform 
intensifies and other jurisdictions may take steps to legalize 
various supply models for cannabis, it will be important that 
researchers think carefully about how to ensure that we can 
continue to learn from these communities.
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Notes

1. In fact, Cannabis Social Clubs (CSCs) constitute an alterna-
tive, user-driven model for the supply of cannabis, character-
ized by its in-house cooperative production, closed-circuit 
distribution to members only (for their personal consumption), 
on a non-profit basis (Decorte et al., 2017; Jansseune et al., 
2019; Pardal, 2018a).

2. Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Slovenia.

3. In the case of Uruguay, a comprehensive legislative frame-
work regulating the functioning of CSCs has been put in place 
since 2013.

4. As we did not explicitly ask nor keep a record of the number 
of participants that acceded to take part in the studies based on 
our online efforts, it is difficult to quantify how effective those 
efforts were in terms of participant recruitment.

5. One of us had also previously been involved, as a public serv-
ant, in the process for the regulation of CSCs in Catalonia 
(Spain).

6. However, this only partially helps explaining the ease (or not) 
of recruiting participants. It is important to note that there may 
be other incentives for potential participants to remain hid-
den—even in legal contexts.

7. Although we did not rely on Respondent Driven Sample 
(RDS) in our studies, in a number of instances during S3 some 
participants did informally take the initiative to approach other 
CSCs and vouched for the research team.

8. Unregistered or illegal CSCs in Uruguay (i.e. CSCs that did 
not complete the registration process in the national data-
base) were not reached through this recruitment channel 
either.

9. For example, in a RDS study among frequent cannabis users, 
respondents could receive up to about US$30 for completing 
the questionnaire and recommending other participants (Boidi 
et al., 2016).
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