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Abstract
Factual storytelling that relies on the participation of real-life people must navigate between obligations towards the
participant and the story. By placing the relationship between storyteller and subject at the centre, this thesis offers an
interdisciplinary examination of ethical and moral issues in the context of turning other people’s experiences into mediated
narrative.

Besides bringing the interests of participating subjects to the forefront, the study explores the relevance of care ethics
within a media context and argues how this perspective contributes to ethical and moral reflection in the scholarly domain
of media ethics as well as within media practice. This involves operationalizing the theory of care ethics, with particular
emphasis on relational obligations and the moral significance of emotions. With its focus on relational and emotional
aspects, the study joins the emerging discussion about the affective dimensions of journalism and extends this discussion
to the domain of media ethics.

Extensive interviews with six documentary filmmakers and seven participating subjects comprise the empirical
foundation of this case study. Narrative emotion analysis is used to identify subjects’ interests related to participation. By
placing focus on subjects’ interests and agency, the relationship between storyteller and subject, as well as the filmmakers’
conflicting obligations, the study highlights a number of ethical issues that transcend the documentary format. The empirical
material is regarded against the backdrop of previous research within journalism and documentary ethics, and is discussed
within a care ethics framework.

The findings of the study demonstrate the importance of relational factors to the participant experience. The relationship
between storyteller and subject emerges as a trusting relationship where affective signals and emotion management are
important aspects in the filmmakers’ conduct. Regarded through the theoretical lens of care ethics, the importance of the
relationship to both parties establishes the relationship as being subject to weighty duties. Relational and emotional aspects
of the journalistic profession have been placed in the shadow of procedural and deontological concerns. This thesis argues
that, to foster ethical practice within factual storytelling, scholars and practitioners alike must take emotional and relational
dimensions seriously. The incorporation of care ethics into media ethics is a step in that direction.
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1. Introduction 

Prior to the broadcast of the documentary Conman with 14 Wives (Piotrowska, 
2006), “the conman” [Oliver Killeen] strove to have the film cancelled. His 
reaction to the film reflected a sense of having been betrayed by the filmmaker, 
Agnieszka Piotrowska (Piotrowska, 2014, p. 8). Up until the final stages of the 
film-making process, the relationship between filmmaker and her subject had 
been one of intimate disclosures. The filmmaker received, and occasionally 
shared, personal feelings and experiences with Killeen. The conman even de-
clared his love for the filmmaker (Piotrowska, 2014). Notwithstanding this, the 
relationship culminated in confrontation and a documentary which the conman 
detested. Instead of pursuing her initial intention, i.e., to allow the conman to 
tell his side of a story, the filmmaker ended up confronting him (Piotrowska, 
2014, p. 124). Piotrowska links the conman’s rage not only to the final result 
but, perhaps primarily, to his sense of betrayal. The intimate and trusting rela-
tionship that they had cultivated was rewarded with abandonment and a public 
depiction which he loathed. Once she finished her work on the documentary, 
Piotrowska experienced feelings of shame that sprang from the intimacy of her 
encounter with the conman. However, she still argues that some degree of 
emotional engagement between filmmaker and subject is necessary if one is to 
produce an intimate documentary: “Films carry the traces of these relationships 
which far exceed any professional engagement.” (Piotrowska, 2014, p. 129).  

Extensive factual formats call attention to ethical issues that do not nec-
essarily surface as those most evident in relation to the daily news or within the 
scholarly literature on media ethics. As indicated by the example that I provide 
above, compelling ethical issues are attached to the relationship that exists be-
tween the storyteller and her subject. The length and depth of the process of 
making a documentary or book-length reportage sets the stage for a relation-
ship that is likely to involve intimate disclosures and, consequently, feelings of 
vulnerability. The relationship is further complicated by the public record that 
comes into being at the end of it. In 2002, this challenge became apparent in 
the context of a piece of literary journalism. Norwegian journalist Åsne Seier-
stad attracted a great deal of attention with her book The Bookseller of Kabul 
(2002), in which she depicts the life of an Afghan family. The book provides a 
close and intimate account of the everyday life of bookseller Shah Mohammad 
Rais and his family. Seierstad’s account was based on the five months she spent 
living in the home of the bookseller (Steensen, 2013, p. 65). During this time 
period, Seierstad almost became a de facto member of Rais’s family, sharing 
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meals and private matters. The family was aware of Seierstad’s intention to 
write a book about them, which she did upon her return to Norway. The book 
attracted a large audience and was translated into several languages.  

Almost one year after its release, the book reached Kabul and the 
bookseller. All of a sudden, an additional voice could be heard; the voice of the 
depicted subject. The bookseller’s voice thus introduced a perspective that is 
too often absent from public as well as scholarly discussion of matters related 
to media ethics. When Rais read the book, his reaction was powerful. The 
bookseller felt humiliated and betrayed by the journalist who, after having been 
welcomed into his home as a member of the family, went on to reveal intimate 
details about him and his relatives. In an interview with the Norwegian news-
paper VG, Rais feared the repercussions that Seierstad’s depiction would bring 
about: “The consequences of all this…will be divorce or death.” (as cited in 
Steensen, 2013, p. 67). 

The debate around the production of The Bookseller of Kabul and the pro-
cess that followed Conman with 14 Wives place a spotlight on storytellers’ rela-
tionship with their subjects/sources. Issues of trust, intimacy, and exposure 
emerge as complex components within extensive relationships that have medi-
ated representation as their ultimate goal. What ethical stance are we to adopt 
when words that are spoken within the frame of a trusting relationship make 
their way onto a book page or a television screen? While Swedish media outlets, 
public service broadcasters in particular, enjoy a high degree of credibility 
amongst Swedish citizens (Carlsson & Weibull, 2017; Oscarsson & Sjörén, 
2020) there is one area which the public has expressed significant discontent 
with. A majority of the respondents in a study from 2017 reported that they felt 
that the Swedish media fails to show due respect for the private life of individ-
uals (Carlsson & Weibull, 2017, p. 7). This research result encourages us to 
consider if the public’s response to whether the Swedish media fails to show 
due respect for the private life of individuals actually mirror the experience of 
private individuals represented by the media. It moreover prompts inquiries 
into how media practitioners regard and deal with their responsibilities towards 
the people that they depict. 

Despite increasing levels of interest amongst media scholars in ethical is-
sues related to extensive factual formats (for example, the documentary or 
journalistic reportage), we know remarkably little about the actual experiences 
of individuals who have participated in such mediated representations. In re-
sponse to this lacuna, the present thesis examines ethical and moral challenges 
related to the creation of mediated representations of real-life people and 
events. This examination is performed by means of an interview-based case 
study of storyteller-subject encounters in television documentaries. Based on 
the participant experience and storyteller accounts, which are placed within a 
framework of an ‘ethics of care’ (also known as care ethics), I demonstrate why 
specific relational and emotional aspects of such encounters need to be granted 
further attention within media ethics. By placing the storyteller-subject relation-
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ship at the centre of the ethics of factual storytelling, I facilitate the establish-
ment of an interdisciplinary approach where the scholarly fields of documen-
tary ethics and journalism ethics can be applied, challenged, and developed 
through the theoretical lens of an ‘ethics of care’. Besides regarding (valuable) 
relationships as moral paradigms (Collins, 2015), care ethics constitutes a useful 
tool by directing our attention to the subject’s interests. I argue that, when con-
sidered from a care ethics point of view, proper recognition of the emotional 
dimensions of the craft of long-form factual storytelling may well prove to be 
an asset when it comes to moral deliberation. In the following sections, I intro-
duce the rationale behind these assertions. 

1.1 Situating the study 

Documentary scholar Brian Winston has argued that a documentary is not 
fiction, but neither is it journalism. He rightly observes that the application of 
journalism ethics to the documentary format is not straightforward (2005, p. 
181). We must note that documentary’s relationship to more general artistic 
and journalistic ideals contributes to the format’s ethical complexity (Rughani, 
2013, p. 102; Winston, 2000, p. 157). Taking such claims seriously, I suggest 
that journalism ethics (as generally understood) is not readily applicable to all 
journalistic genres. For example, consider extensive formats that have more in 
common with mainstream documentary than with news journalism regarding 
aspects such as scope and time spent with subject(s). Conversely, some forms 
of documentary are more closely related to long-form journalism than their title 
might suggest in questions of ethics.1 This assertion rests on the understanding 
that the encounter between storyteller and subject/source lies at the core of 
aforementioned genres. Moreover, the documentaries that are examined in this 
study were broadcast by SVT and thus subject to the same broadcasting charter 
– which emphasises impartiality and respect for the privacy of individuals – that 
governs the broadcasting of journalistic depictions.  

Due to the heterogeneity of the journalistic profession and the somewhat 
nebulous boundaries between formats such as the documentary, the journalistic 
reportage, and cultural journalism (see Cramerotti, 2009; Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 
2013; Harries & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2007; Nichols, 1991; Riegert et al., 2018; 
Yngvesson, 2006), an interdisciplinary approach is necessary, if we wish to 

 
 
 
 
 

1 For further reading on the relation between journalism and documentary, see, for example, 
Andrew (2014), Cross (2018), and Rughani (2013). 
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develop our understanding of the ethical challenges that exist in the broader 
context of factual storytelling.2 The documentaries that are referred to in this 
study are regarded as examples of long-form factual storytelling,3 with strong 
ties to the enacted life story. This is a narrative category that is dependent on 
the subject’s role both (i) as motif and (ii) as participant in the creation of a 
mediated narrative. To approach the material from this perspective is to em-
phasise the genre-crossing attributes of documentary and journalistic reportage, 
since dramaturgical decisions, material selection, and the relationship with the 
subject(s) are shared challenges (see, for example, Julén, 2017; Rughani, 2013; 
Wahlberg, 2020). Placing television documentary in the context of the enacted 
life story highlights the relational aspects of the production process and enables 
an approach where both documentary ethics and journalism ethics can be re-
garded in a different light. While the empirical focus of this study lies with the 
observational documentary, the approach that I select allows me to consider 
the challenges that emerge within the empirical material in relation to other 
forms of factual storytelling. Since relational aspects have seldom been the 
focus of media ethics, this gap in the research domain is the key motivation 
behind my choice of empirical material. The extent of observational documen-
tary (i.e., its length and depth) is believed to cause relational challenges to be 
more fully dramatized within this form of factual storytelling. 

An approach that combines (i) recognition of the strong kinship between 
documentary and journalistic reportage and (ii) empirical focus on a format 
where ideals of objectivity and emotional/relational distance are not necessarily 
the norm, may inspire insights that can benefit all forms of factual storytelling 
that engage with real and actual people. The ways in which ethical challenges 
that are associated with representation and, to some extent, the encounter be-
tween filmmaker and subject have been debated by documentary scholars, add 
valuable perspectives to journalism studies (see Section 3.2 and Renov, 2013). 
On the other hand, emerging journalistic research on emotion and subjectivity 

 
 
 
 
 

2 The terms ethics and morals are sometimes used interchangeably by both researchers and in 
everyday speech. When distinctions are made, they are rarely completely analogous. In this thesis, 
the general understanding of the terms is that ethics refers to the study of, or reflection around, 
morals. Moreover, ethics may intend the codes or standards of a particular context or profession, 
such as journalism ethics. Morals, on the other hand, concerns our actions or conduct and the 
values or codes (e.g. cultural, professional, religious, philosophical) that influence those actions 
and attitudes. For an extended discussion see, for example, Bauman (1994); Gert & Gert (2020); 
Kelemen & Pelonen (2001); Lee (1928); Williams (1972/1993). 
3 The term, long-form factual storytelling, refers to works that are extensive in scope and with a factu-
al, as opposed to fictional, anchorage in terms of material (people, events) and depiction. The 
term is further explained in Chapter 2. 
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can contribute to research on documentary ethics by directing our attention to 
essential aspects of the practice. The interdisciplinary approach is also relevant 
to the application of theoretical and methodological perspectives that are well-
suited to the relational and emotional focus of the study, but are rarely applied 
within the context of media ethics. Amongst these can be mentioned ‘care 
ethics’ (Collins, 2015), ‘narrative emotion analysis’ (Kleres, 2011), and theories 
concerning relationship characteristics (Ahrne, 2014; Wiseman 1986). 

The approach that is developed in the following chapters is grounded in 
the belief that long-form genres, in particular, benefit from an approach to 
ethics that slightly departs from attitudes commonly held within media ethics 
and journalistic practice. Several ethical issues have been problematized within 
journalism research in inventive and less traditional ways, thereby opening new 
territory in the scholarly field of journalism (see Section 3.3.1). These new do-
mains are expanded on in the present study. To this aim, this study follows the 
advice provided by Mascaro, Conway, and Cozma: 

Keeping our scholarship in silos may be clearer and easier, such as separating documen-
taries from daily journalism, or even television documentaries from documentary films, 
but to me that’s not representative of what was happening at that moment in history. 
Bring the mess back into it. (Mascaro et al., 2016, p. 228). 

 
Although the authors’ claim (above) emanates from a media-historical perspec-
tive, it sheds light on the boundaries that are sometimes imposed by academia 
between different formats; boundaries that might well restrict scholars from 
making use of relevant theoretical perspectives and empirical findings from 
adjacent research areas. Whilst the empirical base for this study is restricted to 
observational documentary, my approach is interdisciplinary, since it emphasis-
es ethical challenges that transcend the imposition of distinct categories of 
factual storytelling. My interest in the chosen topic stems from my own experi-
ence of working as a journalist within print and broadcast journalism. While the 
present study is intended as a contribution to the academic field of media eth-
ics, it is also a contribution to this practice.4 

 
 
 
 
 

4 I have, among other positions, been employed by SVT as a news reporter. The interviews with 
the informants included in this study were performed several years prior to this engagement. The 
employment is not believed to have affected the present study to any major extent, besides by 
providing increased insight into the studied topic. 
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1.1.1 The encounter 
At a time when media credibility and the conduct of the media are coming 
under ever-closer scrutiny, market demands for speed and the incessant pursuit 
after audience ratings have affected both public service media and commercial 
media (Lindén, 2011). In this context, media ethics has seldom been more im-
portant. A central, yet under-researched, aspect of media ethics concerns the 
preservation of the subject’s interests without compromising the storyteller’s 
autonomy. Within journalism research, as well as in documentary research, 
there currently exists a clear lack of scholarly focus on the people who inhabit 
the stories that are being told. When this topic has been approached within 
journalism studies, quantitative methods have been generally used. Focus has 
tended to be put either on elite sources or on subjects who are unhappy with 
their participation (Palmer, 2017). Such points of departure are:  

[…] poorly suited to helping us understand to what degree being wronged by the news 
media is actually the norm, or how news subjects feel about the news production process 
more generally. (Palmer, 2017, p. 6). 
 

Palmer’s core argument about the lack of knowledge concerning participation 
can be extended beyond the context of news production, to also include long-
form factual storytelling. Scholars have highlighted a number of particular con-
cerns that are generated by the nature of the relationship between the storytell-
er and the subject within this domain (Kramer, 1995), where the audience and 
the storyteller tend to come exceptionally close to the subject (Nash, 2009). 
Some scholars have even noted this relationship as a key ethical issue (Renov, 
2013; Winston, 1995). Notwithstanding this, little is known about the nature of 
this relationship. Within the context of promoting slow journalism, Helene 
Maree Thomas calls for new ways of approaching journalistic subjects:  

[…] with an increasing number of voices demanding more ethical encounters between 
journalists and their subjects, and the creation of narratives that preserve their worthiness 
and dignity, it may be time to seriously question the efficacy of an ‘instant’ or fast journal-
ism […] (Thomas, 2016, p. 488). 
 

The slow journalism that Thomas argues for includes increased time with, and 
more attention to, the journalistic subject, thereby allowing for a deep and 
trusting relationship between journalist and subject to be established (ibid. 
2016, p. 487). The approach that is being called for by Thomas bears a strong 
resemblance to the process of long-form factual storytelling, where (i) the time 
that the storyteller and the subject spend together and (ii) extensive storyteller-
subject interaction are vital characteristics (Keeble, 2014; Nash, 2009; Piotrow-
ska, 2014). While potentially enabling ethical practice, such an approach gener-
ates challenges of its own. Extensive trust engenders vulnerability. A documen-
tary subject, interviewed within the present study, stated the following: “The 
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more we got to know each other it was like…film what the heck you want, you 
have access to all of it.” (Sarah). 

One of the more controversial close analyses of the relationship between 
journalist and subject is Janet Malcolm’s The Journalist and the Murderer 
(1990/2012). Malcolm paints a picture where the journalist is seen as someone 
who gains the subject’s trust and “betray[s] them without remorse” (Malcolm, 
1990/2012, p. 3). Her sometimes quite blunt generalisations have provoked 
strong reactions, both positive and negative, amongst journalists and scholars 
(Friendly, 1990; Jack, 2012; Ricketson, 2006, 2014). Richard Lance Keeble in-
terprets Malcolm’s critique as being: “[…] built on a notion of the reporter’s 
professional distance from their source […]” (Keeble, 2014, p. 556). He sug-
gests that a challenging of journalistic ideals, such as objectivity and distance to 
one’s sources, is built into her account. Using Malcolm’s own words, Keeble 
concludes that a moral journalist (according to Malcolm) would be: “[…] 
friendly and sympathetic to their sources, keen to understand them – and be 
‘remarkably tuned to their vision of things’ – in both the interview and result-
ant copy” (Keeble, 2014, p. 551). While I agree with Keeble’s claim about the 
reporter’s professional distance, his conclusion about what Malcolm considers 
to be a moral journalist is not indisputable. What Malcolm calls for is not a 
situation where a journalist must follow her subject’s every whim, but, instead, 
a journalist who does not pretend to do so, creating a ‘false friendship’, only to 
betray the subject in the text. The concept of ‘false friendship’ is, however, not 
uncomplicated. As Palmer recognises, a sympathetic approach towards a sub-
ject does not necessarily involve intentional deception: 

Perhaps there are times when journalists, too, are not intentionally adopting emphatic lis-
tening techniques, but are actually feeling whatever is necessary during the interview to 
get the best, most useful information from the subject, only to step back and adopt a 
more objective stance at the time of writing. (Palmer, 2017, p. 11). 

 
Palmer’s suggestion is empirically supported in a study of ethical challenges in 
documentary filmmaking (Aufderheide et al., 2009). 

It has been suggested that Malcolm intended the arguments of The Journal-
ist and the Murderer to apply only to her area of expertise: long-form journalism. 
Others have voiced criticism over her broad generalisations about the profes-
sion as a whole (see Palmer, 2017). If one reads Malcolm’s account as referring 
primarily to long-form journalism, then the problematization of ethical and 
moral issues, rather than her sweeping critique, is its main contribution. Mal-
colm points to challenges related to intimacy/trust in the context of mediated 
representation; “The moral ambiguity of journalism lies not in its texts but in 
the relationships out of which they arise – relationships that are invariably and 
inescapably lopsided.” (Malcolm, 1990/2012, p. 162). By seemingly separating 
the text from the relationship out of which it arises, Malcolm elegantly high-
lights the link between representation and relationship by acknowledging the 
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one’s dependence on the other. The extent of the process of long-form factual 
storytelling makes the above aspect particularly challenging (Ricketson, 2014, 
pp. 90–91).  

Time, space, and feelings of trust are vital components within an encoun-
ter to make us relax, open ourselves up, and eventually take off our masks 
(Buunk & Dijkstra, 2008; Passer & Smith, 2004). Sometimes, we might not 
even be aware that such a process is taking place. Within a media context, a 
particular insight may (in agreement with Malcolm’s assertion) be suspended 
until the piece is published or broadcast, at which moment the subject sees her 
reflection in others’ reactions to the representation. The length and depth of 
long-form factual storytelling, including observational documentary or the 
journalistic reportage (see 2.1.1), distinguishes it from other forms of factual 
storytelling (Nash, 2011, p. 229). The process involved in the creation of an 
observational documentary offers great potential for the filmmaker to challenge 
the “professional distance” that is referred to by Keeble (2014), but also holds 
the potential to enhance it. In either case, the encounter is inherently morally 
challenging. Notwithstanding the potential hierarchy within the subject-
filmmaker relationship, empirical studies suggest that the relation also involves 
significant elements of reciprocity (Delofski, 2009; Nash, 2010; Sanders, 2012). 
In conjunction with each other, the above factors cast a seemingly professional 
relationship in terms of an intimate relationship such as friendship (see Ahrne, 
2014), even if the journalist enters into the relationship under an assumption of 
pretence. It is this intersection between professionalism and intimacy, and its 
possible ethical significance, that lies at the heart of the present dissertation. 

1.1.2 Journalism and the affective turn 
Western ideals of journalism are rooted in ideas about objectivity, facts, de-
tachment and, with respect to Swedish traditions, a neutral stance regarding its 
consequences (Jukes, 2017; Schudson, 1978; Yngvesson, 2006). These ideas 
automatically signal a rejection of emotionally-charged values, including sensi-
tivity, engagement, and reciprocity. The ideals tend to be echoed in professional 
ethical frameworks, which frequently rest on deontological and consequentialist 
ideas (Bivins, 2014; Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Yngvesson, 2006). Change is, 
however, on the horizon. Wahl-Jorgensen has identified a number of changes 
in journalistic epistemology, including forms of expression and journalism’s 
self-understanding. In the footsteps of these changes, traditional journalistic 
values such as objectivity and detachment are being challenged (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2016, p. 129). A related reorientation can be seen within the aca-
demic domain of journalism studies. There is a strong tradition within journal-
ism research to focus on news media and political reporting. Recent academic 
work that has dealt with issues such as emotionality, affect, subjectivity, and 
public/private boundaries has made way for new research agendas (see Beckett 
& Deuze, 2016; Hirdman, 2018; Jukes, 2017; Kotisová, 2017; Pantti, 2010; 
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Papacharissi & Oliveira, 2012; Richards & Rees, 2011; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013b, 
2016, 2019). 

The shift in journalism practice and epistemology that has been brought 
about by digital media has generated instances of more emotional and personal-
ized forms of storytelling within professional journalism, where the significance 
of “objectivity” is downplayed (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016, p. 140). These attributes 
echo characteristics of formats such as the documentary and narrative journal-
ism, where the pursuit of objectivity is not necessarily the norm.5 This turn to 
affect has not, however, permeated all areas of journalism. Empirical studies 
indicate that ideals of objectivity still linger amongst journalists, alongside a 
certain degree of scepticism towards emotional dimensions of the craft (Ham-
marlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Richards & Rees, 2011; Wiik, 2012). These two 
tendencies draw attention to an area of potential dissonance, particularly since 
recognition and management of emotional aspects of the craft have been sug-
gested as potential assets within journalistic practice (Hammarlin, 2015; Rich-
ards & Rees, 2011). The presence and significance of subjectivity in conjunc-
tion with an element such as ‘emotional labor’ (Hochschild, [1983] 2012) within 
factual storytelling are matters that I consider from an ethical perspective in 
this thesis. 

1.2 Research problem 

The previous sections identified a number of challenges that exist within media 
practice as well as academic research. These challenges are somewhat magnified 
by epistemological changes and lingering ideals, and give rise to several possible 
implications in the domain of media ethics. Practice and research, alike, appear 
to have remained steadfast to a somewhat one-sided perspective, in empirical as 
well as theoretical terms. In the wake of this stance, we are left with a lack of 
deep knowledge about the experiences of the individuals who we tell our sto-
ries about. When we attempt to relate participant experiences to storytellers’ 
actions and attitudes, the lack of research is even more evident. The majority of 
media scholars and storytellers acknowledge the documentary filmmaker’s and 
the journalist’s obligations to the subjects of their stories (e.g., Aufderheide et 
al., 2009; Gross, Katz, & Ruby, 1988; Harrington, 2007; Kramer, 1995; Rick-
etson, 2014; Sanders, 2010). Identifying and articulating what these obligations 

 
 
 
 
 

5 For an expanded discussion of journalistic objectivity see Section 3.1.1. 
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actually consist of, and what ethical or empirical grounds they stand on, is, 
however, a more difficult task.  

In their extensive study of ethical challenges that face documentary 
filmmakers, Aufderheide, Jaszi, and Chandra (2009) found that, besides solving 
issues as they appeared, filmmakers shared three general ethical principles. 
These principles can be summarized as: (A) Honour your (vulnerable) subjects; 
(B) Honour your viewers; and (C) Honour your production partner. This thesis 
will concentrate on the first of these three principles; namely the filmmaker’s 
obligations towards the documentary subject. The remaining principles will not 
be examined in any great detail, although the care ethics approach does allow us 
to consider them within the frames of ‘costs’ and ‘conflicting duties’ (see Chap-
ter 6). Aufderheide, Jaszi and Chandra provide some examples of what “Hon-
our your (vulnerable) subjects” might imply in terms of steps that filmmakers 
might take: (i) being aware of your power as a filmmaker; (ii) omitting material 
for the sake of the subject; and (iii) turning off the camera to intervene if neces-
sary (2009, pp. 7–9). But what if we regarded this issue from the position of the 
documentary subject? Would the meaning of “Honour your (vulnerable) sub-
jects” be the same as that from the filmmaker’s perspective? This question 
highlights a gap within media research which is caused by an inclination to-
wards issues related to production and reception. Little is known about the 
experience people have of participating in a documentary or a news report, and 
the scholarly assumptions concerning the experience appear to differ (Com-
pare, for example, Forsberg 2015; Nash, 2009; Palmer, 2017; Piotrowska, 2014; 
Sanders, 2012).  

The relationship between filmmaker and subject has been recognized as 
being crucial to the ethics of documentary filmmaking (Winston, 1995), and the 
few empirical studies on the topic identify this relationship as being key to the 
subject’s experience of participation (Nash, 2009; Sanders, 2012). A thorough 
examination of the very nature of the relationship is, however, yet to be made. 
Provided that different types of relationships generate divergent interaction 
patterns and expectations (Ahrne, 2014; Zelizer, 2005), the nature of the rela-
tionship is believed to be of great importance to the subject’s experience of the 
process. The encounter that takes place within long form-factual storytelling 
has been approached from several perspectives, including that of the storyteller 
(Aufderheide et al., 2009); the text itself (Steensen, 2013); and the axiographical 
space between the camera and subject (Nichols, 1991). This study does not 
assume (although not dismiss the possibility of) an “indexical link between the 
documentary text and the ethics of documentary’s creation” (Nash, 2009, p. 
116). Thus, to expand our understanding of ethics in relation to mediated rep-
resentations, we need to look beyond the text itself. This is done to avoid al-
lowing the reflexive- and open subjectivity that may exist within the text to 
serve as an excuse for infringing upon the subject’s interests or needs.  

The indicated significance of the encounter between storyteller and sub-
ject justifies empirically-grounded scrutiny of this relationship from the per-
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spective of the storyteller as well as the subject. It further encourages the appli-
cation of an ethical theory that places relationships at the centre of moral delib-
eration. The care ethics focus that informs this thesis involves a view that (val-
uable) relationships give rise to weighty duties. Duties, according to care ethics, 
are context-specific and related to the subject’s interests (Collins, 2015). Any 
application of this perspective thus entails that we regard the experiences of 
storytellers and subjects as being of significance to media ethics.  

The somewhat narrow focus of media ethics research also extends to gen-
re, where daily news has tended to be the main priority. This creates a risk 
where the researcher regards the challenges that are most pressing within news 
reporting as being equally relevant to all other journalistic genres. Moreover, we 
may fail to recognise the insights that might emerge from paying attention to 
actions/attitudes within diverse forms of factual storytelling. When relation-
ships between journalists and sources or subjects have been previously exam-
ined, this has been done primarily in the context of news production. Not in-
frequently, this has included focus on ‘elite sources’ (Couldry, 2000; Palmer, 
2017) and an issue such as ‘agenda setting’ (e.g. Allern, 2015; Berkowitz, 1992, 
2009; Gans, 1979; Revers, 2014; Sahlstrand, 2000; Tunstall, 1971). Variations in 
format play a crucial role in providing circumstances that might affect the na-
ture of the relationship between storyteller and subject. By examining the rela-
tionship between subject and storyteller in the context of observational docu-
mentary, I shed light on a number of ethical issues and moral challenges which 
may be salient in relation to extensive factual formats that involve substantial 
interaction between the storyteller and the subject. The insights garnered from 
such an investigation constitute a valuable contribution to our understanding of 
all forms of mediated representation that relies on relationships between story-
teller and subject/source. 

Just as journalistic practice has prioritized objectivity over subjectivity and 
emotion, so have academic accounts of this practice. Theories that address 
issues of emotion, affect, and relationality have been increasingly put into use, 
but additional work in this area is needed. The tendencies brought up in the 
previous section (observed by scholars like Wahl-Jorgensen and Papacharissi) 
call for new directions from which to approach the ethics of factual storytelling, 
taking emotional dimensions into account. This is made more urgent when 
regarded in the light of findings indicating that ideals of objectivity still stand 
strong amongst journalists. These two tendencies: (i) the suggested epistemo-
logical shift towards subjectivity and emotion; and (ii) the adherence to objec-
tivity, indicate a paradox that encourage us to consider the ethical significance 
of issues such as: the role of emotion in the practice of factual storytelling; what 
consideration storytellers give to their own feelings and the feelings of the sub-
jects/sources who they encounter in their daily work. These issues shed light 
on some of the areas that will be approached in the present study. Instead of 
approaching media ethics from the perspective of a series of professional 
guidelines or through the lens of political economy, my examination starts in 
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the experience of documentary subjects and storytellers. Such a starting point 
enables me to approach the suggested paradox from within my material and 
regard it from the perspectives of both storyteller and subject, thereby enabling 
me to identify and discuss the ethical significance of the possible presence of 
subjectivity, objectivity, and emotion. 

As mentioned in the previous section, journalistic ideals of objectivity 
have strong ties to the deontological and utilitarian frameworks that have (thus 
far) dominated the discourse on journalism ethics (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; 
Yngvesson, 2006). Calls for journalism to abandon claims of objectivity have 
been combined with suggestions that scholars consider the role of care in the 
media context (Black & Roberts, 2011; Steiner & Okrusch, 2006). With this 
thesis, I follow such lines of reasoning and employ ‘care ethics’ as the theoreti-
cal framework from which I approach issues of objectivi-
ty/subjectivity/emotionality, as well as the encounter between subject and sto-
ryteller. 

In light of the observations and remarks made above, the research prob-
lems that motivate this thesis can be summarised as follows: As a result of the 
use of deontological and procedural approaches to media ethics, combined 
with a predominant focus on news and political reporting, important perspec-
tives have been overlooked. Extensive factual formats that involve deep and 
lengthy interaction between subject and storyteller and result in intimate repre-
sentations call attention to ethical and moral issues that are rarely focused upon 
in academic research. The few discussions that do exist are too often based on 
a number of assumptions concerning the subject experience, in particular. A 
future of media ethics where the significance of this perspective is overlooked 
risks undermining public confidence in the media. Existing empirical accounts 
rarely make use of ethical theory to understand and problematize the experi-
ence of participation or the subject-storyteller encounter and, therefore, often 
stall at the description stage. Equally absent are perspectives that account for 
relationality, emotionality, and subjectivity, even though these are dimensions 
of great significance within formats that involve deep and lengthy association 
between subject and storyteller. In the following section, I explain how this 
study responds to these problems. 

1.3 Aims and research questions 

Placing the relationship between storyteller and subject/source at the centre of 
ethical scrutiny, this study aims to expand our empirical and theoretical under-
standing of the ethical and moral challenges that are related to the creation of 
mediated depictions of real-life people. This is achieved by employing an inter-
disciplinary approach. A closely-connected aim is the examination of the rele-
vance of care ethics within a media context and an explanation of how this 



 

 13 

perspective can contribute to ethical and moral reflection in the domain of 
media ethics as well as within media practice. This involves operationalizing the 
theory of care ethics, with particular emphasis on relational obligations and the 
ethical significance of emotions. By placing relational and emotional aspects at 
the forefront of an examination of the ethics of factual storytelling, the study 
participates in the currently emerging discussion of affective dimensions of 
journalism and extends this discussion to media ethics. 

The empirical base of this case study is constituted of in-depth interviews 
with six documentary filmmakers and seven participating subjects and analyses 
of six documentary films broadcast by the Swedish public broadcasting corpo-
ration, Sveriges Television (SVT). ‘Narrative emotion analysis’ (Kleres, 2011) 
was applied so as to enable profound insight into the subject experience and 
related interests (see Collins, 2015). Choosing informants who were involved in 
the same documentary projects allowed me to relate the subject experience to a 
specific filmmaker’s actions and attitudes. By stepping away from professional 
standards and codes of ethics and by applying a care ethics perspective, I ex-
pand the premises on which this area of study can be explored. Care ethics 
promotes the understanding of relationships as moral paradigms and considers 
moral duties as context-specific (Collins, 2015). With its emphasis on the sub-
ject’s ‘important interests’, as well as the agent’s (storyteller) costs in moral delib-
eration, Stephanie Collins’ (2015) version of care ethics is a promising alterna-
tive within media ethics when one wishes to consider the challenges that 
emerge when one regards the subject’s interests without compromising the 
storyteller’s autonomy. As will be argued, this approach also enables the re-
searcher to consider emotional and subjective dimensions of factual storytelling 
and their ethical significance. Such points of departure make for new insights 
into the subject experience, as well as with respect to the storyteller’s actions 
and attitudes, thereby advancing our understanding of ethical practice. Previous 
research points to the presence of possibly conflicting loyalties within factual 
storytelling (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Wilkins, 2010). In addition to recognising 
the moral value of the relationship, I suggest that care ethics makes it possible 
for us to consider the multiple responsibilities that journalists and documentary 
filmmakers have. An important part of the study is, therefore, the close exami-
nation of the filmmaker’s costs and conflicting duties. 

Three research questions are posed to operationalize the aims described 
above. The first question is descriptive in nature and the resulting findings are, 
through means of an abductive process, shown to be decisive for the further 
direction of the study. 
 
RQ 1: How do documentary subjects render the experience of participation, as approached 
through care ethics and the concept of ‘important interests’, and which factors are key to their 
experience? 
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This question interrogates the subject experience by means of ‘narrative emo-
tion analysis’ (Kleres, 2011). The subject’s ‘important interests’ (Collins, 2015) 
that are related to: the process of documentary filmmaking; the final documen-
tary; its possible aftermaths, are all analysed and the concept of ‘relationship 
importance’ (Collins, 2015) taken into consideration. 

 
RQ 2: Which challenges do filmmakers articulate in relation to documentary filmmaking, 
with emphasis on moral obligations towards documentary subjects, and which ac-
tions/attitudes accompany their accounts?  

a) What is the role of emotion in these actions and attitudes? 
 
The filmmaker perspective is crucial to drawing qualified conclusions about the 
subject experience and to considering it in the context of care ethics, as well as 
to the examination of the potential of care ethics in relation to the practice of 
factual storytelling. Besides identifying moral challenges in the practice of doc-
umentary filmmaking, this question also explores if and how an ethics of care is 
actually articulated in the attitudes and actions (Collins, 2015) of documentary 
filmmakers. These actions and attitudes are accessed through interviews and 
documentary films. By considering the various obligations that are discernible 
in the filmmaker’s practice/moral reasoning, the costs that are involved in 
moral deliberation can be taken into account. Departing from the suggested 
conflict between objectivity and emotion, the question also allows for the con-
sideration of emotion as a challenge or potential within the ethics of factual 
storytelling, as explored through the actions and attitudes of documentary 
filmmakers. 
 
RQ 3: What is the validity of ‘dependency duties’ in relation to the subject-filmmaker en-
counter, and what implications do these duties have for the practice of factual storytelling and 
the scholarly domain of media ethics? 
 
This question brings the findings of the two preceding questions into dialogue 
with an ethics of care, to determine the significance of care ethics within a me-
dia context. RQ3 includes two sub-questions, which allow me to bring relation-
al and emotional dimensions of mediated production to the fore and consider 
them in the light of care ethics: 
 

a) How does potential ‘relational duality’ affect the filmmaker’s ‘dependency duties’ 
and the capacity of fulfilling these duties?   

b) What is the moral significance of the filmmaker’s attitudes towards emotion and 
subjectivity in relation to their craft, when accessed through an ethics of care?  
What insights can be brought to media practice and the domain of media ethics? 

 
The study contributes to the academic fields of media ethics and affective me-
dia research, whilst encouraging ethical practice within factual storytelling. An 
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important premise for the study is its interdisciplinary approach, where focus is 
placed on ethical and moral challenges within the context of mediated repre-
sentation with participating subjects at its centre, rather than on a particular 
format or genre. The inclusion of experiences and academic perspectives that 
are not necessarily part of a journalistic culture but still share some of its foun-
dational preconditions adds novel insight into journalistic research and practice 
and should be seen as an important contribution to journalism studies and 
media ethics. 

The academic contribution of this study is twofold, since it includes an 
empirical and a theoretical dimension. Through paying in-depth attention to 
the experience of participating subjects, the study adds empirical knowledge 
about a previously somewhat neglected phenomenon. To be able to move the 
discussion of ethical and moral challenges related to the representation of other 
people forward, this type of knowledge is crucial. Knowledge of how docu-
mentary filmmakers reason about and deal with moral challenges in their work 
constitutes an additional empirical contribution. The relational responsibilities 
of a practice which relies on relationships with subjects/sources are rarely 
acknowledged or examined in the literature. The case study approach allows the 
accounts of subjects and filmmakers who were involved in the same process to 
be placed in dialogue with each other and permits the relational dimensions of 
their encounter with each other to be explored. 

By applying a theoretical perspective which is based on a view of ‘morali-
ty as relational’ to the experiences of documentary subjects and filmmakers, in 
combination with theories of relationship characteristics and emotion, the 
study makes a theoretical contribution to media ethics. The care ethics perspec-
tive offers one the opportunity to bring the storyteller-subject/source relation-
ship to the fore and theoretically relate the experiences of subjects to the ac-
tions and attitudes of storytellers, whilst simultaneously taking possible costs 
into consideration. The application, and evaluation, of care ethics within a me-
dia context is one of the study’s most important theoretical contributions. By 
considering emotion and subjectivity in relation to the ethics of long-form fac-
tual storytelling, the study further contributes to the scholarly exploration of 
the emotional dimensions of factual storytelling. By offering insight into subject 
and filmmaker experiences, as regarded through the lens of a novel theoretical 
approach, this study joins previous research that has suggested that ‘emotionali-
ty’ is a possible asset in moral decision-making (see Richards & Rees, 2011). 
The results of the study are deemed to be relevant to understanding factual 
formats that are dependent on the establishment and maintenance of extensive 
relationships between subject and storyteller. However, the interdisciplinary 
approach that is adopted in this study makes the findings valuable to all forms 
of factual storytelling that rely on relationships with real and actual people. This 
approach should prompt a discussion of how the perspectives that are invoked 
in this thesis can benefit formats where these aspects have seldom been in fo-
cus – in research, as well as practice. 
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 While the results of this study should stand on their own merits, they 
could also benefit from inclusion into a broader framework that includes other 
media genres or theoretical approaches. Outside of the scholarly context, this 
study may well prove to be a valuable tool for practitioners of factual storytell-
ing in their daily work and for educators of tomorrow’s journalists and docu-
mentary filmmakers. Swedish ethicist Susanne Wigorts Yngvesson has argued 
that there is a need for continuous reflection on moral deeds and ethical ideals 
within professions (including that of the journalist) that possess some amount 
of power over the lives of other people (Yngvesson, 2008, pp. 10–13). With 
this thesis, I strive to contribute to such reflection. 

1.4 Thesis structure 

The present chapter has introduced and contextualised the relational and emo-
tional approach to media ethics that guides this study. I have presented the 
problems that motivate the thesis and explained how I respond to these prob-
lems. In Chapter 2, the interdisciplinary approach is reinforced through a dis-
cussion of differences and similarities within forms and genres of factual story-
telling, with particular focus on extensive formats, including journalistic report-
age and observational documentary. The chapter also describes the Swedish 
context within which the documentaries that are included in this study were 
produced and broadcast.  

Chapter 3 presents the theoretical underpinnings of the study, starting 
with a discussion of the presence and assessment of possibly conflicting ideals 
that are related to issues of objectivity versus subjectivity, and the concept of 
‘emotion’ within a journalistic and documentary context. This discussion pro-
vides a background for the examination of the presence of and the ethical sig-
nificance of certain aspects that are manifest in the empirical material. The 
subsequent review of the field of media ethics assesses a number of perspec-
tives that have been previously applied within the field and reinforces our con-
cern about the research gap that was introduced in the previous chapter. Next, 
I shift focus to the storyteller-subject relationship. Following a discussion of 
previous research on the storyteller-subject relationship within the areas of 
journalism and documentary studies, I introduce in more detail an ethical 
framework that places this relationship at the centre of moral deliberation. A 
significant part of Chapter 3 is devoted to the study’s care ethics framework, 
where I define this framework, motivates its use in the present study, and relate 
it to media ethics. Following this, I introduce the relational theories that will be 
used to access the nature of the filmmaker-subject relationship, so that we can 
properly grasp the ethical significance of a possible relational duality. I end the 
chapter by establishing ‘agency’ and ‘emotion’ as (central) analytical concepts. 
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Chapter 4 lays out the methodological foundations of the study and dis-
cusses the choice of methods and empirical material that is used. The qualita-
tive case study-approach is introduced and motivated, followed by a review of 
how the empirical material was selected and accessed. The interview process is 
described, as well as how the subsequent analyses were carried out. I proceed 
by discussing the ethical considerations related to the research process and 
comment on its trustworthiness and possible limitations. Chapter 4 ends with a 
brief presentation of the informants who were interviewed and the documen-
taries they have created/participated in. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 engage with the empirical material. These chapters 
follow the order of the research questions; with Chapter 5 focusing on the 
subject experience and Chapter 6 on the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes. 
More specifically, Chapter 5 is based on a ‘narrative emotion analysis’ (Kleres, 
2011) of the experience of seven documentary participants. The care ethics 
concept of ‘important interest’ (Collins, 2015) is applied so as to advance our 
understanding of this experience from an ethical perspective. In Chapter 6, I 
respond to the second research question and focus on the ethical and moral 
challenges that are involved in documentary production. I approach the issue 
from the perspective of care ethics, paying particular attention to the filmmak-
ers’ actions and attitudes, as well as to emotional aspects of the craft. The first 
two empirical chapters also assess the nature of the storyteller-subject relation-
ship and examine its importance.  

In response to the third research question, Chapter 7 merges the findings 
of the two preceding chapters together and approaches these findings with the 
theoretical tools that have been presented throughout the study. I evaluate the 
relevance of the core concept of care ethics, namely ‘dependency duties’ (Col-
lins, 2015) and consider the emotional dimensions of factual storytelling in 
relation to the subject experience and to the filmmakers’ accounts. I further 
consider the ethical significance of a possible duality within the storyteller-
subject relationship. The thesis ends with a concluding chapter where the aim 
and research questions are revisited and related to the findings of the study. I 
discuss the contributions that this thesis makes and suggest paths for further 
research. 
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2. Telling Other People’s Stories 

This chapter presents a discussion of the boundaries of the journalistic profes-
sion and provides a background to the realm of long-form factual storytelling. 
It also identifies a number of ethical challenges that transgress professional 
boundaries, as well as the boundaries of a specific medium. In many regards, 
the process of producing observational documentary resembles that of produc-
ing journalistic reportage. The common ground on which these two forms of 
representation rests provides a rich starting point for a discussion of the ethical 
challenges involved in the creation of mediated depictions of other people. I 
will begin by motivating the use of the term long-form factual storytelling, which is 
followed by my accessing the fleeting borders of the documentary format and 
my drawing attention to several points of contact between particular forms of 
documentary and journalism. The chapter ends with an overview of the Swe-
dish context in which the documentaries that are included in this study were 
broadcast. 

2.1 Long-form factual storytelling 

The craft of telling true stories is practiced in many forms, of which television 
documentary and journalistic reportage are but two. Narrative nonfiction is a term 
that has been used to refer to the practice of telling stories about actual people 
and/or events, regardless of medium (Kramer & Call, 2007). In this thesis, the 
same practice will be referred to as long-form factual storytelling. This designation 
has the advantage of emphasising the scope of the objects of interest and also 
avoids defining a craft in negative terms. By stressing the factual as opposed to 
fictional anchorage of the objects of study, the term signals a distance from for-
mats such as ‘poetic documentary’ or ‘drama documentary’. Situating the doc-
umentary within the context of long-form factual storytelling entails placing it 
alongside a journalistic genre such as reportage. Such a contextualisation has 
been questioned more than once (Butchart, 2006; Sanders, 2012) and is not 
adequate for all types of documentaries. However, as will be emphasised in the 
following, the documentaries that are in focus for the present study share im-
portant traits with journalistic reportage; traits that bring related ethical chal-
lenges to the fore.  



 

 19 

With their primary focus on actual events and real-life people, the docu-
mentary and journalism rest on common ground. Some argue that the bounda-
ries between the two have become increasingly blurred as broadcasters tend to 
look at the documentary as an extension of journalistic TV reportage (Kilborn 
& Izod, 1997; Kleberg, 1999; Winston, 2000). This is suggested to have sparked 
a tendency amongst the audience to equate television journalism with docu-
mentary (Nash, 2009; Winston, 2000). An optional approach is to place docu-
mentary within, what artist and scholar Alfredo Cramerotti calls, ‘aesthetic 
journalism’ (2009). Cramerotti further claims that indistinct margins exist be-
tween artistic- and informational practices and these indistinct margins are 
merely characteristic of our modern culture. The documentary is emphasized as 
an example of this tendency (Cramerotti, 2009, p. 37). The porous boundaries 
of the journalistic profession are further manifested in the context of ‘cultural 
journalism’. Scholars have identified a ‘dual professionalism’ within the sub-
field, by referring to the simultaneous presence of an aesthetic paradigm and a 
journalistic paradigm (see Riegert et al., 2018). The description of cultural jour-
nalists as ‘journalists with a difference’ is based on the practitioner’s source 
relations and attitudes towards objectivity (see Forde, 2003; Harries & Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2007; Riegert et al., 2018). The same aspects are similarly significant 
within the area of long-form factual storytelling and thus are treated in relation 
to documentary and journalistic practice in the present study. 

Factual storytelling poses a number of challenges for its narrators. Parallel 
obligations to the subject and the story make the question of what to include 
and how to include it particularly relevant. As journalist Walt Harrington ob-
serves: “[…] no story includes everything. […] It is important to ask: Is this 
story honest? Is it a true story, not just a factual one?” (2007, p. 171). These 
challenges are presumed to be even more salient within extensive formats. The 
long time spent by practitioners with their subjects results in a significant 
amount of material and involves a number of delicate considerations. Relational 
concerns play an important role in the interaction that takes place with partici-
pating subjects, and extensive engagement is likely to involve emotional in-
vestment for both parties. When dealing with ethical issues related to these 
encounters, valuable insights can be gained from bringing documentary and 
journalism into dialogue with one another. The personal and intimate portraits 
that are created by SVT journalist and documentarian Tom Alandh, in many 
ways, personify the indistinct line between the two forms of representation, and 
thereby call attention to ethical challenges that are made manifest in the crea-
tion of an enacted life story. His close contact with people who find themselves 
in (sometimes) vulnerable situations involves his making of a number of deli-
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cate considerations. In his longitudinal projects,6 Alandh returns to interview 
people who he has depicted after decades have passed. The most famous ex-
ample is perhaps his documentaries about Martina, a girl with Down syndrome. 
Alandh and Martina first met when she was five years old, when he portrayed 
Martina and her mother’s struggle to secure a decent future for her daughter. In 
Alandh’s latest documentary about Martina (2018), she has turned 50 years of 
age. Commenting on his relationships with his participating subjects, Alandh 
brings up a challenge that is shared by the filmmakers who are included in the 
present study:  

Having filmed someone for many years, you become somewhat a part of the family. But 
still, I’m careful to separate the private and the professional. I don’t want to become some 
on-call fellow man, I’m a journalist.7 

 
In this quote, Alandh describes himself as a journalist, although his work is 
often categorized as documentary. Alandh’s further reflections around his pro-
fession mirror several of the attitudes expressed by the documentary filmmak-
ers included in the present study. A recognition of the subjective nature of the 
craft and the responsibilities attached to representation is present amongst 
these filmmakers as well as with Alandh: “There is no reality, there are only 
realities. Everything is about interpretation. I rasterize their reality. It involves a 
great responsibility in some ways.”8 The indistinct boundaries between the 
journalist and the documentarian, and their common ethical challenges become 
manifest in the previous quotes. 

Historically, ethically dubious practices within documentary filmmaking 
have been alternately motivated with reference to journalistic ideals of truth 
and the public’s right to know, or by claims of artistic freedom (Nash, 2009, pp. 
41–47; Rughani, 2013, p. 104; Winston, 2000, p. 154). Such claims are likely to 
influence filmmakers’ attitudes towards their subjects (Nash, 2009, p. 46). 
Communications scholar Patricia Aufderheide and visual anthropologist Jay 
Ruby acknowledge the tendency amongst documentarians to relate their pro-
fession either to that of the journalist or that of the artist, and highlight a num-
ber of consequences that follow from making this distinction with respect to 
ethics. Documentarians who see themselves mainly as journalists are more 

 
 
 
 
 

6 See Kilborn (2010) on the relationship between filmmaker and subject in longitudinal docu-
mentary. 
7 Quotation from a public interview at a seminar at the Tempo documentary festival in Stock-
holm on the 9th of March 2013. Author’s translation from Swedish. 
8 Quotation from a public interview at a seminar at the Tempo documentary festival in Stock-
holm on the 9th of March 2013. Author’s translation from Swedish. 
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inclined to adhere to ethical codes that are apparent in that profession com-
pared to documentarians who consider themselves to be artists (Aufderheide, 
2012; Ruby, [1979] 2005). In relation to this study, such a demarcation appears 
restrictive, since the professional boundary does not necessarily lie between 
these two poles, and any filmmaker’s professional membership is not always 
that distinct.  

In focus for the present thesis is the process of turning other people’s ex-
periences into a mediated narrative, and the ethical challenges that are con-
comitant with this process. Journalists and documentary filmmakers who are 
engaged in the enactment of life stories share the same tasks of material selec-
tion, editing, and making narrative choices. Running throughout the entire 
process is the possible tension between creative vision and consideration of the 
participating subjects. This study rests on the premise that documentarians and 
journalists who deal with real life people and events are under similar obliga-
tions towards these people and events. These obligations encompass the whole 
process; from the initial research stage to the editing and final representation 
stage. However, the opinion that documentarians should adhere to the ethical 
principles of journalism is not an obvious starting point for this study. On the 
contrary, institutional guidelines that are derived from journalism ethics tend to 
reveal the difficulties with conflating factual programming into a single unit 
(Nash, 2009, pp. 48–49). These factors contribute to the decision where I con-
sider the data included in this thesis in relation to ethical theory, instead of 
professional codes of ethics. I elaborate on this decision in Chapter 3. 

Aufderheide, Jaszi, and Chandra approach differences between the work 
of a journalist and a documentary maker in their study on ethical challenges 
amongst documentary filmmakers (2009). In their study, the relationship with 
the subject is seen as a main division. In contrast to the minutes or hours a 
news reporter may spend with an interviewee, Aufderheide et al. take into con-
sideration the work that is done with a documentary, which can go on for years 
and often touches on emotionally-difficult topics. Documentary thus calls for a 
considerate and highly deliberate way of working with subjects, they argue 
(Aufderheide et al., 2009, p. 7). According to film and television scholar Stella 
Bruzzi, an important distinction between the two is documentary’s ability to 
provide depth and context. While a newsreel shows events, it is documentary’s 
task to provide structure and meaning and to present the viewer with alterna-
tive interpretations of conventional ideas (Bruzzi, 2006, p. 27). Bruzzi’s per-
spective indicates the existence of a higher level of subjectivity in documentary 
which allows the filmmaker to move outside standardised frames of news re-
porting. 

Note that these scholars mainly refer to news journalism in their compari-
sons. Reportage, or narrative journalism, shares both a unique and more exten-
sive relationship with the subject (than news journalism) and includes a height-
ened focus on storytelling, as in observational documentary. These are elements 
that make these formats distinct from an ethical perspective. Just as with news 
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journalism, narrative journalism and documentary have obligations towards 
multiple parties (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Harrington, 2007; Kramer, 1995; 
Mitchell, 2014). Financial backers, readers/viewers, sources, and subjects all 
need to be considered before, during, and after the telling of a story. Referring 
to a journalist’s ‘multiple constituencies’, Harrington (2007) highlights the par-
ticular ethical complexity of in-depth genres that allows the journalist intimate 
access to sources and subjects: “The complexity of the journalist’s ethical situa-
tion is only compounded in the case of narrative journalism.” (Harrington, 
2007, p. 170). Since narrative journalists and documentarians often come ex-
ceptionally close to their subjects, several scholars have claimed that this rela-
tionship is an ethically key relationship (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Harrington, 
2007; Nash, 2009; Winston, 2000). The challenges that are accentuated within 
long-form factual storytelling motivate the application of an ethical theory that 
highlights the relationship as a source of moral obligations.  

2.1.1 Defining documentary 
Documentary and written journalistic reportage have faced similar identity 
crises with respect to their categorisation because they share similar loyalties to 
fact and storytelling. While documentary has been positioned next to either 
journalism or fiction/art, written journalistic reportage has been alternately 
placed alongside journalism and fiction/literature (Aucoin, 2001; Jungstrand, 
2013). This lack of clarity calls for a working definition that clearly states what 
kind of material will be dealt with in the present thesis. The following sections 
prepare the foundation for an operational definition that corresponds with the 
aim of this thesis. The present study originates in the problematization of the 
notion of ‘participation’. This precondition immediately provides one of the 
essential elements that define the forms of storytelling that are encompassed by 
the study: a relationship to the real; i.e., actual people and events. 

The idea of what documentary is, and ought to be, comes in as many var-
iants as there are scholars and documentary makers. Should the definition stem 
from the director’s aims or perhaps an audience’s perception? The answers 
differ. Several scholars stress the relationship of documentary to the historical 
world as a key feature, as opposed to a fictional world which may be construct-
ed in feature film (Grierson, 1966; Kilborn & Izod, 1997; Nichols, 1991). As 
early as the 1920’s, filmmaker John Grierson famously described documentary 
as “the creative treatment of actuality” (Grierson, 1966, p. 13). However, this is 
a description that has been criticized for prompting the question of how much 
actuality remains after “creative treatment” has been applied (Winston, 2008).  

Another way to frame documentary is on the basis of a profession. Film 
scholar Bill Nichols refers to documentary as that which is produced by those 
who regard themselves as documentarians (Nichols, 1991, p. 15). Such a defini-
tion can easily be challenged by formal criteria, but it may not be as readily 
overturned because formal rules for documentary are far from given. Consider 
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the argument that a documentary should capture real events as they happen. Such 
criteria exclude films that make use of reconstruction, for example, staging 
events as they are believed to have occurred at a previous moment in time. 
What Nichols does is perhaps not provide a cast-iron definition as much as 
whimsically point to the fact that documentary is difficult to define, and thus 
the category ‘documentary maker’ is a group with no obvious boundaries 
(1991) (as previously suggested in relation to journalist/documentarian Tom 
Alandh). This categorization will not, however, be applied in the present con-
text. Instead, the approach that I adopt is based on the argument that ethical 
challenges and moral responsibilities connected to a particular format remain 
the same regardless of a creator’s identification as documentary filmmaker, 
journalist, or neither. Nichols stresses the filmmaker’s control over aspects 
such as selection, narrative, and editing. Analogous control is exerted within the 
journalistic practice, thereby resulting in related ethical challenges. 

As Nichols proceeds with his investigation into the nature of documen-
tary, he claims that we need three different definitions. Besides defining docu-
mentary from the point of view of the filmmaker, he suggests that we consider 
it from the point of view of the text and the viewer (Nichols, 1991).9 As a dis-
tinguishing feature of the documentary text, Nichols mentions an ‘informing 
logic’ that represents or makes an argument about the historical world. Cases 
are presented and arguments put forward, often demonstrating more than one 
single point of view, to end up in a concluding section where a solution (or a 
suggestion towards a solution) is presented. The observational documentary 
follows a slightly different logic, using the same structure, but with the argu-
ments replaced by character-based conflict, and the solution replaced by resolu-
tion (Nichols, 1991). 

Scholars and documentary makers have challenged traditional definitions 
of documentary, by dismissing its authoritarian and straightforward relationship 
with reality. Bruzzi suggests an increasingly fluid definition which includes a 
more relaxed relationship between documentary and aspects such as dramatiza-
tion, performance, and other forms of fictionalisation (2006, p. 8). With recent 
documentaries demonstrating an increased use of poetic and performative ap-
proaches, this more fluid way of defining documentary seems motivated. How-
ever, for the purpose of this thesis, a more narrow definition is necessary; one 

 
 
 
 
 

9 The text here refers to the documentary itself, including its structure, cuts, sounds, and visual 
elements and that which can be perceived when taking part of the film. It thus excludes every-
thing that lies outside of the text, for example, the director, where the documentary is broadcast, 
and how it is received. 
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that recognises the differences between different types of documentary and the 
ethical challenges they generate (Katz, 2003; Nash, 2011; Nichols, 1991). 

The observational documentary 
Following the aforementioned assumption that different modes of documen-
tary generate different ethical questions, the empirical focus in this thesis is 
placed on a particular kind of documentary. Although I suggest that the theo-
retical approach is applicable to various genres and modes of factual storytell-
ing, the challenges that are associated with these different forms vary. Just as 
news journalism and narrative journalism might put different ethical challenges 
in the spotlight, the characteristics of the observational documentary raise par-
ticular questions; questions which are closely connected to those of journalistic 
reportage. Observational documentary involves extensive commitment on 
behalf of both the filmmaker and the documentary subject (Nash, 2009, p. 80). 
Time, emotion, and flexibility are common investments that are expected from 
the subject. Such investments make observational documentary, and related 
journalistic genres, ethically complex and demand close examination. The divi-
sion of documentary practice into different modes such as observational doc-
umentary, expository documentary, and interactive documentary is indeed a 
simplification that has become increasingly problematic in the light of contem-
porary hybrid formats (Nash, 2009, p. 81). Nichols himself acknowledges that, 
even if they are dominated by a particular mode, documentary texts are often 
made up by a unique combination of different modes (Nichols, 2001). The 
distinction made above, however, provides a useful starting point when our aim 
is to highlight common characteristics within a sample. In this section, observa-
tional documentary will be described with particular attention to characteristics 
believed to be of ethical significance or, for other reasons, of importance to the 
present study. 

In the early months of 1968, a heated debate hit the culture pages of the 
main Swedish newspapers. The premier of a documentary by two young 
filmmakers had been postponed due to a sex scene that the National Board of 
Film Censors (Statens Biografbyrå) wanted omitted from the screening. In Dom 
kallar oss mods (They Call us Misfits, Stefan Jarl & Jan Lindqvist, 1968) filmmakers 
Stefan Jarl and Jan Lindqvist depict a year in the life of two longhaired teenage 
boys, ‘living for the day’, on the fringe of society. The viewer gets to follow 
Kenta and Stoffe in their hunt for fun, drugs, alcohol, and a place to spend the 
night. With its controversial topic and its intimate, observational mode of ex-
pression, They Call us Misfits was one of the first Swedish documentaries of its 
kind. The scene that was subject to censorship efforts shows one of the pro-
tagonists initiating sexual intercourse with an anonymous young girl. After 
engaging in a short dialogue, where Kenta is clearly the more motivated con-
versational partner, Kenta’s undressing of the girl is followed by a close up of 
his naked behind moving up and down. Following an appeal, the National 
Board of Film Censors eventually lifted the censorship. When the documentary 
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finally screened, it proved to be a success with its audience (Sørenssen, 2010, p. 
187). 

They Call us Misfits was made at a time when observational ideals with re-
spect to documentary began to flourish. Although not a “pure” observational 
documentary,10 its inspiration from direct cinema is apparent and has been 
acknowledged by Stefan Jarl himself (Sørenssen, 2010). Two filmmakers and a 
16 mm film camera had replaced the traditional large film crew and their cum-
bersome equipment, thereby allowing the filmmakers to follow their subjects 
almost everywhere. Observational characteristics, such as the depiction of eve-
ryday life and contemporary experience, the inclusion of dead or empty time, 
and the filmmakers’ absence from the screen (Nichols, 1991) are all present in 
this documentary. Contemporary responses to They Call us Misfits highlighted its 
extraordinary intimacy and sense of authenticity. Observational documentary is 
often described as a particularly intimate format, with opportunities for intima-
cy constantly evolving with the introduction of increasingly sophisticated 
equipment (Bruzzi, 2006; Nash, 2011). 

A common critique of observational documentary concerns filmmakers’ 
attitudes towards their documentary subjects. This issue was also raised in rela-
tion to They Call us Misfits. The filmmakers were accused of invading the privacy 
of individuals, and abandoning the young documentary subjects to the mercy 
of the audience (Jarl & Lindqvist, 1968, p. 163; Sørenssen, 2010, p. 194). The 
filmmakers, however, attested to their close relationships with the people they 
depicted. Observational documentary generally involves long periods of obser-
vation in various contexts. To capture events as they happen, the filmmaker is 
dependent on a considerable degree of access to his/her subject(s). Conse-
quently, the filmmaker and the subject(s) are likely to engage in a long-term 
relationship; a relationship that involves trust. The extensive presence and inti-
macy invoked by the process of observational documentary filmmaking is be-
lieved to affect the relationship between filmmaker and subject and to be of 
ethical significance (Nash, 2009). 

In agreement with scholars like Nichols (1991) and Nash (2011), Rughani 
argues that different types of documentary place different demands on its orig-
inators, not least with respect to the interaction with participating subjects. In 
contrast to current affairs or investigative work, he states that when dealing 
with particularly vulnerable subjects or delicate topics “...special attention 
should be given to the experiences of contributors as people, not just as cyphers 
for a filmer to make a point.” (2013, p. 102). While this concern may be 

 
 
 
 
 

10 A pure observational documentary does not include any external music, interviews, voice-over 
commentary or re-enactments (Nichols, 1991, pp. 34–38). 
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brought to a head in observational documentary, the ethical challenges raised in 
this section are not unique to this particular format or even to the documentary 
format in general. The argument made by Rughani echoes calls found in most 
ethical guidelines for journalists and, as noted previously, some journalistic 
formats share many of the traits attributed to observational documentary.  

That said, the intimacy of the format, as well as the storyteller’s extensive 
presence, make observational documentary an example of long-form factual 
storytelling that is well-suited to the purpose of the present study. So as to cor-
respond with the aim of the study, the selection is limited to documentaries 
with one or several participating subjects at the centre of the story. 

2.2 The Swedish context 

Public service broadcasting holds an exceptionally strong position within the 
Swedish media landscape. In accordance with a charter issued by the Swedish 
government a vast majority of the population have access to public service 
television company Sveriges Television’s (SVT) channels (Myndigheten för 
Radio och Tv, 2019). Confidence in public service media is high. In a report 
from 2020, 62 per cent of the interviewed population admitted to ‘high’ or 
‘relatively high’ confidence in SVT, which is comparable to the level of confi-
dence held in the judiciary or health care system (Oscarsson & Sjörén, 2020). 
Amongst Swedish journalists, SVT is considered the country’s most influential 
media organization (Strömbäck et al., 2012). The company that today is Sveri-
ges Television (SVT)11 started to broadcast in 1956, on one channel. In 1969, a 
second channel was added and to date, SVT runs four national channels 
(2017).12 A compulsory license fee for the possession of a television set fi-
nanced the company and its services for decades.13 In 2019, the funding system 
was replaced by a general public service fee which was included in the tax obli-
gations for everyone over 18 years of age. SVT programming is non-
commercial and does not allow advertising14 (Sveriges Television, 2017). An 
increasingly commercial media climate has, however, required the public service 

 
 
 
 
 

11 Previously Radiotjänst and Sveriges Radio. 
12 SVT1, SVT2, SVT24, and the children’s channel: Barnkanalen. Kunskapskanalen is run to-
gether with UR. 
13 The fee included public service radio (SR) and the Swedish Educational Broadcasting Compa-
ny (UR). 
14 Sponsorship is allowed within certain contexts, for example, in connection with sports events. 
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company to adjust its operations in response to commercial competitors (Lin-
dén, 2011). This adjustment, including digital strategies, has been subject to a 
sometimes heated debate within the Swedish media where the role of public 
service TV has been questioned (see Aleman, 2014; Croneman, 2015; 
Fichtelius, 2015; Mattsson, 2015; Westin, 2015). Many of SVT’s programs can 
be accessed through the web-TV platform SVT Play, which also provides pro-
grams specifically produced for the web. 

2.2.1 The public service television documentary 
When the average length of fiction films increased in the 1950’s, documentary 
lost its position as a complement to such films in Swedish cinemas. Around the 
same time, Swedish television started its regular broadcasts, creating a new 
outlet for documentary formats. The transition from cinema to public service 
television freed documentary from its reliance on actors dependent on eco-
nomic profit. Ever since, SVT has played an important role for Swedish docu-
mentary filmmaking. At times, SVT was the single major domestic outlet for 
this type of film (Furhammar, 1995; Jönsson, 2010). In the early 1960’s, docu-
mentary was allocated its own department within Sveriges Radio (now SVT). 
The number of staff employed at this department was modest, partly due to the 
intention to make room for independent filmmakers. In contrast to the public 
affairs division, the documentary section cultivated a personal form of storytell-
ing and was mainly inspired by filmic aesthetics. But it was the journalistic style 
of the public affairs division that would set the standards for documentary 
production in Sweden in the years to come (Furhammar, 1995). 

The 1960’s was a period of major revolution for documentary in terms of 
technical advancements, its form, and choice of topics (Sørenssen, 2010). Swe-
dish documentary was no exception. Lightweight cameras increased the mobili-
ty of the filmmaker and smaller crews gained access to contexts that would 
have been closed off from larger film teams (Furhammar, 1995; Sørenssen, 
2010). Naturally, these changes had consequences for both content and form, 
one of which was the emergence of a more intimate documentary storytelling 
with close ups and an enhanced sense of ‘being there’. The emergence of new 
techniques and formats sparked discussions about rights and responsibilities 
connected to documentary production. The issue of subjectivity versus objec-
tivity appeared on the agenda and the Swedish Radio Board (Radionämnden) 
charged several films for not fulfilling the public service’s demands for impar-
tiality. At SVT, an internal dialogue was initiated concerning the morality of 
depicting individuals in vulnerable positions (Kleberg, 1999). With the emer-
gence of the camcorder in the early 1980’s, the cost of producing documen-
taries decreased even further. Simultaneously, fewer political documentaries 
were made and the individual was once again in focus for filmmakers’ atten-
tion. At this point in time,  we can start to discern a pattern towards a growing 
interest in the personal and the celebrity; an interest that has increased within 



 

 28 

television ever since (Furhammar, 1995; Sarrimo, 2012). It was also around this 
time, in the early 1990’s, that SVT lost its monopoly and the Swedish television 
market was opened up to competition from commercial broadcasters. 

2.2.2 A contemporary outlook 
Far into the 1990’s, the word documentary was commonly associated with some-
thing dull and dusty (Winston, 2008, p. 68). Since then, however, the format 
has moved further and further from such associations. Documentaries such as 
Super Size Me (Morgan Spurlock, 2004), The Act of Killing (Joshua Oppenheimer, 
2012), Citizenfour (Laura Poitras, 2014), and Swedish The Black Power Mixtape, 
1967-1975 (Göran Olsson, 2011) and The Swedish Theory of Love (Erik Gandini, 
2015) have received much attention by audiences around the globe. The in-
creased popularity of the format is evident in Sweden where a documentary like 
Palme (Maud Nycander & Kristina Lindström, 2012), about the murdered Swe-
dish Prime Minister Olof Palme, attracted numerous viewers both at cinemas 
and on television during 2012. Outlets for documentaries have multiplied and 
Swedish documentary festival Tempo continuously has hit new record audience 
highs (Tempo 2013, 2015, 2017). In 2013, Swedish journalist and filmmaker 
Malik Bendjelloul received an Academy Award for the documentary Searching for 
Sugar Man (Malik Bendjelloul, 2012), about the elusive musician Sixto Rodri-
guez. 

Larger platforms for documentaries in Sweden are, in addition to SVT 
and mainstream cinema, Folkets bio, the film club Doc Lounge, and commer-
cial TV-channels like TV3 and Kanal 5.15 Increased interest in the documentary 
format is also notable within public service radio; with popular programs such 
as “P3 Dokumentär” (P3 Documentary) and “P1 Dokumentär” (P1 Documen-
tary). For the filmmaker who aspires to reach a large audience, SVT is, howev-
er, the superior platform. An illustrative example can be seen in Maj Wechsel-
mann’s documentary about Swedish journalist Barbro “Bang” Alving. Bang och 
världshistorien (Maj Wechselmann, 2008). This production was viewed by a mod-
est 8 990 at Swedish cinemas, but attracted over 500 000 viewers when broad-
cast by SVT (Lidin, 2009). Despite the growing number of platforms, SVT is 
still a major funder of Swedish documentary film, together with the Swedish 
Film Institute (Börjeson & Fröberg, 2014). Out of the 20 most-viewed docu-

 
 
 
 
 

15 The programs that are labelled as ‘documentaries’ by TV3 and Kanal 5 tend to approach sensa-
tional topics and its form, which includes a reporter and/or presenter who guides the viewer, is 
more in common with what SVT would label ‘reportage’ or ‘documentary series’ instead of 
‘documentary film’.  
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mentaries at Swedish cinemas between 2006 and 2010, SVT co-produced 18 
(Ericsson, 2011). The public service company, however, has been criticised for 
disproportional number of requirements concerning producer’s investments  
(Lidin, 2009).  

The growing interest in the personal documentary and in celebrity culture 
that Furhammar initially identified back in the 1990’s public service documen-
tary shows no signs of losing pace. This tendency mirrors a media climate 
where increased attention is paid to ordinary people (Hornmoen, 2015; Sarri-
mo, 2012). In Sweden, as in other parts of the world, emerging formats such as 
the ‘360-degree documentary’ raise new ethical questions (Kool, 2016). Or, not 
least, position some of the previous challenges associated with documentary in 
a different light. As long as filmmakers and audiences continue to take an inter-
est in depictions of people, the question raised by Nichols in the early 2000’s 
retains its ethical relevance: “What do we do with people when we make a doc-
umentary” (Nichols, 2001, p. 5). 

The broadcasting slot that was selected for this study is to be found at 
SVT2, one of SVT’s two main channels. Under the label “SVT Doku-
mentärfilm” (SVT Documentary Film),16 SVT2 broadcasts documentaries that 
are mainly produced by independent filmmakers. The documentaries do not 
follow a strict format or demonstrate thematic coherence. Widely disparate 
topics are approached and everything from a soccer team in the suburbs to a 
man who has lived in self-imposed isolation for 45 years is depicted in hour-
long films. SVT describes these documentaries as: “…newly produced narrative 
documentaries by the most prominent documentary filmmakers in Sweden” 
(Sveriges Television, 2017).17 “SVT Dokumentärfilm” broadcasts approximate-
ly 20 to 30 hours of documentary content each year (O. Fagerstedt, personal 
communication, 2013). The majority of these documentaries can be accessed 
through SVT Play for a limited period after the national TV broadcast. 

2.2.3 Rules and regulations 
The rights and obligations for broadcasting media in Sweden are regulated by 
The Fundamental Law on Freedom of Expression (Yttrandefrihetsgrundlagen, 
YGL). YGL came into force in January, 1992, and is Sweden’s newest constitu-
tional law. Defamation and insult are amongst the crimes that you can be sen-
tenced to under YGL. The public service broadcaster, SVT, is governed by 
YGL, while the broadcasting operations of a channel such as TV3, that mainly 

 
 
 
 
 

16 This label is no longer in use, ‘Swedish documentaries’ is no longer a separate category at SVT.   
17 The author’s translation from Swedish. 
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addresses the Swedish market but is owned by a British company (Viasat 
Broadcasting), is subject to parts of the constitution (Yttrandefrihetsgrundla-
gen, Chap. 1, 7 §).18 Swedish television is also governed by the Radio and TV 
Act. To broadcast terrestrial television in Sweden, permission from the Author-
ity for Radio and TV is required. In the case of public service television, the 
permission is granted by the Swedish government. The Charter that is granted 
by the Swedish government guarantees SVT’s independence of the State and its 
political interests. In the present Charter, valid from January 2020, it is stated 
that SVT should pay attention to the privacy of individuals and that infor-
mation should be fact-checked before broadcast. The Charter further contains 
words alluding to objectivity19 (Myndigheten för Radio och Tv, 2019). The 
Charter applies to all programs that are broadcast by SVT and thus indirectly 
affect independent filmmakers and production companies whose works are 
shown on SVT’s channels. The filmmakers that are included in this study are 
thus bound to relate to statutes about impartiality and the privacy of individu-
als. All of the programs that are broadcast by SVT are assigned an (internal) 
editor who ensures that the program does not violate the Charter or any of the 
laws regulating public service broadcasting. Violations against the Radio and 
TV Act and broadcasting permissions are tried by The Swedish Broadcasting 
Commission (Granskningsnämnden för Radio och Tv).  

In addition to the legal system and the rules described above, the Swedish 
Union of Journalists, together with representatives of the Swedish media sec-
tor, has compiled a set of self-regulating ethical guidelines for the press, radio, 
and TV. The guidelines include requests to pay particular attention to 
sources/subjects who are not used to appearing in the media and to inform 
interviewees about how and where their utterances will be reproduced (Journal-
istförbundet, 2020). While the ethical guidelines apply to all members of the 
Swedish Union of Journalists, this is not the obvious association for documen-
tarians to join. Many Swedish documentarians are instead affiliated with the 
Teaterförbundet (The Swedish Union for Performing Arts and Film). The Un-
ion for Performing Arts and Film has no ethical guidelines equivalent to those 
developed by the Union of Journalists. The lack of an ethical framework specif-
ically developed for documentary practice and the ambiguous definition of 
documentary raise questions about the relevance of relating the format to existing 
frameworks within adjacent fields. Scholars have discussed documentary in 
relation to ethical standards developed within journalism, whilst simultaneously 

 
 
 
 
 

18 As from January, 2021, TV3 will be broadcast from Sweden and be completely subject to 
Swedish legislation.  
19 See Section 3.1.1 for a thorough discussion of the concepts of ‘objectivity’ and ‘subjectivity’.  
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identifying a number of problems with doing so (Aufderheide, 2012; Winston, 
2005). Some documentarians find such rules as contradictory to the basic art of 
their profession. It has been argued that ideals of objectivity and professional 
detachment go against much of what constitutes documentary (Aufderheide, 
2012, pp. 365–366). The understanding of the concept of ‘objectivity’ is, how-
ever, not straightforward. 

On the basis of the laws and rules that regulate Swedish public service, in 
the 1970s, political scientist Jörgen Westerståhl categorised ‘objectivity’ in the 
Swedish media context as involving truth, relevance, balance, and neutral 
presentation (Westerståhl, 1972, p. 12). The concepts that informed Wester-
ståhl’s operationalization of ‘objectivity’ are present in SVT’s broadcast Charter 
to this day (Myndigheten för Radio och Tv, 2019). The Charter states that 
SVT’s right to broadcast should be practised with impartiality and objectivi-
ty/accuracy.20 Such directives generate the question whether it is at all possible 
for SVT to broadcast personal, observational documentaries? The words used 
in the Charter are, naturally, open to interpretation. To understand how this is 
applied in practice, consider how SVT interprets the directives that it is subject 
to in the context of a documentary that was reported to the Broadcasting 
Commission by a third party. The documentary was accused of deviating the 
Charter’s directives concerning impartiality and objectivity/accuracy. The partly 
observational documentary about an old farmer who lost possession of his 
horses following a decision by the County Administrative Board (Länsstyrelsen) 
attracted a great deal of attention in Sweden. Commenting on the criticism, 
SVT argued that “both sides” were given the opportunity to be heard in the 
program. SVT repeatedly referred to the character of the program under dis-
cussion: “The artistic documentary tends to be subjective in nature and tell a 
story from a particular perspective. […] This is evident to the audience.”21 
(Granskningsnämnden för Radio och Tv, 2015, p. 8). By acquitting the pro-
gram of wrongdoing, the Broadcasting Commission appeared to ratify SVT’s 
interpretation of impartiality and objectivity/accuracy in the particular context. 
In the Broadcasting Commission’s decision, it was stated that even though 
essential information is not to be left out, the Charter allows room for ap-
proaching a topic from a particular perspective, as long as this is evident in the 
program or the presentation of the program (Granskningsnämnden för Radio 
och Tv, 2015). From the example above, it follows that even though a docu-
mentary broadcast by SVT must adhere to the formulations in the broadcasting 

 
 
 
 
 

20 The Swedish word sakligt has no direct equivalent in English, but can be translated to ‘based 
on facts’. The Swedish word for ‘objectivity’ is not the word used in the Charter. 
21 My translation from Swedish. 
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charter, this does not automatically rule out some amount of subjectivity. The 
understanding of objectivity that emerges is one where objectivity does not 
necessary stand in opposition to subjectivity. The genre-related dimensions of 
this issue are, as indicated, crucial and are treated in more detail in Section 
3.1.1. 

Unlike with many countries and broadcasting companies, SVT does not 
require formal consent to be signed off by documentary subjects. SVT might, 
however, recommend filmmakers to draw up such contracts in cases which 
may be considered to be ethically complex. The documentary section at SVT 
further advises filmmakers to let the main subjects view the documentary prior 
to screening, preferably before the final cut.22 This does not, however, consti-
tute giving subjects the right to decide over what the final cut will be (Persson 
2017, personal communication). 

The documentaries that are included in this study were all made by inde-
pendent filmmakers. The degree of influence that SVT had over the process, as 
well as the level of communication between filmmaker and SVT, varied be-
tween the informants. The previous review of the guidelines to which a docu-
mentary broadcast by SVT must relate is necessary to paint a picture of the 
context within which the documentaries under study are, if not produced so at 
least, aired. That said, previous studies indicate that neither documentarians nor 
journalists strictly abide by guidelines, if alternative actions/attitudes are con-
sidered to be more ethical (Sanders, 2012, p. 226; Wilkins & Coleman, 2005, 
pp. 112–113). This study, therefore, takes its starting-point in the accounts and 
experiences of subjects and filmmakers and, instead of taking institutional ethi-
cal frameworks into account, considers these accounts and experiences in the 
light of relational ethical theory. If filmmakers and/or subjects explicitly re-
ferred to SVT in matters of potential relevance to the topic under investigation, 
then such statements were considered, particularly within the context of the 
filmmakers’ costs and conflicting duties. This included demands or opinions 
voiced by SVT which might affect the final result and/or the relationship be-
tween filmmaker and documentary subject. These issues are explored in further 
detail in the following section. 

 
 
 
 
 

22 Recommendations differ between different types of documentaries; those mentioned here do 
not necessarily apply to, for example, investigative documentaries. 
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2.3 Professional ideals 

Following the previous discussion, the empirical material that was examined for 
this study could be classified as a hybrid form, where practitioners might identi-
fy with the journalistic occupation, but might as well not. The application of 
structural theories about the journalistic profession is therefore not a straight-
forward procedure. However, the filmmakers included in this study operate 
within a Swedish media system that is characterized, amongst other things, by a 
combination of a free market and strong public service, as well as an independ-
ent press (Nygren & Örnebring, 2015, p. 27). Add to this the institutionalized 
and self-regulated ethics framework mentioned above. In international compar-
isons, Swedish journalists also testify to a high degree of independence and 
autonomy (Strömbäck et al., 2012, p. 317). In addition to being part of this 
national media system, the documentaries under study were broadcast by Swe-
dish public service television. Although they were made by independent docu-
mentarians, the filmmakers all had SVT as their preferred platform for publica-
tion. The difference between public service media and commercial media is a 
factor proven to be of greater importance than the national context with re-
gards to journalistic content (Nygren & Örnebring, 2015).23 Instead of regard-
ing the filmmakers in this study as being part of a Swedish journalistic culture, 
it is relevant to talk about them as part of a “public service culture”, which 
holds particular ideas about ethics, content, and balance (cf. Nygren & Örne-
bring, 2015, pp. 25–27). Swedish public service is characterized by an ideology 
of responsibility, where the media is ascribed the responsibility to provide fair 
and balanced information to the audience, and where editorial priorities are not 
solely dependent on profitability (Ekström & Nohrstedt, 1996; Jönsson, 2015). 
These ideals coexist with some degree of adherence to the ideology of freedom, 
where truth and independent investigation always surpass any consideration of 
a specific part or interest (Ekström & Nohrstedt, 1996, p. 18). 

The idea of ethics as something which is connected to context and prac-
tice, i.e., ‘action ethics’, is central to media scholars Ekström and Nohrstedt’s 
extensive study of ethics in Swedish news reporting. This idea rests on the no-
tion that ethical rules and norms applied in the daily work of journalists are 
closely connected to aspects such as the physical workplace and the genre with 
which the journalist is working. Knowledge about these norms, which tend to 
differ from more general codes of ethics, is attained through practical work and 
experience (Ekström & Nohrstedt, 1996, pp. 19–20). As in many studies and 

 
 
 
 
 

23 For details about the Swedish context, see Jönsson (2015).  
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theories about journalism ethics, Ekström and Nohrstedt focus on news and 
editorial staff. Institutional influences can be considerable, especially within the 
news industry (Wyatt, 2014), but journalism is not only performed within the 
confines of a newsroom. Norms and cultures as those discussed in the previous 
section are likely to inform the attitudes and practices of the informants in the 
present study. However, they are, arguably, less distinct than amongst perma-
nent members of staff who take part in daily discussions and decisions at SVT. 
Ekström and Nohrstedt also highlight how genre and the local and situational 
context affect the meaning of action ethics (1996). The documentary format, 
the filmmakers’ position as freelancers, as well as the documentary filmmakers’ 
distance from a journalistic culture are factors that are deemed to be of signifi-
cance to their actions and/or attitudes.24 With that said, potential institutional 
explanations are not the focus of the present study. Instead, my analysis places 
individual experience and relational interaction at the centre. Rather than asking 
why something is at it is, the interrogatives that inform this study are in the na-
ture of What?, How?, and To what effect? Methodological and theoretical consid-
erations are closely linked to this point of departure. However, through em-
ploying concepts found within care ethics, including ‘costs’ and ‘conflicting 
duties’, the analysis is receptive to tendencies associated with higher-level influ-
ence within the data. 

 
 
 
 
 

24 Journalists and filmmakers are not the only people who are affected by ideas and expectations 
that are related to public service broadcasting in general. Similar preconceptions also influence 
experiences of participation. Consider, for example, the high degree of trust in public service 
media compared to commercial media. (See Section 2.2.) 
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3. Literature Review and Theory 

Although this study can be placed within an interpretative paradigm, there ex-
ists a critical edge to the project which informs the study theoretically and 
methodologically. The sense that something is missing within my chosen area 
of study has accompanied me from the start. I call for an approach where we 
consider the subjects/sources and what we can learn from their experiences. 
This starting point informed methodological decisions, as well as the direction 
from which I approach previous research. I have thus developed a somewhat 
critical posture towards dominant theoretical perspectives in the area of media 
ethics. Such scepticism has encouraged me to turn to theories and concepts 
that are infrequently used or non-dominant within the present context, but in 
which I saw the potential to capture significant aspects of the topic under 
study. This is entailed by deployment of care ethics and relationship theories.  

The present chapter starts with an introduction to key concepts in factual 
storytelling such as ‘storytelling’, ‘objectivity’, ‘subjectivity’, and ‘emotion’. The 
concepts are discussed and placed in relation to the object of study and to the 
theoretical foundations of the thesis. This is followed by an overview of previ-
ous research within media ethics. Particular focus is put on regulated frame-
works in relation to ethical theory. In this section, I present an argument for 
approaching media ethics through ethical theory and begin to motivate the 
application of care ethics. Thereafter, I narrow down our focus to ethics within 
the domain of long-form factual storytelling. In addition to contextualising the 
present study, I argue for the inclusion of the subject perspective in media eth-
ics and highlight the importance of relational considerations within extensive 
factual formats. 

The next section (Section 3.3) provides a discussion of previous research 
on the subject-storyteller relationship. On the basis of this literature review, I 
turn our attention to the theoretical framework and concomitant toolbox that 
informs this study. I offer a detailed explanation of care ethics and position the 
theory within media ethics, thereby further motivating the care ethics focus of 
the study. The subsequent sections highlight a number of characteristics and 
challenges that are related to personal and professional relationships. I intro-
duce a set of theoretical tools that will be used to analyse the subject-filmmaker 
relationship and the experience of participation, including ‘agency’ and ‘emo-
tion’ as analytical concepts. The chapter ends with a summary which highlights 
the links between the literature review and the theoretical underpinnings of the 
study. 
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3.1 Storytelling and emotion in factual storytelling 

Turning facts or events into text25 involves a process of narrativisation. In the 
context of journalistic reportage, Swedish literature scholar Anna Jungstrand 
describes narrativisation as the construction of an “extra-textual reality [com-
monly referred to as facts, referents, or reality] to an intra-textual narrative 
structure”26 (2013, p. 29). The degree of narrativisation varies between journal-
istic genres — from the inverted pyramid of a news story to the dramaturgical 
complexity of a documentary or a book-length reportage. But news, as well as 
investigative journalism and extensive literary pieces, all involve elements of 
storytelling; including choices concerning structure and wording (see, e.g., Bird 
& Dardenne, 2009; Ettema & Glasser, 1998; Hartsock, 2007; Roberts & Giles, 
2014; Roeh, 1989). 

Within journalism studies, issues of narrativisation and storytelling have 
commonly been approached in the context of narrative journalism (see, for 
example, Baym, 2017; Greenberg, 2014; Hartsock, 2007; Roberts & Giles, 
2014). As previously noted, this category displays strong ties to the observa-
tional documentary in terms of length, depth/intimacy, and, generally, a high 
level of narrativisation (see Bondebjerg, 2014). The significance of narrative is 
sometimes emphasized in the context of television, because just a second of 
lost attention can cause the viewer to reach for the remote control and switch 
channels (see Matthews, 2011). However, the prevailing tendency to consume 
both written and visual narratives via a screen, with distractions just a click 
away, renders narrative equally important to both forms of representation. 

Emotion is a valuable tool which can be used to transmit information 
(Legerén Lago & Crespo-Pereira, 2019; Roeh, 1989) in fiction, as well as in 
factual storytelling (Bondebjerg, 2014; Lang & Dhillon, 1995). Wahl-Jorgensen 
has directed our attention to how the narrative form of Pulitzer Prize-winning 
news stories is frequently characterised by anecdotal leads,27 personalized story-
telling, and invocation of emotion; elements commonly associated with literary 
forms of journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019, p. 48). She uses her findings to 
argue for the presence of a “strategic ritual of emotionality” within journalism 
(Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Through strategic storytelling that often involves the 
emotional experience of a subject/source, journalists elicit emotional reactions 
in the audience (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019, p. 52). Similar strategies are crucial to 

 
 
 
 
 

25 Text in its wider sense, including audio and video narratives. 
26 Author’s translation from Swedish. 
27 A case or an anecdote is used as a pathway into the story. 
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the documentaries that are studied in this thesis.28 With reference to the power 
of the image, TV has been categorized as a particularly emotional medium 
(Ekström, 2002; Pantti, 2010). Pantti has also shown how emotion is recog-
nised as a powerful narrative strategy among Dutch and Finnish television 
journalists (Pantti, 2010). It is suggested that the visual narrative of television 
journalism moves in an increasingly emotional direction through a heightened 
focus on individuals, particularly ordinary people (Pantti, 2010, p. 175).  

The above tendencies call our attention to important contact points be-
tween journalism and documentary. The documentaries presented in this study 
rely heavily on emotional storytelling through narrative strategies such as close-
ups, visual- and verbal emotional expressions, and silences. Some of the films 
open with scenes that serve to elicit immediate emotional reactions within the 
audience (see Chapter 5). Personalized storytelling is a prerequisite for the gen-
re, whose focus on the ordinary person creates a visual connection with the 
tendencies observed in television journalism. The strong link between narrative 
journalism and documentary is effectively illustrated when we consider how 
storytelling and emotion are used to transmit (often) substantial amounts of 
information to an audience. That being said, emotional storytelling is not re-
stricted to long-form or narrative genres of factual storytelling (see Kotisová, 
2017; Pantti, 2010; Peters, 2011; Tumber & Prentoulis, 2003). 

Following this line of reasoning, emotion is an important factor not only 
when transmitting information but also when obtaining information. Mediated 
representation of emotion typically presupposes access to the emotions of sub-
jects/sources. Characteristic of the strategic ritual of emotionality is that, in-
stead of involving the journalist’s own emotions, it relies on the “outsourcing 
of emotional labor to non-journalists [i.e., subjects and sources]” (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2019, p. 39). The same tendency is observed in the documentaries 
included in this study, where the presence of the filmmaker is the exception. 
Accordingly, journalism and observational documentary filmmaking both rely 
on storytelling and the elicitation and expression of emotion. In the words of 
Wahl-Jorgensen: “[…] knowledge of how to incorporate emotion into storytell-
ing is a crucial professional skill […]” among journalists (2019, pp. 37–38). 
Presupposing that this skill includes eliciting emotion among subjects/sources 
— important issues concerning relational and ethical challenges and responsi-
bilities among factual storytellers toward the people they depict are raised. As 
will be argued throughout this chapter: a care ethics approach to the practice of 
factual storytelling highlights these specific matters. 

 
 
 
 
 

28 For an extended discussion of ’narrative’ and ’emotion’ in documentary, see, for example, 
Bondebjerg, 2014. 
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3.1.1 Objectivity, subjectivity, and emotion 
In the wake of World War I, and as a response to the positivist turn, ideals of 
objectivity and rationality gained ground within American journalism. This 
development was eventually subscribed by most democratic countries, includ-
ing those with a history of a partisan press (Schudson, 2001; Steensen, 2017) 
such as Norway and Sweden. Since the late 1990’s, the ideal of objectivity has 
gained momentum amongst many Swedish journalists. The most apparent in-
crease can be found amongst younger generations (Wiik, 2012, p. 37). Coinci-
dent with the professionalization of journalism and subscription to the above-
mentioned ideals, a wall was erected between professionalism and emotion 
(Jukes, 2017; Schudson, 1978; Ward, 2019). Emotions came to be associated 
with what was deemed sensational, subjective, or biased (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 
214; Peters, 2011, p. 300; Ward, 2019, p. 15). The understanding of objectivity 
that has dominated journalism is, what Ward calls, an objectivity of “just the 
facts” (Ward, 2019, p. 13). This encompasses a perspective that presupposes 
the existence of pure, uncontaminated knowledge which is merely ‘out there’ 
for journalists to collect and disseminate.  

These ideals have, however, not remained unchallenged. In the 1990’s, 
van Zoonen argued for the recognition of subjectivity (albeit a conditional 
recognition) in journalism practice (1998). Since then, scholars have continued 
to oppose the putative dichotomy between objectivity and subjectivity, and 
they have set out to redefine the classic ideal of ‘journalistic objectivity’ (Beck-
ett & Deuze, 2016; Peters, 2011). Most recently, Ward has argued for a holistic 
understanding of the concept; an understanding that recognises elements of 
‘feeling’, ‘valuing’, and ‘interpretation’ as being involved in our making sense of 
the world. In this context, objectivity is viewed as the critical testing and evalua-
tion of such interpretations (Ward, 2019, pp. 19, 23). The rejection of emotion 
in this domain could, following such arguments, be considered to be an ethical 
constraint within journalism (also see Hammarlin, 2015; Peters, 2011; Richards 
& Rees, 2011). Ward argues that ethics is rarely dualistic in its nature and, ac-
cordingly, is not reducible to the workings of putatively diametrically-opposed 
concepts such as ‘objectivity’ or ‘subjectivity’, ‘neutrality’ or ‘emotion’. An emo-
tional ability such as empathy, for example, should be seen as vital to journal-
ism ethics (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 215; Ward, 2019, pp. 14, 27). Referring to ideas 
from Martha Nussbaum, Ward also emphasises the significance of emotions to 
our understanding and evaluation of objects (Ward, 2019, p. 29), I will return to 
this later in this Chapter (see Section 3.6). 

The ideal of objectivity has not entirely prevented the emergence of more 
subjective formats (Steensen, 2017), nor has it established an equally firm grip 
within all areas of journalism. Subjectivity has, for instance, been present within 
extensive formats such as reportage and documentary (see Keeble, 2014; Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2013a). In the context of Swedish reportage, the rejection of ideals 
of objectivity and impartiality has been described as crucial to understanding 
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the genre. Here, subjectivity emerges as a strategy which is employed to estab-
lish journalistic credibility (Jungstrand, 2013, pp. 32–35). When examining Pu-
litzer prize-winning articles, Wahl-Jorgensen identified a clear presence of sub-
jectivity through expressions of affect, judgements, and assessment of objects 
(2019). In line with recent scholarship that has questioned the view of ‘subjec-
tivity’ as standing in opposition to ‘objectivity’ (Robertson, 2015; Steensen, 
2017; Ward, 2019), Wahl-Jorgensen found subjectivity to often coexist with an 
adherence to an overt practice of objective journalism (2013a, p. 306). Alt-
hough it was never really absent, it is possible to discern a re-emergence of the 
subjective (and emotional) within the era of digital journalism, a phenomenon 
which, in part, is linked to the increased use of social media (Papacharissi & 
Oliveira, 2012; Steensen, 2017; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016). Carpentier, however, 
emphasizes how traditions such as New Journalism and human-interest jour-
nalism and their somewhat divergent ideals have been regarded as distinct from 
(and not infrequently contested by) “traditional” journalism (Carpentier 2007, 
p. 153). The tension that has arguably resurfaced with contemporary digital 
formats (Papacharissi, 2010; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016) is thus not new. 

The affective turn has also sparked an interest in emotion within journal-
ism studies. A growing body of research has now paid attention to subjective 
and emotional dimensions of factual storytelling (see, for example, Fonn et al., 
2017; Journalism, 2014). Focus has tended to be placed upon textual manifesta-
tions (see Harbers & Broersma, 2014; Jungstrand, 2013; Papacharissi & 
Oliveira, 2012; Peters, 2011; Steensen, 2013; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013b, 2019). 
Scholars have delineated a number of trends that challenge objective styles of 
storytelling, thereby making room for increasingly emotional and/or subjective 
accounts (Robertson, 2015; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013a, 2016). Less attention has 
been paid to emotion/subjectivity and the journalistic process, however (Jukes, 
2017). Exceptions to this rule, such as Richards and Rees (2011), Jukes (2017), 
and Kotisová (2017), have directed empirical attention towards the role of 
emotion in journalistic practice and some thought has been given to the con-
sideration of emotion and the interaction between journalist and 
sources/subjects (Hammarlin, 2015). Apparent in these accounts is that, even 
though journalistic objectivity in its classic, positivist sense29 is sometimes ques-
tioned, ideals about objectivity and neutrality still linger among journalists, in 
Sweden and elsewhere (Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Pantti, 2010; Richards & 
Rees, 2011; Wiik, 2012). The same can be said about attitudes towards emo-
tions, generally considered an anomaly within professional journalism since it is 
claimed that they hold the potential to contaminate neutral and objective re-

 
 
 
 
 

29 See Ward (2019) for a detailed description of journalistic objectivity. 
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porting (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 215; Jukes, 2017, pp. 208–209; Richards & Rees, 
2011, p. 863). Tendencies towards more accepting attitudes with respect to the 
use of emotion in journalism can, however, be observed (Pantti, 2010). 

Appealing to arguments for embracing subjectivity in the social sciences 
(Sayer, 2011), Steensen advocates involvement instead of detachment for jour-
nalists, if they desire to understand their sources and convey their experiences 
to an audience. This involves “[…] regarding the subjective as part of the ob-
jective, emotions and values as part of the rational […]” (Steensen, 2017, p. 41). 
While Steensen sees such measures as ways of coming closer to reality, the 
present study uses similar arguments but places them in the context of ethics of 
the encounter between storyteller and subject and relates them to an ethics of 
care. Doing so, I partly decouple these concepts from the dominant focus on 
content and relate them to the process of factual storytelling and the relational 
aspects of the practice. 

The tension that emerges in the scholarly accounts referred to above; on 
the one hand a movement towards increasingly emotional forms of storytelling, 
on the other, adhesion to professional core values such as ‘objectivity’ (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2016), can also be found within journalists themselves. Richards and 
Rees describe how: “Professional norms of detached objectivity are set against 
journalists’ own awareness that they are emotionally affected by the situations 
they report on, and against their empathy for the individuals involved in the 
story” (2011, p. 864) (also see Jukes, 2017; Kotisová, 2017; Lund et al., 2017; 
Pantti, 2010). Swedish scholars Hammarlin and Yngvesson identify a similar 
discord between journalists’ personal morals and professional morals (2015; 
2008). Hammarlin pictures a journalist putting on her “reporter jacket” as pro-
tection from an unreliable personal self, which may be full of emotion. This 
metaphorical jacket might also function as a shield against individual responsi-
bility (2015, p. 219). Attitudes like these might, however, be challenged by par-
ticular topics or circumstances, thereby allowing professional ideals of objectiv-
ity and detachment to be (temporarily) renegotiated (Kotisová, 2017, p. 90; 
Lund et al., 2017). 

In an interview published in the union paper Journalisten, Ingemar 
Persson, head of the documentary section at SVT (2017), acknowledged the 
role of subjectivity as distinguishing documentary from journalism:  

Journalism should provide a thesis and try to describe a limited part of reality, documen-
tary film is a subjective depiction of the world. Both genres have to relate to ethical rules 
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and to the basic principles of journalism, but documentary has a more free and artistic 
way of expression (Westin, 2013, p. 18).30 
 

Just as is argued in Section 2.2.3, the above quote indicates that subjectivity 
does not necessarily conflict with objectivity (as understood by Westerståhl 
(1972) and referred to in SVT’s broadcast charter). The subjective nature of 
documentary and its inherent elements of interpretation are also recognized by 
scholars as distinguishing this format from journalism (Kilborn & Izod, 1997; 
Nichols, 1991). The extended significance of interpretation and narrative tech-
niques that are inevitably present in longer factual formats charge the concept 
of ‘objectivity’ with a more subjective content than in the context of news 
journalism. However, as outlined earlier, the traditional view of journalistic 
objectivity no longer remains unchallenged by media scholars who propose that 
nurturing the illusion that there is only one side to a story is a threat to personal 
responsibility (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 217; Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 865). 

To base a distinction between documentary and journalism on references 
to ‘objectivity’ appears increasingly problematic. In the context of narrative 
journalism, ‘subjectivity’ is frequently highlighted as a distinguishing feature 
(Eason, 1990; Hartsock, 2000; Jungstrand, 2013). Moreover, the contemporary 
media climate is currently demonstrating a shift towards more emotional and 
non-objective storytelling styles, also within news reporting (see Beckett & 
Deuze, 2016; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016), and thus, consequently, one could argue 
that the ideal of ‘the objective reporter’ appears increasingly dated (Johansson, 
2015). This shift has, however, not passed by unchallenged by professional 
journalists (see Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Richards & Rees, 2011; Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2016; Wiik, 2012). Moreover, ‘journalistic objectivity’ remains 
strongly connected to deontological and utilitarian ideals; ideals which have 
dominated the discourse on journalism ethics for some time (Steiner & Okru-
sch, 2006; Yngvesson, 2006). The tension between objectivity and subjectivi-
ty/emotion that is discernible within journalists, as well as between forms of 
factual storytelling, is a central aspect of this thesis, as we interrogate the ethics 
of factual storytelling. By considering the significance of subjective and emo-
tional dimensions to the ethics of factual storytelling, this study adds nuance to 
traditional ideals of ‘journalistic objectivity’, as remarked upon by the scholars 
who are referenced here. 

Discussions around the claims that documentary makes with respect to 
reality have generated calls for a more reflexive type of filmmaking that 
acknowledges the presence of the filmmaker and the production apparatus 

 
 
 
 
 

30 Author’s translation from Swedish. 
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(Bruzzi, 2006; Ruby, 1979/2005). Similar arguments can be noted within the 
field of narrative journalism, where open subjectivity and the journalist’s pres-
ence in the text are sometimes seen as pathways towards ethical storytelling 
(Steensen, 2013). Despite the claims of open and reflexive storytelling, subjec-
tivity raises important ethical questions concerning the storyteller’s responsibili-
ties towards participating subjects. Ruby asks whether it is sufficient that a 
filmmaker remain true to his or her vision, regardless of how offensive it might 
be to the subjects involved in the documentary. His answer, and a premise for 
this study, is no (Ruby, 1979/2005, p. 214). This premise does not only invoke 
challenges concerning representation but also, I claim, highlights the link be-
tween representation and relationship and their significance to ethics within the 
context of long-form factual storytelling. A care ethics approach is of use in 
approaching such challenges. It further requires acknowledging the filmmaker 
as not the only authority, recognising the importance of subjectivities in the crea-
tion of mediated narratives. Such a perspective calls for an approach that 
reaches beyond the text itself and includes an examination of the subject expe-
rience. 

As I bring this section to a close, I must clarify how the concepts that 
have been introduced here relate to the theoretical framework that is discussed 
in the following sections. By drawing attention to textual manifestations as well 
as the democratic and societal function and implications of emotions, the litera-
ture referred to above have established an important baseline for affective re-
search within media studies. It, however, begs the following question: If story-
tellers call for subjects to be emotional in mediated narratives, which ethical 
implications may come with this? As will be established through previous re-
search, the relationship between subject and filmmaker, when taken together 
with subjective and emotional dimensions of the practice, constitute ethically 
significant components of long-form factual storytelling. In my approach to the 
challenges and the eventual potential of these aspects, I place them under the 
umbrella of ‘care ethics’. Calls for journalism to abandon claims about objectiv-
ity have been combined with suggestions to consider care in a media context 
(see Section 3.3.1). I examine whether acknowledging the subjective and emo-
tional dimensions of long-form factual storytelling is a way of enabling care in 
the encounter between storyteller and subject. 

3.2 Ethics and the media 

There are numerous directions from which one may approach the complex 
domain of media ethics. Depending on one’s starting-point, different degrees 
of importance are assigned to different issues (Couldry et al., 2013), thereby 
informing us what questions we should pose and what frameworks can be ap-
plied. Scholarly reflection on media ethics has frequently concerned the follow-
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ing domains and areas of study: ‘Global media ethics’ (Couldry, 2006; Richards, 
2010; Tambini, 2013; Ward, 2010; Wasserman, 2010); ‘journalistic objectivity’ 
(Figdor, 2010; Ward, 2010, 2019); ‘journalistic practice’ (Ekström & Nohrstedt, 
1996; Yngvesson, 2006); ‘digital media ethics’ (Madianou, 2013; Singer, 2010); 
and institutional issues (Couldry, 2006; O’Neill, 2013). Couldry, Madianou, and 
Pinchevski’s advice on how to approach this complex space is that one should 
not search for one general question with a definite answer but: 

[…] conceive of ‘ethics of media’ as a highly contested field of first-order and second-
order reflection about how far what we do with media is, or can be, consistent with our 
normative principles and how far these normative principles may be transformed because 
of what we do with the media (2013, p. 9). 
 

Any professional practice or context (e.g., Swedish public service media) will 
include expectations concerning its ethical norms. Ethical standards, and their 
realization in codes of ethics, constitute a well-established focus of media eth-
ics. Such codes or corresponding formal guidelines can be found in almost 
every major media institution and at organizations such as the IFJ (Internation-
al Federation of Journalists). In the context of Swedish media, examples of 
such norms can be found in the form of the rules or guidelines that are stated 
in the public service television charter, as well as in the self-regulative ethical 
framework that has been adopted by the press, radio, and TV.31 Although po-
tentially instructive, most notably for inexperienced practitioners, rules may 
prove to be counterproductive. If abided by without reflection, rules and codes 
of practice might become a substitute for moral deliberation (see Black & Rob-
erts, 2011, p. 40; Boeyink & Borden, 2010, p. 9; Wilkins & Coleman, 2005, p. 
113). There is an abundant body of scholarly work which has critically assessed 
journalist and/or institutional codes of ethics (e.g., Black & Roberts, 2011; 
Boeyink & Borden, 2010; Couldry, 2010; Orre, 2001; Wilkins & Coleman, 
2005; Winston, 2000; Yngvesson, 2006; Zelizer, 2013). Communications schol-
ar Barbie Zelizer goes so far as to state that: “[…] it is doubtful that ethics 
codes can be imagined in journalism in any viable fashion” (2013, p. 281). Soci-
ologist and media scholar Nick Couldry distinguishes between codes and the 
concept of ‘media ethics’, encouraging that we use the latter to engage with 
fundamental questions such as: “[…] what are the ethical or moral standards by 
which any of us should judge what media organizations and media profession-

 
 
 
 
 

31 Aspects of media ethics are regulated by Swedish constitutional law in the previously-
mentioned YGL (see Chapter 2), Freedom of the Press Act (TF), and the Instrument of Gov-
ernment (RF). 
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als – indeed anyone who contributes to the media process – do” (Couldry, 
2010, p. 61). 

The question of whether an ethical framework for documentary practice 
is needed is a well-debated question (for example, see Nash, 2011; Winston, 
1995). The argument that a code of practice would help filmmakers deal with 
moral uncertainties whilst simultaneously protecting subjects is challenged by 
the claim that documentary filmmaking is a (delicate) balancing act that cannot 
be governed by codes or frameworks (Nash, 2009). Aufderheide, Jaszi, and 
Chandra have shown that many filmmakers solve ethical issues as they emerge, 
in an ad-hoc way with respect to subjects and viewers, but also with practical 
concerns such as cost and time in mind (2009). Without dismissing codes of 
ethics out of hand, I second the view that following a code is not sufficient, 
sometimes not even consistent with, when one wishes to act morally in the 
media. Moreover, departing from institutional codes when one considers the 
ethical and moral challenges of a given practice appears unnecessarily reduc-
tionist. This study looks beyond codes and institutional charters and considers 
practice and experience in the light of ethical theory. In agreement with the 
arguments above, the study examines a certain domain of media practice 
against an ethical framework (i.e. care ethics), thereby allowing me to access it 
in terms of ethical standards whilst I evaluate the relevance of a particular ethi-
cal perspective in relation to mediated practice. The inclusion of the subject 
perspective prevents us from conducting an analysis that remains merely inter-
nal to the profession, decoupled from aspects with which media ethics is, and 
should be, inevitably entangled (Couldry, 2006). The present study does not 
claim to adopt a comprehensive approach to media ethics, instead, I examine a 
specific area of the field. The results of this examination are believed to be 
valuable on their own merits, but to also benefit a broader framework of media 
ethics, which has paid little empirical attention to the subject and the storytell-
er-subject relationship. These results may be seen as a complement to domi-
nant institutional perspectives. 

Returning to Couldry (2006) and the foundations of media ethics, he ar-
gues that our attention needs to be elevated beyond mere reflection on codes. 
Professional manuals are “[…] internal to the practice and are designed, indi-
rectly, to legitimate it within wider society, rather than reflect upon its ethical 
standing” (Couldry, 2006, p. 103). Couldry thus calls for an expanded discus-
sion of philosophical approaches to media ethics: 

[…] the prevalent institutional models of media regulation do not encourage any link to 
broader questions of ethics, quite the contrary. It is significant that an authoritative inter-
national review of media ethics glosses the word ethics as “deontology” […] (2006, p. 106).  
 

In her thesis, Den moraliska journalisten (2006), Yngvesson analyses the self-
regulated ethical framework that exists for Swedish journalists. She finds the 
rules to be aimed at the “right” action rather than resonating with any sense of 
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‘character’ and stem from a combination of deontological and consequentialist 
frameworks. Yngvesson notes that the codes reproduce an image of journalism 
as a homogenous profession which is informed by a consensuses appreciation 
of what journalism is and ought to be (2006, p. 74). This notion is neither con-
sistent with the existence of a multiplicity of journalistic genres (Hanusch & 
Hanitzsch, 2013), nor with the daily practice of journalists or their apprehen-
sion of their own profession (Yngvesson, 2006, p. 162; Zelizer, 2013, p. 271). 
This tendency necessitates that we expand the focus of media ethics so as to 
transcend the concerns that are identified by deontological and consequentialist 
points of departure, and that we consider ethical challenges that may not stand 
out as the most pressing within genres such as political reporting and daily 
news.  

Scepticism towards codes of ethics is not restricted to scholars. Neither 
documentary filmmakers nor journalists strictly abide by such guidelines, if 
alternatives are deemed to provide a more ethical alternative (Sanders, 2012, p. 
226; Wilkins & Coleman, 2005, p. 112). In the context of moral development, 
Wilkins and Coleman argue that this observation is not necessarily discourag-
ing: 

The progression is from a heteronomous stage at which right and wrong are defined ex-
ternally to an autonomous stage at which reflective judgement is used to assess what is 
right and wrong, and the meaning and relevance of a rule can be explained and defended 
(2005, pp. 112–113). 
 

Common to many of the critical accounts of codes of ethics is reference to the 
diversity of the journalistic profession. Although the discussion generally re-
volves around news reporting, the argument gains further strength when one 
considers the multitude of journalistic genres that exist. The argument becomes 
even more compelling if a diversity of formats which can be categorised to-
gether under a single umbrella term, for example, factual storytelling, are taken 
into account. This position is an important point of departure for the present 
study and its significance is further addressed in the following sections. 

Finally, some words should be said about ethics and the contemporary 
media climate. Digital media and new media practices are commonly believed 
to create new ethical problems (Couldry et al., 2013), but we may ask: Does 
that require the articulation of new ethical frameworks within which we can 
deal with these challenges, or would that just be reinventing the wheel? What 
has been referred to as the “new media ecology” is thought to transcend tradi-
tional media ethical principles which were formulated before the emergence of 
global newspapers and the Internet (Ward, 2015, p. xi). A questioning of prin-
ciples based on deontological and consequentialist approaches to media ethics 
does not, however, have to imply the invention of completely new theoretical 
frameworks. Instead, it might prove relevant to regard “new” challenges 
through existing, although non-dominant, theoretical frameworks. Such an 
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attitude could advise us about through which ideas these challenges can be best 
approached. Turning to an ethics of care is one step in this direction. To set the 
scene for this theoretical perspective, I begin by discussing some of the philo-
sophical approaches that have been previously applied to media ethics. 

3.2.1 Philosophical approaches 
Media ethics has been approached from several different philosophical per-
spectives. Following her evaluation of Swedish codes of ethics, Yngvesson 
(2006) presents and evaluates alternatives to a regulated ethics, based on inter-
views with Swedish journalists. Yngvesson analyses three alternatives to a regu-
lated ethical model: (i) a virtue ethical model; (ii) a model of responsibility; and 
(iii) a model of vocation. She concludes by presenting an alternative suggestion, 
which draws on all three models. Her model advocates an ambivalent under-
standing of morality as both rational and non-rational, and she argues that 
normative ethics should harmonise with ‘a view of life’ (2006, pp. 314, 325). 
Yngvesson’s is an intriguing and elaborate proposition, which adds important 
dimensions to existing frameworks, including attention to context and incon-
sistency. Her holistic model emphasises process rather than the realisation of 
certain values in moral practice (Yngvesson, 2006, p. 30). The care ethics per-
spective applied in the present study, however, argues that consequences also 
need to be taken into consideration when assessing the value of an action (see 
Collins, 2015, p. 75). 

Several media scholars have problematized the deontological framework 
that Yngvesson identifies as one of the foundations for a (Swedish) regulated 
ethics. In addition to Couldry’s concerns (as discussed in the previous section), 
journalism and communications scholars David E. Boeyink and Sandra L. Bor-
den highlight some important limitations when one applies certain deontologi-
cal frameworks to media ethics. Recognising Kant’s contribution to our general 
understanding of ethics, they argue that its inflexibility makes a Kantian system 
of principles impossible for journalists to stay faithful to (Boeyink & Borden, 
2010, p. 34). As an alternative, they suggest W. D. Ross’ (1930) more flexible 
approach to moral duties. Lee Wilkins (2010) argues along the same lines. 
These scholars all highlight Ross’ recognition of multiple and conflicting duties, 
which allows for ‘attention to context’ to be paid (Boeyink & Borden, 2010, pp. 
34–35; Wilkins, 2010, p. 30). Emphasising moral obligations that are generated 
by human interaction (Boeyink & Borden, 2010, p. 34; Wilkins, 2010, p. 30), 
Ross’ perspective dovetails well with the relational focus of care ethics. Wilkins 
further focuses on Ross’ explication of “‘duty’ as ‘multiple duties’” as a concept 
that is particularly relevant to supporting professional care, and proposes an 
ethical framework that combines ‘duty’ with ‘care’ (2010). A possible limitation 
with Ross’ approach is its lack of guidance for determining which duty carries 
the most weight (Boeyink & Borden, 2010, p. 35). This issue, as well as Wilkins’ 
proposition, is approached in greater detail in the section of this chapter which 
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is devoted to care ethics. For this reason, I will not dwell further upon the care 
ethics perspective in this section, but return to it later on. 

In Doing Ethics in Media (2011), media ethicist Jay Black and journalism 
scholar Chris Roberts discuss several normative approaches to media ethics. 
They identify a number of pros and cons associated with deontology, conse-
quentialism, virtue ethics, and care ethics. Acknowledging that different per-
spectives will provide distinctive answers to moral dilemmas, they encourage 
media practitioners to find their own deliberate philosophical standpoints 
(Black & Roberts, 2011, p. 385). I return to Black and Roberts’ arguments for 
and objections against care ethics in proceeding sections. 

Aristotelian virtue ethics has also been suggested as the philosophical tra-
dition from which to approach media ethics (Couldry, 2013; Quinn, 2007). 
Couldry contrasts approaches based on “the good”, referring to Aristotle, and 
“the right”, referring to Kant. His main argument against deontological ap-
proaches (particularly Kantian) concerns their universal pretensions (Couldry, 
2013, pp. 44–45). He argues that a global media ethics needs to be able to com-
prise different traditions and moral values. The main advantage of the neo-
Aristotelian approach is, according to Couldry: “[…] that it can start a conver-
sation about how we should live – for example, with and through media – 
without needing to specify fully the ends of human nature […]” (2013, p. 47). 
This aspect, I would argue, is also considered within care ethics. In fact, the 
media-related virtues that Couldry suggests as emerging from a neo-Aristotelian 
perspective are those of ‘accuracy’ and ‘sincerity’, and the virtue of ‘care’. He 
states that: “Potentially this virtue of care through media is a principle around 
which neo-Aristotelian, Kantian and feminist approaches to the normative 
questions raised by media might converge” (Couldry, 2013, p. 53). A common 
objection to virtue ethics is the difficulty in balancing between competing vir-
tues (Black & Roberts, 2011; Quinn, 2007). This challenge is apparent within 
journalism, where virtues such as ‘transparency’, ‘justice’, ‘integrity’, and ‘truth-
fulness’ (to name but a few) are bound to conflict with each other. With their 
emphasis on ‘character’, virtue ethicists are generally not concerned with con-
sequences. If one acts in accordance with a presumed virtue, the action is con-
sidered moral, even if it results in unforeseen negative consequences (Quinn, 
2007, p. 175). A distinction between virtue ethics and the version of care ethics 
applied in this thesis is that the latter allows for consequences to be taken into 
consideration (specified in Section 3.3.1). 

Turning to a specific area of media ethics, we now consider ethical theory 
in relation to documentary film. Ethical theory has rarely been present within 
the discourse of documentary ethics (Sanders, 2013). Emmanuel Levinas’ ethics 
of ‘the Other’ is one exception to this tendency that has provided a framework 
for documentary scholars, including Renov (2004), Cooper (2006), Saxton 
(2007), Nash (2011), Rughani (2013), and Baek (2016). While most of their 
accounts focus solely on representation, Renov and Nash also consider the 
encounter between filmmaker and subject. Nash recognises Levinas’ hostility 
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towards representation, but claims that his work “calls for filmmaking practices 
that respect differences, a ‘letting be’ that eschews the totalizing urge in order 
for truth to emerge” (Nash, 2011, p. 231). Baek questions such applications as 
not being part of the concerns of Levinsian ethics, however (2016, p. 62).  

The two previous sections have introduced the reader to the realm of 
media ethics. One aim of this discussion has been to highlight previous works 
and perspectives, another — to elevate media ethics beyond a focus on codes 
and properly situate it within a theoretical context. The following section di-
rects our attention to the area in focus for the present study; namely, long-form 
factual storytelling. 

3.2.2 Genre-specific ethics – long-form factual storytelling 
One premise for the present thesis is that ethical and moral challenges vary 
with genre and format. This is not to say that every genre requires a specific 
ethical framework, however. What such a starting point does is identify the 
necessity for an ethical framework that is not only suited for news journalism 
but is also able to acknowledge and address challenges within different forms 
of factual storytelling. In this context, we will focus on the domain of long-
form factual storytelling. Previous research within this area will be referred to 
support the foundations of the present study and to interlink the formats and 
genres that fall under this domain, but also to identify gaps in existing scholar-
ship. 

Research on documentary ethics has paid attention to various aspects, in-
cluding representation, in particular the text’s relation to reality and truth 
(Bruzzi, 2006; Butchart, 2006; Cowie, 2011; Nichols, 1991); technological de-
velopments and increased possibilities for digital manipulation (Winston, 2008); 
and power relations between subject and filmmaker (Nichols, 1991; Pryluck, 
1976; Winston, 2000). A similar focus on narrative techniques and/or the rela-
tion between reality and representation can be seen in scholarships on report-
age and literary journalism (Aucoin, 2001; Jungstrand, 2013; McDonald, 2011). 
Related to such issues are questions about ‘objectivity’ and ‘subjectivity’, which 
emerge in both areas of research (Aucoin, 2001; Bruzzi, 2006; Fonn et al., 2017; 
Hartsock, 2000; Keeble, 2014; Steensen, 2013). Focus within documentary 
ethics has also been placed on the responsibilities of the filmmaker. In the late 
1970’s, anthropologist Jay Ruby was amongst the first to identify three obliga-
tions of documentary filmmakers: (i) towards the film/their own vision, (ii) the 
subjects, and (iii) the audience (Ruby, 1979/2005, p. 211). Some years later, a 
fourth obligation, (iv) the production company/funders, was added to this list 
(Gross et al., 1988, p. 6). These obligations have since been referred to and 
investigated by scholars like Sanders (2010) and Aufderheide (2009).  

Journalism scholar Matthew Ricketson criticises what he sees as a tenden-
cy amongst scholars to turn a blind eye to possible ethical infringements with 
reference to a work’s literary merit (2010). He derives such tendency from the 
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field’s traditional focus on texts, instead of focusing on people. Ricketson’s 
observation is not unique to his area of research. Similar tendencies can be seen 
within the related field of documentary ethics. Despite some limited interest in 
the documentary subject, a majority of the literature within the field is based 
either on the study of the documentary text or a writer’s personal experience of 
the practice. Ricketson argues that: “[…] when a work of book-length journal-
ism is about actual people and places and events and is presented as such, then 
ethically, not to mention legally, it needs to be assessed in that domain” (2010, 
p. 8). Similar ideas guide the present study. 

In an effort to overcome morality-based ethical systems, Garnet C. 
Butchart draws on Badiou’s ‘ethics of truths’ and presents “an ethic without 
moral” in relation to documentary filmmaking (Butchart, 2006, p. 427). 
Butchart thus distances his ethics from journalistic codes and judgments about 
what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Central to this approach is, instead, the disclosure of the 
role of visual perception and the recognition that truth within documentary is a 
matter of perspective. Steensen (2013) makes a similar reflection in relation to 
the controversy around Norwegian journalist Åsne Seierstad’s bestseller The 
Bookseller of Kabul (see Section 1). After the book was published, the bookseller 
Shah Mohammad Rais, with whom Seierstad had spent a significant amount of 
time, accused Seierstad of having betrayed his trust with her intimate depiction 
of him and his family (Steensen, 2013, p. 62). Just as with Butchart, Steensen 
places ethics within the text, and argues that if Seierstad had written her book 
in line with ideals promoting methodological transparency and open subjectivi-
ty, then her ethical problems would have been easier to solve (2013, p. 71). 
Importantly though, Steensen’s argument also extends to the actual process, in 
calling for practitioners to treat their sources as “[…] subjects they engage with, 
not as objects they can observe without interference” (2013, p. 72). With re-
gards to the interests of documentary subjects, in the 1980’s Winston argued 
for the implementation of a legal duty of care on behalf of documentary 
filmmakers. He later revised this suggestion, fearing it would pose a threat to 
freedom of expression (2000, pp. 158–159). Abandoning the legal pathway, 
Winston remained of the opinion that care has an important place within doc-
umentary ethics. He does not specify what a duty of care entails but he urges 
filmmakers to avoid misrepresentation, prompt them to inform subjects about 
possible outcomes of the documentary, and encourages them to show sensitivi-
ty when they film deviance. In the wake of such arguments, Winston ranks 
more highly filmmakers’ responsibilities towards subjects over their responsibil-
ities to the audience and the film itself  (2000, pp. 161–162). 

Common to much academic literature on the ethics of long-form factual 
storytelling is that it does not rely on data collection, with the exception of 
some limited case examples, often reported through a third party. Exceptions 
from this pattern are studies undertaken by Aufderheide, Jaszi, and Chandra 
(2009) and Nash (2009). Through interviews with 41 directors and producer-
directors, Aufderheide et al. (2009) establish the foundation for a more empiri-
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cal approach to documentary ethics. In focus in their study are the challenges 
that documentarians meet in their daily work: “It was also undertaken in the 
belief that if filmmakers share knowledge of their common problems, this will 
provide them a baseline from which to shape ethical standards publicly as a 
field” (Aufderheide, 2012, p. 367). Discussing the filmmaker-subject relation-
ship, Aufderheide et al. note that filmmakers: “[…] usually treated this relation-
ship as less than friendship and more than a professional relationship, and of-
ten as one in which the subject could make significant demands on the 
filmmaker”, whilst acknowledging the power difference between themselves 
and the people they film (Aufderheide et al., 2009, pp. 6–7). These remarks 
raise a number of questions concerning the nature of the relationship. Efforts 
at answering such questions could bring us closer to the subject experience of 
participation and, arguably, to understanding media ethics. 

The relationship between documentary filmmaker and subject has often 
been approached in terms of informed consent, the explicit or implicit contract 
that states that subjects agree to their participation. One condition for informed 
consent is comprehensive knowledge of all relevant facts and possible conse-
quences of the person’s participation. By many regarded as a condition for 
ethical documentary practice, informed consent has also been seen as a way to 
move responsibilities from the filmmaker to the subject and rights in the oppo-
site direction (Nash, 2009; Paget, 1998). Significant objections have been raised 
by scholars highlighting the impossibility of anticipating all of the risks related 
to participation in a documentary during the filmmaking process, but also when 
the documentary has left the hands of the filmmaker (Paget, 1990; Pryluck, 
1976; Winston, 2008). Additional difficulties with informed consent become 
pertinent when dealing with subjects who are unfamiliar with filmmaking prac-
tices. Subjects might give their consent at an early stage, only to regret it when 
the film is screened (Bruzzi, 2006; Nash, 2009). Knowing how others view the 
film might be an unpleasant awakening for some subjects. Winston (2000) and 
Nichols (2001) have criticised this issue from a different direction, pointing to 
the incompatibility of consent with the journalistic ideal of documentary (Nash, 
2009, pp. 53–54).  

Despite the limited amount of attention that has been paid to the subject, 
there is some consensus that one of the most pressing ethical issues within 
various forms of long-form factual storytelling is that of the relationship be-
tween practitioner and subject (Harrington, 2007; Kramer, 1995; Pryluck, 1976; 
Ricketson, 2014; Winston, 2000). Based on this consensus and the current gaps 
in this field of research, the present study aims to make significant empirical 
and theoretical contributions. Before moving on, I want to summarize the in-
sights that we have gained from Section 3.2. Referring to scholars such as 
Couldry (2006; 2010) and Yngvesson (2006), I proposed an approach to media 
ethics that goes beyond a reflection on codes of practice. Starting from ethical 
theory enables us to engage in a foundational examination of ethics in relation 
to mediated practice. Different philosophical approaches to media ethics were 
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introduced and discussed which serve as a foundation and motivation for the 
care ethics perspective that is applied in the present study. In the concluding 
section, I directed the reader’s attention to long-form factual storytelling, high-
lighting how empirical research within the area as well as increased attention to 
the subject-storyteller relationship is needed.  

3.3 Ethics of the encounter 

In journalism research, as well as in documentary research, little attention has 
been given to the participating subject. The present section highlights a number 
of exceptions to this rule. Focus will be placed on studies that consider the 
subject-storyteller encounter. As previously noted, Aufderheide, Jaszi, and 
Chandra, have called for a baseline of common experience from which to 
shape ethical standards for documentary filmmaking (Aufderheide et al., 2009). 
What these researchers do not acknowledge in their study is that, to be able to 
create the baseline they call for, there is an additional need; namely, knowledge 
about the subject experience. With her thesis Beyond the Frame: A Study in Obser-
vational Documentary Ethics (2009), former documentary filmmaker Kate Nash 
was one of the first to pay empirical attention to the documentary subject. She 
claims that a different approach to documentary ethics is necessary: “[…] in 
focusing on the needs of documentary as a profession, documentary ethics has 
failed to see that one of the most unique features of documentary practice is 
the documentary relationship […]” (Nash, 2009, p. 33). She argues that this 
relationship distinguishes documentary practice from the related fields of art 
and journalism; a relevant, but rather broad conclusion that does not take dif-
ferences between genres into account, however. Nash conducted interviews 
with two participants and three filmmakers, and paid particular attention to this 
very relationship. She suggests sensitive engagement instead of an ethical 
framework as the way towards an ethical documentary practice (2009). She 
bases her understanding of ethics as a sensitive engagement between filmmaker 
and subject on Winston’s (1995) claim that sensitivity of the filmmaker to the 
subject is key to ethical filmmaking and states that:  

[…] engagement based on an understanding of the situation and the interests of the par-
ticipant ought to be considered a virtue that is necessary for successful documentary prac-
tice in those modes of documentary, such as the observational, that depend upon a strong 
relationship between participant and filmmaker (Nash, 2009, p. 37). 

 
Drawing on Murdoch (1970), Nash characterises ‘sensitive engagement’ as a 
“[…] loving attention, the filmmaker’s concern to promote the good of the 
documentary participant” (Nash, 2009, p. 78). A condition for founding docu-
mentary ethics on sensitive engagement (instead of informed consent or codes 
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of ethics) is to take the voice of the subject into serious consideration. Because 
sensitive engagement relies on a mutual understanding of what constitutes ethi-
cal practice, filmmakers must engage in a conversation with subjects about their 
respective needs and goals connected to the film (Nash, 2009). Ethnographic 
filmmaker and scholar David MacDougall has previously drawn attention to 
the agency and interests of documentary subjects, particularly within observa-
tional documentary (MacDougall, 1999). More recent studies within documen-
tary filmmaking and journalism support such claims and further acknowledge 
the participant’s attempts to negotiate the nature of their participation as well as 
their representation in the film (Delofski, 2009; Forsberg, 2015; Nash, 2009; 
Palmer, 2017). By emphasising the importance of the relational dimensions of 
factual storytelling and by recognising the subject’s interests, findings like these 
constitute an important backdrop for the theoretical point of departure of the 
present study. Nash claims that identification of the meaning of documentary 
participation, for both subject and documentary maker, is a corner-stone of the 
sensitive engagement that characterises an ethical documentary practice. De-
spite many filmmakers’ attention to ethics, Nash found this conversation to be 
frequently lacking in her case studies (2009). 

Some of the subjects and filmmakers in Nash’s study describe their rela-
tionship in terms of ‘friendship’. One subject distinguished between the 
filmmaker as “filmmaker” and “person” (Nash, 2009, pp. 194–195), thereby 
acknowledging the dual nature of the relationship. Nash does not expand upon 
this finding in any detail. She paints a rather broad picture of the documentary 
relationship and adds important insights to an under-researched area of docu-
mentary ethics. But to actually understand the particularity of the relation be-
tween subject and filmmaker and be able to relate it to the ethics of factual 
storytelling, this relationship has to be examined in further detail. To build on 
Nash’s study, we need a more theoretically-driven analysis of both the relation-
ship and the subject experience. The present study constitutes such an attempt. 
Further empirical support also needs to be added to Nash’s results.  

Willemien Sanders (2012) also employs empirical data to contribute to the 
area of documentary ethics. Based on interviews with four subjects, in addition 
to a survey directed at documentary filmmakers, Sanders argues for a revision 
of the scholarly discussion of documentary filmmaking ethics, one where the 
subject can be conceived of as a co-creator “[…] committed and involved in 
the project […]” (2012, p. 244). This view, argues Sanders, entails a range of 
responsibilities for both filmmaker and subject: 

Rather than generically informing the participant and treating her with caution, it invites a 
consideration of how she relates to the project and of the specific and individual needs of 
the participant with respect to the project. For the participant, co-creatorship entails a re-
sponsibility for the project, which differs from responsibilities as mere subject in the film 
(2012, p. 244). 
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Sander’s view bears some resemblance to Nash’s sensitive engagement, with an 
additional focus on mutual responsibility and agency. However, highlighting 
the participant as ‘co-creator’ might foster a view that all documentary subjects 
are as equally “committed and involved in the project” (see above) which, I 
would argue, is not the case. Of relevance to the present study is Sanders’ ac-
count of how some of the subjects in her study seem to value their relationship 
with the filmmaker higher than the documentary experience or the final result. 
One informant, for example, prioritised the relationship to the filmmaker over 
unresolved issues over the film (Sanders, 2012, pp. 206–207). This finding is a 
telling example of how the relationship can come to matter more to the subject 
than their representation or the film itself, a fact that might affect the subject’s 
attitude towards participation and generate ethical considerations. Sanders, 
however, omits to problematize this finding. Without making explicit reference 
to care ethics, Sanders and Nash’s emphasis on aspects such as ‘reciprocity’, 
‘connectivity’, and ’context’ still echo vital characteristics of such an ethics. 

Scholar and documentary filmmaker Agnieszka Piotrowska is perhaps the 
one researcher who comes closest to the problematization of the ambiguous 
nature of the subject-storyteller relationship that this study calls for. By examin-
ing the relationship in psychoanalytical terms, and by paying special attention to 
‘transference’ (the attachment between analyst and analysand), she identifies the 
particularity of the relationship and problematizes the attachment that might 
develop between documentary filmmaker and subject (2014). Piotrowska’s 
contribution is mainly theoretical since she draws empirically on essentially one 
(albeit exceptional) case. Her premise that a majority of subjects are unhappy 
with their representation in the finished film (2014, p. 88) can, moreover, be 
contested. The empirical evidence that actually exists seem to suggest a slightly 
more positive, although complex, attitude towards representation and participa-
tion among documentary subjects (Nash, 2009; Sanders, 2012). This picture is 
supported by studies of the journalistic subject/source. For example, one Swe-
dish contribution to this area is journalism scholar Anette Forsberg’s disserta-
tion (2015) about mourners who participate in Swedish news reports. While 
some of these subjects found that their involvement in news reporting offered 
them some form of redress, others experienced a lack of consideration on the 
journalists’ behalf. Journalists were regarded either as allies or enemies, and the 
respondents had their own strategies for negotiating participation and control. 
Assessing the experience in retrospect, most respondents appeared to be 
pleased with their participation, even those who reported that they had mixed 
experiences of the journalistic encounter (Forsberg, 2015, p. 216). In an exten-
sive study of subjects appearing in newspapers in the US, communications 
scholar Ruth Palmer (2017) found most interviewees to be satisfied with their 
participation, although many would have altered aspects of the coverage if giv-
en the opportunity. Factors that affected these subjects’ experiences were: the 
nature of the event that caused the coverage; the effects of the coverage; and 
whether the coverage met the subject’s goals (or not). The least happy subjects 
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felt that the angle of the resulting story differed from what they had expected. 
Some subjects felt that the journalist had intentionally misled them on this 
point (Palmer, 2017, p. 10). Palmer suggests that such conduct is the product of 
journalistic practice rather than intentional deception; an interpretation that she 
specifically connects to the type of subjects in focus of her study: 

To a subject unfamiliar with this process, it may well appear that the journalist has mis-
lead him deliberately – when really her story just evolved in a way that is entirely compati-
ble with standard journalistic practice (Palmer, 2017, p. 11). 
 

In her discussion of her results in the context of ‘boundary work’,32 Palmer 
draws attention to how several subjects described friendly, collaborative en-
counters with journalists. This, she claims, fits poorly into the image of a pro-
fession whose “[…] credibility and authority is largely based on its independ-
ence from its subjects […]” (2017, p. 13). Forsberg’s and Palmer’s studies both 
focus on private individuals and constitute important empirical contributions. 
Both studies are, however, limited to news reporting. Palmer makes a relevant 
distinction on this note, referring to Janet Malcolm: “I studied daily news sto-
ries; her key examples are long-form profiles, in which the level of intimacy 
between journalist and subject, and the potential for betrayal, are probably 
greater” (2017, p. 13). 

While Forsberg’s and Palmer’s studies consider one unit of the journalist-
source dyad, sociologist Matthias Revers (2014) takes the opposite perspective. 
Departing from the journalist, Revers examines boundary issues in political 
reporting within the frame of journalistic professionalism. Considering the 
relationship between political reporters and their sources, Revers states that: 
“The fundamental problem, particularly when correspondents have to interact 
with political sources every day, is to find a balance between professionalism 
and sociability” (2014, p. 46). Revers shows how reporters sometimes feel a 
need to distance themselves from their sense of professionalism in order to 
sustain a relationship with a source (2014, p. 48). Something that is important 
to bear in mind when discussing Revers’ conclusions in this context is that the 
reporters in his study were dealing with media-savvy, powerful sources that are 
deemed to be familiar with the rules of the game, including the reporter’s mis-
sion with regards to critical scrutiny. The principle of journalistic objectivi-
ty/detachment generally constitutes a guideline for news journalists, thereby 
regulating their relationships with their sources (see Section 3.1.1). Journalists’ 

 
 
 
 
 

32 Boundary work in journalism refers to “[…] the repertoire of rhetorical and practical efforts 
the journalism community uses to define, legitimize, and defend its exclusive authority to do the 
work of reporting […]” (Palmer, 2017, p. 3). 
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reluctance towards becoming friends with sources primarily rests on a fear of 
losing their credibility to carry out critical scrutiny. This is also how Revers 
approaches the topic. In the present study, potential boundary crossings will be 
considered from the perspective of the subject as well as the filmmaker and, to 
some extent, contrasted with attitudes found among journalists.  

Media scholar and documentary maker Helene Maree Thomas offers an 
alternative approach to the storyteller-subject relationship. Within the frame of 
slow journalism, Thomas (2016) lays the foundation for a “slow ethics of jour-
nalism”. Drawing on local social practices and journalistic practices in a Rwan-
dan context, as well as her own interactions with subjects as a media producer, 
Thomas’ ethics is one that carefully tends to the journalistic subject. She identi-
fies a set of core values demonstrated by the Rwandan storytellers and their 
subjects: ‘reciprocity’, ‘responsibility’, ‘respectfulness’, ‘patience’, and ‘hospitali-
ty’ (Thomas, 2016, p. 481). These values inform a set of principles that Thomas 
identifies as fundamental to a slow ethics of journalism:  

Applying these principles, I contend, leads to ethical encounters with far-away Others and 
an ethical media process. The importance of immersion and slowing down is emphasised; 
a slowing down that allows the story to emerge and develop, relationships to deepen, and 
trust to build (2016, p. 487). 

 
Abandoning the professional distancing from subjects which is conventional 
within most Western journalism practice, Thomas’ approach encourages some 
degree of emotional investment, allowing her to use intimacy as part of her 
approach and to become emotionally invested in her subjects. The process that 
Thomas describes demonstrates strong resemblance to the process of long-
form factual storytelling, including observational documentary practice. While 
highlighting the ethical potential with this type of reporting, Thomas does not 
expand upon its possible challenges.  

Scrutinising the intimate portraits of journalist Kenneth Tynan, journal-
ism scholar Richard Lance Keeble (2014) makes an interesting observation 
regarding Tynan’s relationship with his sources: 

Tynan clearly had a substantial store of knowledge about his subjects drawn from his 
friendships and professional contacts with them: a major ethical dilemma he faced, then, 
was in deciding how much to ‘reveal’ without asking for specific permission or intruding 
on private, intimate matters (2014, p. 533). 

 
Keeble draws attention to one of the issues that will be problematized in this 
thesis; namely, the possible ethical dilemma of dual relationships in the context 
of factual storytelling. When close relationships develop during documentary 
filmmaking, or exist from the start, intimate details might be caught on tape. 
The filmmaker asks permission to make a film, but not for every single sen-
tence and scene included in the final depiction. By giving the subject a right of 
veto, this issue is partly addressed. However, objections to a particular scene or 
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sentence might demand that the entire film be re-edited and jeopardize the 
subject-filmmaker relationship. Emerging is a connection between the relation-
ship between storyteller and subject and the challenges of representation. 

The remaining parts of this chapter are devoted to the theoretical frame-
work and analytical concepts that will be used in this study to gain a deeper 
understanding of the subject-filmmaker relationship and the individual experi-
ences shaping such encounter. In combination with the methodological tools 
presented in the subsequent chapter, these perspectives bring about a closer 
understanding of the ethical and moral challenges connected to long-form fac-
tual storytelling. 

3.3.1 Turning to an ethics of care 
‘Care ethics’ is sometimes described as a vague and somewhat ill-defined per-
spective (Collins, 2015). In this section, I set out to clarify this perspective by 
discussing its origin, developments, and specifying the version of care ethics 
that will be applied within the present thesis. I also provide an overview of how 
care ethics has been previously approached and/or applied within media stud-
ies. 

Many records of care ethics start with psychologist Carol Gilligan. With 
her questioning of Laurence Kohlberg’s theories of moral development for 
departing from too-narrow a set of premises, i.e., she considered them to be 
gender biased, Gilligan proposed a different ethical thinking than one primarily 
based on ‘rights’, ‘justice’, and ‘moral autonomy’ (Gilligan, 1977, 1982). Bring-
ing relationships to the fore, as a basis for moral reasoning, Gilligan in the 
1980’s laid the foundation for an ethics of care (Collins, 2015; Wilkins & Cole-
man, 2005). Gilligan and her successors argue that, when faced with a moral 
dilemma, human beings do not apply abstract rules but, instead, consider the 
complexities and particularities of the relationships between people involved in 
the dilemma (Collins, 2015, p. 4). Since then, most care ethicists, including 
Gilligan (1986), have acknowledged that care must be combined with essential 
features of justice, for example, ‘liberty’ and ‘reciprocity’ (Collins, 2015, pp. 5–
6; Steiner, 2011, p. 175). On that note, care ethics should not be regarded as a 
universal ethical theory, but rather, as a theory that considers aspects of morali-
ty that are largely neglected by other theories (Collins, 2015, p. 6; Vanacker & 
Breslin, 2006, p. 198). However, even if most care ethicists agree that non-care 
ethical considerations are sometimes appropriate, a combination of care and 
non-care considerations is always believed to be appropriate (Collins, 2015). It is 
essential to have this point in mind when faced with scholars who suggest care 
ethics to be applicable only to specific contexts or under certain circumstances. 

 Instead of considering human beings as being ‘generalized others’, care 
ethicists recognize the particularity of ‘concrete others’, paying attention to the 
context and the web of relations that surrounds each individual (Benhabib, 1987; 
Hamington, 2012). The concepts of a ‘generalized other’ and ‘concrete other’ 
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were introduced by political theorist Seyla Benhabib to highlight the limits of 
an ethical theory that bases its judgment on a generalized other, and fails to 
consider “every rational being as an individual with a concrete history, identity, 
and affective-emotional constitution” (Benhabib, 1987, p. 164). Springing from 
a feminist tradition, the theory has been applied within different areas of socie-
ty, including business, nursing, health care, politics, and journalism (Hamington 
& Sander-Stuart, 2011; Lachman, 2012; Paulsen, 2011; Tronto, 2013; Wilkins & 
Coleman, 2005). Hamington offers an explication of care ethics that serves to 
function as an introductory definition: “Care ethics is a relational approach to 
morality predicated on the connected, social nature of human existence that 
values contextual and affective knowledge” (2012, p. 175). Care ethicists thus 
reject the view in traditional Western philosophy of the individual as ‘autono-
mous’ and ‘dis-embedded’ (Vanacker & Breslin, 2006, p. 198). By approaching 
ethics within long-form factual storytelling from the perspective of the encoun-
ter between documentary filmmaker and subject, the present study adopts this 
care ethical assumption. Previous research highlighting the importance of rela-
tionship in long-form factual storytelling motivates the application of ethical 
theory that treats relationships as moral paradigms. 

Care ethics has been challenged on the grounds that it is not applicable to 
large numbers of people or not relevant to contexts that fall outside intimate 
relationships (Black & Roberts, 2011, p. 367; Steiner, 2011, p. 276; Vanacker & 
Breslin, 2006, p. 202). It is partly on such grounds that some scholars question 
the theory’s applicability to journalism, at least in its purest form (e.g., Black & 
Roberts, 2011). While this might be true for some versions of the theory (for 
example Noddings, 1995), other scholars have convincingly demonstrated that 
this criticism to be insufficient (see Collins, 2015; Held, 2006; Tronto, 2006, 
2010). A premise for the present study, which is shared by some (Collins, 2015) 
but not by all care ethicists (Held, 2006), is the view that care ethics is not only 
applicable to caregivers but to the whole of society. This assumption is one of 
several that make political theorist Stephanie Collins’ take on care ethics partic-
ularly relevant within the present context. 

Applications within Media Studies 
As argued at the beginning of this chapter, media ethics has traditionally been 
assessed through the language of rules or duties. The last decade has seen an 
expansion of the discourse surrounding media ethics, with concepts of ‘virtue’, 
but also of ‘care’, entering the field. Journalism scholars Lee Wilkins and Renita 
Coleman made some important observations as early as in 2005. Examining 
journalists’ moral development, they found several journalists in their study 
who demonstrated care ethical thinking, characterised as attendance to relation-
ships, and not only rights and responsibilities, in their moral reasoning. Con-
nectedness was expressed in relation to subjects of a story as well as to its read-
ers (Wilkins & Coleman, 2005, pp. 49, 62). Wilkins and Coleman conclude:  
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For thinking about moral development to progress, instruments that measure develop-
ment need to incorporate a greater body of universal understandings and to move equally 
from the rights-based tradition to the ethics of care. In this, we believe that our partici-
pants are actually ahead of the theory, because many of them demonstrated an ability to 
reason in this way, particularly when allowed to express their thoughts in their own words 
(2005, p. 140). 
  

Whilst promoting greater attendance to care, Wilkins and Coleman do not dis-
miss the importance of duty. Emerging from their study we find an ethics of 
“strong care informed by duty” (Wilkins, 2010, p. 35), for example, the duty to 
tell the truth. In later work, Wilkins builds on this finding to develop her argu-
ments for why media ethics should be considered through a care-informed-by-
duty approach and investigated through ethical theory that is centred in rela-
tionships and perceptive to dynamic obligations (Wilkins, 2010, pp. 28, 31). 
Like many others, Wilkins moves away from the mother/child metaphor and 
criticises versions of care ethics that reduces “moral thinking and decision-
making exclusively to instinct”. Instead, Wilkins argues that care ethics needs a 
broader foundation to be applicable beyond intimate relationships (2010, p. 
29). Wilkins claims that a philosophical approach that can be used to buttress 
professional care is obtained by adding an aspect of duty (2010, p. 30). Other 
media scholars support such a viewpoint (see Steiner, 2011). 

A main concern for scholars who have considered care ethics in a media 
context is that they perceive a too narrow a focus on the private sphere and 
intimate relationships (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006; Vanacker & Breslin, 2006). 
Vanacker and Breslin argue that: “The ethics of care perspective can hardly be 
applied to abstract or institutional relationships, such as the relationship be-
tween a journalist and her or his audience […]” (2006, p. 203). Their solution is 
to focus on the journalist-subject relationship and argue for an “intermediate 
position” where an ethics of care allows a journalist to determine when to “[…] 
approach a subject in the context of care and in which cases a more detached, 
traditional approach is warranted” (Vanacker & Breslin, 2006, p. 203). A possi-
ble guideline for such a balancing act, argue Vanacker and Breslin, is ‘vulnera-
bility’, defined as “[…] a feature that arises when one’s interests are dependent 
on the decisions or behaviour of another person […]” (ibid). In this definition, 
‘vulnerability’ is not restricted to the private domain. The foundations of care 
ethics that are argued for by Vanacker and Breslin have, however, been ques-
tioned and elaborated on by other scholars. Instead of using ‘vulnerability’ as a 
measure for whether a care-based approach is appropriate, Tronto (2006) and 
Collins (2015) regard the need for care as universal and all human beings as 
vulnerable. Despite this discrepancy, it is possible to see similarities in Vanacker 
and Breslin’s arguments and Collins’ more elaborate version of care ethics. 
Collins’ emphasis on important interests makes it possible to abandon Vanack-
er and Breslin’s claim that care ethics is restricted only to certain circumstances 
and place focus on their attention to ‘interests’ and ‘dependency’ instead. 
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Arguing that journalists are increasingly frustrated by the constraints of 
objectivity, Steiner and Okrusch (2006) also identify the need for the inclusion 
of care in media ethics. For care to be relevant in this particular context, it 
must, however, be extended beyond the immediate and private, and be aimed 
toward justice (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006, p. 114-116). Steiner and Okrusch 
regard as particularly relevant that journalists acknowledge partiality instead of 
maintaining distance. Echoing the empirically-grounded reasoning used by 
documentary scholars Nash and Sanders, Steiner and Okrusch invite journalists 
to acknowledge to their subjects how they actually care (2006, p. 111). Care in 
this regard, however, is not limited to the interaction between knowledge seek-
er and subject but also extends to the effects of the resulting product. The link 
that is thereby established between relationship and representation, as well as 
the recognition of the storyteller’s multiple responsibilities, is an important 
contribution when considering care ethics in a media context. Steiner and 
Okrusch, as opposed to Vanacker and Breslin (2006), reinforce the claim of 
care ethicists that care, or a combination of care-ethical and other considera-
tions, is always appropriate. 

Black and Roberts also present a strong argument for care ethics in a me-
dia context by acknowledging the inevitable presence of aspects such as ‘con-
text’ and ‘subjectivity’. Echoing Steiner and Okrusch (2006), they argue that: 
“Media practices and policies tend to reflect Western liberal theories of rights 
that can be applied in a value-free manner. Objectivity is a perfect example of a 
standard that might emerge from deontological, utilitarian, virtues, or rights 
theories.” (Black & Roberts, 2011, p. 378). Such assumptions, they claim, are 
becoming increasingly questioned in favour of values represented by an ethics 
of care. However, Black and Roberts at the same time question the applicability 
of care ethics within the media referring to a difficulty to care for, and about, 
everyone. They state that: “Real situations often involve complexities that make 
it impossible to apply these philosophies completely. A decision that “does 
right” by one person may unavoidably “do harm” to another. […] Unavoida-
bly, choices must be made in life” (Black & Roberts, 2011, p. 366). This critique 
and the description of the goal of care ethics to sustain relationships are ad-
dressed by Collins (2015) and will be discussed in the following section. 

“Dependency relationships generate responsibilities” 
This section is devoted to describing a version of care ethics that is deemed 
particularly appropriate to the present study. In the following, the care ethical 
principle of political theorist and philosophy scholar Stephanie Collins will be 
discussed, explained, and related to media ethics. Care ethics is generally re-
garded as a theory that is sceptical to principles, placing emphasis on who we 
should be instead of what we ought to do (Boeyink & Borden, 2010, p. 38; 
Collins, 2015, p. 17). Collins’ advice, however, is that we reconsider this stand-
point and acknowledge that: “[…] a particular principle has the core role to play 
in the most cogent care ethical account of rightness” (2015, p. 18). Drawing 
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attention to the many differing accounts of what care ethics is and what care 
entails, Collins, in The Core of Care Ethics (2015), sets out to identify care ethics’ 
theoretical core. Building on some of the most influential care ethical theorists, 
including Virginia Held, Nel Noddings, and Joan Tronto, Collins arrives at four 
ethical claims. Resisting what she sees as a tendency among care ethicists to 
provide descriptive claims, her claims are normative. Without abandoning its 
original values, such as its emphasis on ‘relationships’ and ‘context’, Collins 
concentrates and sharpens the claims of care ethics: 

1. Ethical theory should positively endorse deliberation involving sympathy and direct at-
tendance to concrete particulars. 
2. To the extent that they have value to individuals in the relationship, relationships ought 
to be 

a) treated as moral paradigms 
b) valued, preserved, or promoted 
c) acknowledged as giving rise to weighty duties 

3. Care ethics sometimes calls for agents to have caring attitudes, that is, attitudes that: 
(i) have as their object something that has interests, or something that might affect 
something that has interests; 
(ii) are a positive response (promoting, respecting, revering) those interests; 
(iii) lead the agent’s affects, desires, decisions, attention or so on to be influenced by 
how the agent believes things are going with the interest-bearer. 

4. Care ethics calls for agents to perform actions: 
(i) that are performed under the (perhaps tacit) intention of fulfilling (or going some 
way to fulfilling) interest/s that the agent perceives some moral person (the recipient) 
to have; 
(ii) where the strength of the demand is a complex function of the value of the inten-
tion, the likelihood that the action will fulfil the interest, and the extent to which the 
interest is appropriately described as a ‘need’  (Collins, 2015, pp. 10–11).  
 

The four claims are unified, specified, and justified by the dependency princi-
ple. In its brief version, the dependency principle is stated as follows: “De-
pendency relationships generate responsibilities” (Collins, 2015, p. 2). In a 
slightly more elaborated version it can be described as: If an agent is well-placed 
or best-placed to meet someone’s important interest, then the agent has a duty to do 
so (Collins, 2015, p. 100). 

If we place interests on a scale from ‘trivial’ at one end to ‘important’ at 
the other, the closer the interest is to ‘important’, the more valuable it is that 
the interest be fulfilled. Which interests should then be categorised as ‘im-
portant’? Collins does not offer a clear-cut answer to this question, but she 
does state that many care ethicists tend to see basic needs as highly important, 
whilst emphasising the idea that these are not the only interests that deserve to 
be fulfilled (Collins, 2015, pp. 75, 103–107). She does, however, provide some 
additional guidance by stating that the importance of an interest is determined 
objectively, subjectively, or by a combination of the two. Interests might also 
be indexed in different ways, e.g., with respect to the agent who fulfils them or 
with respect to a certain time (such as my need for water right now) (Collins, 
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2015, p. 106). ‘Important interests’ play a crucial role in the present study. To 
enable our systematic analysis of the documentary subjects’ important interests, 
Collins’ theory is supplemented with (i) the notion that emotions are signifiers 
of concern (Archer, 2000) and (ii) the methodological tools of narrative emo-
tion analysis (see Chapter 4). 

Collins uses the words duty, responsibility, and obligation interchangeably. She 
explains her understanding of the phrase moral duty as: “moral reason that war-
rants a large amount of weight in an agent’s practical reasoning” (2015, p. 97). 
Dependency duties apply to both individuals and groups. The word duty should 
not tempt one to conflate care ethics with deontology, however. Care ethics 
does not provide specific, general duties but regards duties as shifting and con-
text-specific. The so-called ‘dependency duties’ that Collins places on a moral 
agent are duties to fulfil important interests (to act to fulfil those interests or to 
adopt attitudes towards that end). Thus, Collins’ proposition does not limit 
moral responsibility to character but also extends it to action. Remaining con-
sistent with Wilkins and Coleman’s arguments for “care informed by duty” 
(Wilkins, 2010, pp. 30–31), Collins does not specify what our duties imply in 
particular situations (2015, p. 99). This strengthens care ethics’ relevance to 
media practitioners, allowing them to consider costs in their moral reasoning. 
Cost is an important aspect in Collin’s principle since it diminishes the self-
sacrificing nature sometimes attributed to care ethics (see, for example, Cal-
houn, 1988, p. 459). Cost explains why one cannot care for everyone in every 
way, contrary to Black and Robert’s (2011) assumptions about care ethics. It 
also explains why one is not obliged to care if it comes at too high a cost, e.g., 
breaking the law. However, if a recipient has a highly important interest and an 
agent is best-placed to fulfil it, then a high cost is motivated.  

With the terms well-placed and best-placed, Collins refers to how capable an 
agent is of fulfilling a specific interest. This, in turn, determines the amount of 
responsibility that the same agent holds with respect to taking measures to fulfil 
the interest in question. According to Collins, three conditions should be met if 
an agent is to be considered well-placed: (i) there is an important interest that is 
unfulfilled; (ii) an agent is sufficiently capable of fulfilling that interest; and (iii) 
the agent’s most efficacious measure for doing so is not too costly. If one agent’s 
fulfilment of the interest would be the least costly of any other agent’s doing so, 
then this circumstance generates a best-placed duty (Collins, 2015, p. 97). To 
determine whether a measure can be considered too costly to the agent, we 
should consider: (i) the benefits to the agent, minus the costs to the agent; re-
lated to (ii) the benefits to the recipient, minus the costs to the recipient (Col-
lins, 2015, p. 110). 

One limitation with Collins’ principle in the present context is that the 
only costs that are considered are those to the agent and the recipient. It does 
not allow for the consideration of costs to a third party. This is where the rele-
vance of ‘defeaters’ makes itself felt; i.e., factors that lie outside of the depend-
ency principle but might affect or outweigh dependency duties. Examples of 
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defeaters are: someone else has promised to fulfil the interest; and the depend-
ent is wholly responsible for the interest being unfulfilled (Collins, 2015, pp. 
101, 122). Aufderheide, Jaszi, and Chandra observe such tendencies among 
documentary filmmakers, for example, in instances where the filmmaker drops 
their protective attitude if a subject’s act is seen as ethically repugnant (2009, p. 
9). The introduction of the concept of ‘conflicting duties’, i.e. dependency du-
ties towards other parties than the recipient, allows for the consideration of a 
third party in moral reasoning. This resonates with journalism- and documen-
tary scholars’ arguments about the journalist’s and documentary filmmaker’s 
multiple responsibilities (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Ruby, 1979/2005; Wilkins, 
2010). Wilkins demonstrate that:  

[…] the journalists and public relations practitioners who participated in these studies 
found dynamic ways to blend caring about story subjects, clients, their organizations and 
society at large with the various professional duties, central among them truth-telling, 
avoiding harm and furthering democratic functioning. Theoretically their responses point 
to the outcome of an ethic of strong care informed by duty (Wilkins, 2010, p. 35). 

 
Conflicting duties allow for the consideration of dependency duties to other 
people (groups of people) than the subject/source. 

Some scholars have criticized what they perceive as care ethics’ rigid em-
phasis on relationship preservation by pointing to destructive relationships. A 
significant difference between Gilligan’s early version of care ethics and Collins’ 
principle is the latter’s resistance to the claim that all relationships ought to be 
preserved. Collins does not attend to the intrinsic value of relationships and 
does not regard relationships to be valuable as such. She argues instead that 
relationships have value only in relation to their participants (see Claim 2, p. 
79). This prevents us from claiming that all relationships, all the time, should be 
treated as moral paradigms. Collins’ suggestion that ‘relationship importance’ 
applies only to those personal relationships that have value to their participants 
helps us rule out certain personal relationships as not subject to relationship 
importance, as well as allowing us to include certain non-personal relationships 
as being subject to relationship importance (2015, p. 40). The value that a rela-
tionship has to someone, according to Collins, includes ‘instrumental value’ and 
‘extrinsic non-instrumental value’. Instrumental value derives from the conse-
quences of the relationship, in it being the means to an end. Some relationships 
might, however, have value that does not derive from consequences. Such ex-
trinsic non-instrumental value is ‘extrinsic’ in the sense that the value arises 
from the relationship’s relation to something else, i.e., the participant. The val-
ue is ‘non-instrumental’ because it does not arise from the relationship being a 
means to something, but, instead, stands in a value-generating relation to any-
thing the participant values (for example, cultural traditions, or third parties 
that are of importance to the participant) (Collins, 2015, pp. 40–41). These are 
important distinctions to make when one considers the relationship between 
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subject and filmmaker — the relationship with the filmmaker can be valuable 
to the subject (and vice versa), even if it does not involve instrumental value. 
The concept of ‘value’ includes both subjectivist and objectivist aspects. Part of 
what adds value to a relationship is the degree to which participants take the 
relationship to be valuable to them. However, since an abused participant 
might take a relationship to be valuable, objectivist aspects (e.g., when some-
one’s life might be in danger because of the relationship) need to be added. The 
value to the abused participant is thus outweighed by the high objective disval-
ue of the relationship (Collins, 2015, p. 41). 

This study employs some of Collins’ theoretical tools in the examination 
of the encounter between storyteller and subject/source and as I explore what 
a care ethics perspective can add to a discussion of media ethics. Collins’ ver-
sion of care ethics is considered appropriate since it draws our attention to 
interests and their importance for moral responsibilities. As can be seen in the 
studies made by Nash (2009) and Sanders (2012), a subject’s motives for partic-
ipation and their needs related to participation (these not necessarily being 
equal to, but still related to, important interests) were found crucial to an ethical 
documentary practice. The concept of ‘important interest’ thus furthers our 
understanding of the subject’s motives and needs and their significance to the 
experience of participation. This concept guides the examination that is under-
taken in this study. A focus on interests serves an additional purpose by allow-
ing for the examination of the subject’s agency in relation to their participation.  

We note how Collins rejects the claim made by Noddings (1984) that 
genuine caring involves ignoring one’s own concerns (Steiner, 2011, p. 175). 
Acknowledging the costs that are involved in dependency duties is crucial to 
avoiding the misconception that care ethicists see moral responsibilities as in-
dependent of their consequences to the agent. Finally, Collins’ interpretation of 
care ethics suggests that the nature of the relationship might affect the level of 
responsibility an agent holds. This thus allows for the possibility that the nature 
of the relationship might affect the value of the fulfilment of certain interests 
and, therefore, the experience of documentary participation. However, Collins 
does not take this as given. 

3.4 Relationship characteristics 

This section rests on the premise that human beings have different expecta-
tions on different kinds of relationships. Demands that you put on your friend 
or your partner are likely to differ from those you place on a work colleague. 
From a care ethics perspective, different relationships might also generate vari-
ous kinds of important interests and responsibilities for the involved parties. 
Given this, we explore the nature of the relationship between documentary 
filmmaker and subject, so as to understand in what way it can affect the expec-
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tations, behaviour, and consequences that are related to both the process of 
making a documentary and the finished film. Aufderheide, Jaszi, and Chandra 
found that documentary filmmakers regard the relationship that they have with 
their subjects as “less than friendship and more than a professional relation-
ship” (2009, pp. 6–7). Whilst this statement may well succinctly identify the 
particularity of the relationship, we know little about how such attitude is dis-
cernible in practice. Moreover, the potential consequences for the documentary 
experience, as well as for the final result, are not obvious. The statement does, 
however, provide a starting point for an examination of the relationship be-
tween filmmaker and subject. After introducing the analytical tools that will be 
used to explore the nature of this relationship, I attend to the concept of ‘dual 
relationships’. The concept will be used to take the analysis of the relationship 
one step further, by addressing the significance of findings concerning the 
specificities of the subject-filmmaker relationship. 

Sociologist Göran Ahrne emphasises connections between the form and 
content of relationships (2014). Form indicates what kind of relation we are 
dealing with, be it friendship, strictly business, or even love. The social forms 
that Ahrne refers to are: institution, organization, and network. Bonds that are es-
tablished in relations are shaped by institutional conceptions, organized deci-
sions, and/or reciprocity. Regarding a relationship as being built on five ele-
ments: ‘belonging’, ‘expectations,’ ‘initiative and power’, ‘transparency’, and 
‘consequences’, we note that these elements take on specific forms. All of these 
elements can be based on the same form, but it is more probable that they are 
based on a combination of two or three forms (Ahrne, 2014, pp. 25–26, 53, 
191). The form (or combination of forms) that is dominant is likely to indicate 
the nature of the relationship at hand. The terms that are used for the forms: 
institution, organization, and network, indicate something about the traits of the 
forms. In the following, I introduce a number of characteristics of the organiza-
tion and network forms. Regarding institution, it can briefly be explained as being 
characterized by a series of taken-for-granted norms and assumptions. Institu-
tional signs of belonging are, for example, particular clothes, symbols, or tat-
toos. Institutional power can emerge through conceptions about what denotes 
a person in power (Ahrne, 2014).  

Organizational relationships involve some degree of formality. Formal as-
pects can concern practices such as how a relationship is established (member-
ship), explicit rules regarding duties and responsibilities, as well as a clear chain 
of command. Some degree of organized control is common within organiza-
tional relationships and is used to evaluate whether expectations are met, be it 
through a regular review of how well tasks are completed or through attend-
ance records in a classroom. A consequence of not living up to expectations 
within an organizational relationship might entail one or more approved sanc-
tions — the final sanction being suspension. Sanctions can also function posi-
tively and appear in the form of rewards, when expectations are fulfilled or 
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exceeded. The controlled party is always aware of the control that is being ex-
ercised over them (Ahrne, 2014, p. 49). 

In contrast to an organizational relationship, belonging to a network is sel-
dom explicit or regulated. Relations characterised by a network are reciprocal in 
nature, based on giving and taking between its members. In a network, people 
also tend to have expectations with regards to the relationship and what it en-
tails, albeit this is seldom previously-defined or unanimous (Ahrne, 2014). In-
stead of an explicit hierarchy, contacts are the currency that allows for initiative 
within a network. Depending on the issue at hand, power in a network can be 
transferred between involved parties. A common form for control in relation-
ships with network characteristics is gossiping. In this context, consequences 
tend to be implicit and therefore harder to pinpoint; one party may simply 
withdraw or stop contacting the other party if expectations are not fulfilled. 
Positive consequences in a network can be manifested as access to contacts or 
information. Besides the fact that all of the elements of a relationship rarely are 
of the same form, a single element can be built on more than one form. Power 
in a relationship can be enhanced if one’s position in a hierarchy corresponds 
to status, and perhaps to a central position in a network. Conversely, hierar-
chical power might be weakened if it is challenged by a wide contact network 
(Ahrne, 2014). 

When we consider friendship in relation to the forms above, friendship 
can be defined as a relation free from formal demands and rules (Ahrne, 2014; 
Wiseman, 1986), in that aspect far from organizational characteristics. Intimate 
relationships tend to be built on ‘trust’, whilst ‘power’ and ‘oppression’ are 
rarely associated with friendship. Sociologist Viviana Zelizer describes 
‘knowledge’ as a common currency in intimate relationships; including 
knowledge about secrets, personal vulnerability and defects (2005). The other 
side of trust is the risk that sensitive information may be shared with others. 
According to Zelizer, trust is often asymmetrical (2005, pp. 14–15). Some 
amount of reciprocity is, however, crucial among friends. This applies to being 
able to listen and to share problems and reflections, but also to who takes the 
initiative to keep in contact. By taking turns, both parties demonstrate their 
mutual interest in the relationship. On that note, a common conception is that 
power does not belong in a relationship between friends. However, the vague-
ness inherent to friendship is a possible source of imbalance of power, as is 
divergent expectations (Ahrne, 2014, pp. 76–115; Wiseman, 1986, p. 192). Such 
an imbalance can also emerge as a result of unequal access to resources (Ahrne, 
2014). 

Unlike professional relationships, friendship is seldom built around par-
ticular tasks; the relationship is believed to have its own intrinsic value (Wise-
man, 1986). Activities such as going to the cinema or having dinner do not 
motivate the relationship’s existence. Friendship tends to take time to establish. 
Time also appears as an important independent factor; simply spending time 
with another person increases the chances for friendship to develop (Buunk & 
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Dijkstra, 2008). Although mainly referred to in positive terms, there are con-
texts where friendship is not deemed appropriate (Ahrne, 2014, p. 68). One 
such example is the journalist’s relationship to his/her interviewees or sources 
(Revers, 2014). The tendency to not openly declare when you are initiating 
friendship, in conjunction with the relative vagueness of the relationship, can 
make it difficult to distinguish friendship from other relationships, especially in 
possibly ‘dual’ relationships.33 The main advantage with Ahrne’s model (in this 
context) is that it enables me to delineate the social forms that are present in 
the relationship between filmmaker and subject. This in turn, enables my analy-
sis of the nature of the relationship. 

Some relationships, like that between spouses, tend to be built up by ele-
ments of different, although consistent, forms. Other relationships, however, 
are generally associated with one particular form. Ahrne briefly talks about 
organizational relationships that can develop into other types of relations. He 
also mentions “friendship that lives on and in another relationship” (Ahrne, 
2014, p. 185) but he is not explicit regarding the circumstances and possible 
consequences of this kind of boundary-crossing. In my analysis of the subject-
filmmaker relationship, I supplement Ahrne’s theoretical tools with theories 
that allow for greater scope for problematisation. I suggest that ‘transgression 
of boundaries’ is a possible consequence of blending forms in a relationship 
that is generally associated with one form or another. The relevant concepts are 
presented in the following section (Section 3.4.1). 

To conclude, we recall the statement made by Piotrowska, cited in the in-
troduction of this thesis. Echoing remarks made by Aufderheide et al., Pi-
otrowska suggested that the subject-filmmaker relationship transcends the lim-
its set by ‘professionalism’. Referring to her own experience of becoming too 
close to a documentary subject, she notes: “Films carry the traces of these rela-
tionships which far exceed any professional engagement” (Piotrowska, 2014, p. 
129). What distinguishes this observation from Aufderheide’s is the way it iden-
tifies the connection between the relationship and the film itself, indicating that 
the nature of the relationship has actual effects on the final result. 

3.4.1 Dual relationships 
As demonstrated throughout the previous chapters, a close relationship to a 
journalistic subject/source is generally considered to be problematic. With 
some exceptions, such arguments are made with reference to journalistic integ-

 
 
 
 
 

33 ‘Dual relationship’ refers to a single relationship that enclose several types of relationships, 
such as a professional relationship and friendship.    
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rity and professionalism and can be placed in the context of journalistic bound-
ary work.34 By highlighting ethical issues with intimate relationships from a 
subject perspective, Malcolm (1990/2012) and Keeble (2014) are amongst the ex-
ceptions in this area. Contrary to Malcolm’s assertions, however, more recent 
findings indicate that subjects might perceive journalists as friends, without 
necessarily feeling betrayed by the final result (Palmer, 2017). Turning to the 
documentary subject-filmmaker relationship, the few existing studies that focus 
on this relationship have indicated a relationship where the boundary between 
‘professional’ and ‘personal’ is indistinct (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Nash, 2009; 
Piotrowska, 2014; Sanders, 2012). This tendency calls for closer consideration 
of the subject-filmmaker relationship and its ethical implications. To allow for 
such scrutiny, the theoretical tools presented in the previous section is com-
plemented with the concept of ‘dual relationships’. 

The distinction between ‘friendship’ and a ‘professional relationship’ is 
not always obvious (Kagle & Giebelhausen, 1994). Boundaries between differ-
ent types of relationships have been previously problematized in relation to 
helping professions, perhaps most frequently within psychology and social 
work. The 1977 explicit prohibition of “exploitative dual relationships” by the 
American Psychological Association rests on the conception that relations that 
go beyond the therapist-client relation (such as friendship or sexual relations) 
are likely to be harmful to the client (Ebert, 1997; Kagle & Giebelhausen, 
1994). Dual relationships within helping professions are believed to pose a 
threat to the professional’s judgment and possibly affect both the client’s and 
the practitioner’s loyalty and priorities (Kagle & Giebelhausen, 1994; Schank & 
Skovholt, 1997). While some dual relationships should always be prevented, 
others are more or less inevitable and thus demand close consideration (Ream-
er, 2012). 

At the core of the problematization of dual relationships within helping 
professions lies the specific character of the professional-client relationship. 
Many characteristics of the practitioner-client relationship can, however, be 
found in other relationships, too. As mentioned previously, Piotrowska has 
pointed to the connections that exist between the therapeutic relationship and 
the relationship between filmmaker and subject (2014, p. 108). One of Pi-
otrowska’s core points is that there is a risk of the subject opening up to the 
filmmaker for the wrong reasons. She connects this possible risk to the psycho-
analytic concept of ‘transference’.  

 
 
 
 
 

34 For discussions of boundary work in relation to journalism, see, for example, Carlson and 
Lewis (2015); Palmer (2016); Revers (2014). 
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Characteristic of the therapeutic relationship is that it involves client vul-
nerability. As the relationship evolves, vulnerability tends to increase:  

It grows as the client opens himself or herself to the practitioner, revealing intimate feel-
ings, thoughts, and experiences, and deepens as the client comes to depend on the practi-
tioner to protect confidences (Kagle & Giebelhausen, 1994, p. 217). 

  
While the client’s trust in the practitioner is perceived as a condition for giving 
and receiving help, it makes the client all the more sensitive to the practitioner’s 
authority (Kagle & Giebelhausen, 1994). If we manipulate the above quote by 
replacing the words client and practitioner with the words subject and filmmaker, we 
have the following:  

It grows as the subject opens himself or herself to the filmmaker, revealing intimate feelings, 
thoughts, and experiences, and deepens as the subject comes to depend on the filmmaker to 
protect confidences (italics modified by the author). 
  

Similar connections can be made when we consider fiduciary characteristics, 
another element that has been proposed to distinguish the therapist-client rela-
tionship from other relationships.35 The filmmaker’s knowledge and access to 
resources is likely to affect the hierarchy between filmmaker and subject, by 
encouraging the subject to place his or her confidence in the filmmaker. Like 
any fiduciary relationship, the subject-filmmaker relation is likely to involve 
some amount of power imbalance and unequal responsibility (Nichols, 1991; 
Pryluck, 1976; Winston, 2000). Nevertheless, the nature of the responsibilities 
of the parties concerned is less obvious than in many other fiduciary relation-
ships for several reasons, including the filmmaker’s multiple responsibilities to 
their audience and funders, in addition to their subjects. 

By applying this concept of the ‘dual relationship’, I am not suggesting 
that the possible consequences of dual relationships can be directly transferred 
from the one context to the other. Legal distinctions, together with the separate 
premises and goals guiding the relationships discussed here, make such conver-
sions somewhat dubious. A central difference being that, for the filmmaker, the 
mission to improve the lives of his/her subjects is not automatically entailed by 
the occupation of filmmaker. Moreover, personal benefits that may accrue for 
the practitioner generate quite obvious boundary issues in the therapist-client 
relationship (Reamer, 2012). When we consider the possible benefits for a 
filmmaker as a result of a relationship with his/her subject, a number of differ-

 
 
 
 
 

35 For further discussion of fiduciary relationships and/or characteristics see Kagle & Giebelhau-
sen (1994) and Kutchins (1991). 
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ences emerge. Inherent to the relationship is a kind of personal benefit for the 
filmmaker – access to information and the possibility to produce a successful 
documentary. However, it is when access is a result of boundary crossings that 
problems might (although, not necessarily) occur. Dual relationships do not 
have to cause harm, neither within the therapist-client relation nor in other 
contexts (Ebert, 1997; Reamer, 2012; Schank & Skovholt, 1997). This entails 
that, even if the subject-filmmaker relationship bears some traces of a dual 
relationship, it is not automatically harmful to the subject. Given this, the rela-
tionship must be further problematized. 

Since the subject-filmmaker relationship lacks the distinctive nature of the 
therapeutic relationship, the conceptual apparatus discussed in this section 
needs to be combined with a further analysis of the nature of the relationship. 
This is where Ahrne’s theoretical concepts constitute useful analytical tools. 
Combining these with the concept of ‘dual relationship’ allows for a deeper 
understanding of the subject-filmmaker relationship, and the possible ethical 
and moral challenges related to it. By assessing the results concerning the sub-
ject-filmmaker relationship through the care ethics perspective, the findings of 
my analysis are elevated and incorporated into a wider ethical framework, con-
tributing to the evaluation of care ethics’ relevance within the present context. 

3.5 The agentic subject 

The active role of subjects/sources in the process of producing a story, and the 
presence of negotiation between subject and filmmaker/journalist have been 
previously acknowledged (MacDougall, 1999; Nash, 2011; Palmer, 2017; Sand-
ers, 2012). Further knowledge about the incidence of such active role and the 
presence of negotiation (particularly beyond elite-sources) and its importance to 
the experience of participation is, however, called for (see Palmer, 2017). The 
tendency to engage in behaviours that are intended to take control over the self 
and our environment varies between individuals (Goller & Harteis, 2017, p. 
95). Labelling this tendency ‘human agency’, educational scholars Michael Gol-
ler and Christian Harteis suggest that three distinct components can be used to 
operationalise the concept. They also suggest why human agency is present in 
some individuals more so than in others (2017). Within media studies, ‘agency’ 
is most frequently discussed in relation to the audience, increasingly so in the 
context of user-generated content (see Couldry, 2006; van Dijck, 2009). Domi-
nating the current field is a broad-brush use of the concept, typically as being 
equivalent with ‘action’. The purpose with my application of the concept is to 
regard ‘agency’ in relation to the participating subject. Moving away from the 
understanding of agency solely as something individuals do, Goller and Harteis 
distinguish between ‘human agency’ and ‘agentic actions’. ‘Human agency’ is 
described as: “the capacity and tendency to make intentional choices, to initiate 
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actions based on these choices, and to exercise control over the self and the 
environment” (Goller & Harteis, 2017, p. 97), and is thus regarded as an ante-
cedent of agentic actions. ‘Agentic actions’ are the concrete choices and actions 
resulting from this capacity and tendency. To allow for operationalization of 
the concept, their suggestion is to regard ‘human agency’ as a disposition, com-
posed of three components: (i) agency competence, (ii) agency beliefs, and (iii) 
agency personality. Agency competence refers to an individual’s capability to initiate 
and engage in agentic actions. An agentically competent individual is able to set 
up practicable goals for him/herself and to come up with, and implement, 
strategies so as to reach those goals. If obstacles occur, existing strategies are 
adjusted or abandoned for more useful ones. There are, however, agentically 
competent individuals who do not engage in agentic actions. This might indi-
cate an absence of agency beliefs, i.e., faith in one’s own capability of exercising 
agency. The third and last component of ‘human agency’ is the most stable one. 
Empirical studies have found a trait-like tendency to act agentically. Goller and 
Harteis term this tendency agency personality (2017, p. 94).  

‘Human agency’ can, in part, be developed by an individual (Goller & 
Harteis, 2017; Hitlin & Elder, 2006), and also lost. While a person’s agency 
personality is assumed to be somewhat stable and immutable, agency compe-
tence and agency beliefs can both be attained and improved upon (Goller & 
Harteis, 2017, p. 96). ‘Self-efficacy’, a concept central to what Goller and 
Harteis term agency beliefs (2017, p. 92), is not only a basis for action, it is also 
related to our well-being. The sense of being in control and being able to affect 
one’s circumstances has beneficial consequences, including occupational 
achievement, and physical and mental health (Gecas, 2003, p. 370). Neither 
‘self-efficacy’ nor the broader concept ‘agency beliefs’ is necessarily consonant 
with agency competence. However, being flexible components, they have the 
capacity to affect one another. Efficacious action tends to increase agency be-
liefs, and vice versa (Gecas, 2003, p. 370; Hitlin & Elder, 2006, p. 38). 

Leaving the structure/agency debate aside (see, for example, Archer, 
2000; Giddens, 1984; Hitlin & Elder, 2006), for the purpose of the present 
study it is sufficient to understand human agency as dependent on both indi-
vidual and contextual factors (Goller & Harteis, 2017; Hitlin & Elder, 2006). It 
is, thus, necessary to point out that the components that are discussed by Gol-
ler and Harteis (which might appear to favour the individual perspective) actu-
ally should be understood as embedded in a social, cultural, historical, and 
physical context (2017, p. 89). Consistent with their focus and the organization-
al behaviour literature that Goller and Harteis partly rely on, their discussion 
tends to favour ‘constructive’ agentic actions (evident in the term proactive per-
sonality). In the context of the present study, agency is understood to also in-
clude resistance (see, for example, Hitlin & Elder, 2006, pp. 38–39). With this 
in mind, Goller and Harteis’ understanding of human agency is considered to 
be a valuable tool which can be used to identify agency (or its absence), not 
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only through agentic action but also through statements and actions that indi-
cate agency competence, beliefs, and personality. 

3.6 Understanding emotion (one’s own and others’) 

The concepts that are discussed in the present section will be used to problem-
atize and interrogate the experience of the documentary subject and relate it to 
the actions and attitudes of documentary filmmakers. Accordingly, they func-
tion as important theoretical and methodological complements to the study’s 
care ethics frame.  

Emotions do not only assist us in making sense of our own experiences; 
emotions are also crucial to the ability of understanding other people. Sociolo-
gist Arlie Hochschild describes emotion as a sense. Like the sense of hearing or 
seeing, emotion communicates information, including information about our 
own “viewpoint on the world” (Hochschild, 1983/2012, p. 17). While 
Hochschild talks about “emotion as clue”, sociologist Margret Archer describes 
emotions as “signifiers of concern” (2000, p. 196). Common to these descrip-
tions is the understanding of emotions as relational: to a situation, an experi-
ence, and/or a person. The care ethics perspective applied in this study in-
cludes a person’s attention to interests (Collins, 2015). The characteristic of 
emotion as clue or signifier of concern offers a promising pathway for the op-
erationalization of this theoretical perspective. An exhaustive explanation of the 
rationale behind such approach and how it will be executed is provided in the 
next chapter (Chapter 4).  

Although it is the individual dimension of emotion that is primarily in fo-
cus in this study, emotions are understood to have both an individual and a 
social dimension and are sensitive to cultural, social, and political influences 
(see, for example, Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Emotions are not only subjective but 
also situated and social (Hirdman, 2018, p. 15; Ward, 2019, p. 29), i.e., affected 
by cultural context and social interaction. A distinction between affect and 
emotion is sometimes based on the understanding of affect as an individual, 
bodily sensation on the one hand, whilst emotion is the recognition and inter-
pretation of affect (see Massumi, 2002). Such a distinction allows us to consider 
both the articulation of emotion and the understanding of emotion as social. 
While I adhere to the understanding of emotion as social and narrativizable (see 
Massumi, 2002), the separation between emotion and affect is not applied in 
this study. In the present context, emotions are understood to encompass a 
cognitive and non-cognitive dimension (see Hochschild, 1983/2012; Kleres, 
2011).  

In collaboration with Gavin Rees, director of the Dart Center for Journal-
ism and Trauma, political psychologist Barry Richards argues for the im-
portance of emotional literacy within journalistic practice (Richards & Rees, 
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2011). Emotional literacy can be understood as the ability to understand, ex-
press, and manage our own emotions, as well as to listen and respond to the 
emotions of others (Steiner, 2003, p. 35; Weare, 2004, p. 2). Emotional literacy 
includes awareness of, and sensitivity to, the fact that emotional conduct can be 
shaped with regard to others (see Hochschild, 1983/2012; Katz, 1999). Present 
in this definition is the value that emotional literacy has in interactions with 
other people. One reason why we can argue for emotional literacy within jour-
nalistic practice is the encounter between journalist and subject/source. Rich-
ards and Rees’ study of journalists’ and current affairs filmmakers’ attitudes 
towards the emotional dimensions of their work identified a number of chal-
lenges with respect to the promotion of emotional literacy within the field. One 
such challenge lies in the journalistic profession’s lingering adhesion to objec-
tivity (see Section 3.1.1). Richards and Rees found that their informants per-
ceived a conflict between emotion and the ideal of objectivity (2011, p. 863). 
Ethnologist and journalism researcher Mia-Marie Hammarlin has made similar 
observations in a Swedish context (2015). However, Richards and Rees also 
found exceptions to this: 

The more reflective practitioners we interviewed had worked out subtle emotion-
management strategies that helped them to resolve these conflicts, but the general prohi-
bition on talking about the ‘emotional’ with reference to professional tasks gives them lit-
tle incentive to share their insights with trainees (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 863).  

 
Pantti’s study of Finnish and Dutch television journalists’ attitudes towards 
emotional aspects of their craft enforces this somewhat ambiguous picture 
(2010). On the one hand, the interviewed journalists did not regard an in-
creased emotionalization of news as something necessarily problematic – with a 
reservation that the news should not have too much emotion. Pantti also saw 
tendencies among the informants with respect to heightened sensitivity when 
dealing with subjects’ emotions (2010, p. 173). On the other hand, the notion 
of an emotionally detached reporter enjoyed strong support amongst the jour-
nalists, who claimed that such a state embodied  the ideal of journalistic objec-
tivity (Pantti, 2010, p. 176). 

The message of a particular emotion is not necessarily obvious, and nei-
ther is it obvious what another person’s emotional expression might indicate. 
Common points of reference can take us some way towards understanding 
other peoples’ emotions, the context may provide us with additional guidance 
in this matter. Within the area of narrative medicine, it is argued that medical 
professionals need to acquire narrative competence so as to be able to identify 
the meanings of patients’ “words, silences, and behaviors” (Charon, 2006, p. 
10). Following Rita Charon, originator of the field of narrative medicine, narra-
tive competence is understood as “the ability to acknowledge, absorb, interpret, 
and act on the stories and plights of others” (Charon, 2001, p. 1897). A certain 
degree of narrative sophistication enables medical practitioners to better under-
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stand the experiences of sick people as well as their own duties towards their 
patients (Charon, 2001, p. 1898). In some research contexts, narrative has been 
suggested as a key to emotion (Gabriel & Ulus, 2015; Kleres, 2011).36 Although 
not always explicitly stated in the scholarly literature on narrative medicine, 
narrative competence can be understood to include paying attention to a pa-
tient’s emotions (see Charon, 2001). There are, thus, close connections between 
the two concepts of ‘narrative competence’ and ‘emotional literacy’. Nash 
(2009), Donovan (2012), and Winston (2000) have highlighted various points 
of contact between medical ethics and the ethics of documentary filmmaking. 
Following the reasoning used by these scholars, I introduce the concept of 
‘narrative competence’ into the context of long-form factual storytelling as a 
possible link between emotion and emotional literacy. 

An additional aspect of emotion, is that of ‘emotional labour’, defined as 
“the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily 
display […]” (Hochschild, 1983/2012, p. 7). First developed by Hochschild in 
1983, and initially applied to flight attendants, the concept has been subse-
quently applied to a range of occupational roles, including journalism (see 
Richards, 2007; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). In The Managed Heart, Hochschild 
poignantly suggests how to identify emotion management:  

[…] it is the pinch between a real but disapproved feeling on the one hand and an ideal-
ized one, on the other, that enables us to become aware of emotional labor. We may feel 
lonely at a joyous holiday party, relieved or indifferent at a funeral – and call on ourselves 
to correct our feelings (Hochschild, 1983/2012, pp. x–xi). 

 
Hochschild primarily problematizes ‘emotional labour’ in a commercial con-
text. The term emotion management emphasizes emotion work outside of the 
commercial sector in professions that are incompletely commodified (see 
Hochschild, 1983/2012, p. 7). Referring to the caring sector, Erickson and 
Stacey (2013) highlight the importance of context when considering emotion 
management and point to the specific conditions within human service jobs – 
jobs that “exemplify the tension between ‘relationships versus rules’”: “In to-
day’s caring labor contexts, the simultaneous influence of market and non-
market (i.e., relational) forces is a critical part of what makes the emotion man-
agement experiences of these workers distinct” (Erickson & Stacey, 2013, p. 
178). The importance of relational factors within (long-form) factual storytell-
ing emphasized in previous sections, as well as the presence of elements of 

 
 
 
 
 

36 For a more detailed account of the relation between narrative and emotion see the methods 
chapter of this thesis (Chapter 4). 
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incomplete commodification,37 extend these concerns to factual storytellers. 
The journalists and filmmakers included in the study by Richards and Rees 
provided examples of emotion management which demonstrate this ambiguity:  

A few consciously saw their affective labour as a kind of emotional tradecraft, but they 
did not see it as fake. The predominant assumption was that a sensitive and emotionally 
engaged interviewer could elicit the best story, in journalistic terms, by encouraging or al-
lowing interviewees to give the most natural and full account. Concern for the source 
emerged, then, in two separable senses: as the need to minimize harm and distress to the 
interviewee as a person, and as a rapport-building strategy, which would facilitate dialogue 
(Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 856). 
 

Erickson and Stacey further stress the point that emotion management is not 
devoid of actual emotion but includes embodied emotional experience (2013, p. 
188). On the same note, Hochschild emphasises that emotional labour is not 
necessarily negative, neither for the people it is performed for nor for the ‘la-
bourer’ (1983/2012, p. 9). Having drawn attention to these contextual nuances, 
the terms emotion management and emotional labour will be used interchangeably in 
this thesis. 

To conclude this chapter, I stress some key points of the previous sec-
tions. In Section 3.3, I began by highlighting the particularities and possible 
ethical challenges related to the relationship between subject and factual story-
teller. Previous research was used to establish the idea of a potential duality 
within the relationship. Relying on observations made by Nash (2009) and 
Palmer (2017) (amongst others), I argued for the presence and significance of 
subjects’ interests and agency in the context of participation. To account for 
these challenges, I proposed a set of theoretical tools. The theoretical frame of 
care ethics establishes the moral significance of relationships whilst simultane-
ously paying attention to individual interests. The examination of the documen-
tary subject experience and the subject-filmmaker relationship from a care eth-
ics perspective allows a number of theoretical possibilities to attend to these 
aspects that are rarely in focus of media ethics, whether the perspective is phil-
osophical or institutional. The version of care ethics that is applied in this the-

 
 
 
 
 

37 Some of the filmmakers included in this study indicated that it was difficult/impossible to 
make a living out of documentary filmmaking, and contend that it needs to be combined with 
other jobs that put food on the table. Additionally, the documentaries under examination in the 
present study were all broadcast outside of a (direct) commercial context (i.e., via public service). 
Another factor that contributes to the understanding of the sector of long-form factual storytell-
ing as incompletely commodified is the (common) lack of monetary transaction between story-
teller and subject. For further explanation of the term incomplete commodification, see Krawiec (2016) 
and Radin (1996). 
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sis, moreover, allows for consideration of costs, making it particularly suited for 
the present domain. Some additional tools were considered relevant to the 
operationalisation of the care ethics perspective in the context under study. To 
explore the nature and significance of the subject-filmmaker relationship, I 
suggested paying attention to relational forms in combination with the concept 
of ‘dual relationships’. Finally, I introduced the concept of ‘agency’ and the 
domain of emotions as pathways to the subject experience, as well as to 
filmmakers’ actions and attitudes, as considered within a care ethics framework. 

Summary 

Following this extensive review, it is necessary that I provide it with some con-
cluding remarks. I end this chapter with a summary and indicate the relation-
ships between the perspectives and theories that have been presented so far. In 
the first part of the chapter, I addressed storytelling, emotion and subjectivity, 
as increasingly significant components within journalism studies (see, for ex-
ample, Beckett & Deuze, 2016; Kotisová, 2017; Papacharissi, 2014; Richards & 
Rees, 2011; Steensen, 2017; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). I argued that the growing 
body of affective research within a media context brings the issues of relational 
and ethical challenges and moral responsibilities of factual storytellers towards 
subjects/sources to the fore. Besides paying attention to the subject experience, 
the research questions include an exploration of the ethical and moral challeng-
es of long-form factual storytelling by taking the filmmaker’s actions and atti-
tudes into consideration. The tension between professional ideals of objectivity 
and an acknowledgment of subjectivity and emotional aspects of factual story-
telling was therefore addressed.  

In Section 3.2, I introduced a number of different ways in which the topic 
of media ethics can be approached. I argued that an approach that is sensitive 
to context and is able to acknowledge challenges that are sometimes over-
looked following the dominant scholarly focus on news journalism and institu-
tional or producer centred perspectives is needed. Paying attention to the expe-
rience of participating subjects was suggested as a valuable contribution to 
media ethics. Research in the areas of journalism and documentary studies 
further indicates that the relationship between subject and storyteller is crucial 
to ethics within extensive forms of factual storytelling. Following these asser-
tions, and in agreement with Wilkins and Coleman (2010; 2005), I proposed 
that dominant ethical frameworks might not be sufficient for taking these fac-
tors into account. 

Section 3.4 began with a discussion of the subject-storyteller relationship 
before moving on to the theoretical foundations of the study, where care ethics 
plays a central role. A care ethics perspective was shown to encompass several 
of the issues that I address in this study of ethics in the context of long-form 
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factual storytelling. Care ethics takes into consideration the experiences and 
incentives of subjects and facilitates an investigation of the relationship be-
tween subject and storyteller. With its relational core, as well as its focus on 
participants’ interests related to agents’ costs, care ethics shows great potential 
within the area of media ethics. I explore core factors of care ethics, namely 
relationship importance and participant interests (Collins, 2015), by making use of 
the analytical concepts ‘dual relationships’, and ‘agency’, as well as the domain 
of emotion, all of which are addressed in the present chapter.  

This chapter also serves as an introductory argument for the methodolog-
ical foundations of the study. Amongst other things, I have highlighted the 
relevance of empirical studies that include the voice of the subject. The choice 
of informants and methods are closely related to the gaps identified in previous 
research, as well as to the relational and context-sensitive approach called for 
by the theoretical framework. I approached the area of emotion, which, besides 
its theoretical relevance, functions as an important methodological tool. In the 
following chapter, methodological considerations are discussed in further de-
tail. 
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4. Methods and Materials 

A point of departure for this study is that the subject constitutes a voice that is 
missing in the scholarly discussion of media ethics. A related claim that I make 
is that sufficient knowledge within this area cannot be gained from the study of 
the text itself. These positions have been decisive with respect to the choice of 
research method. Within the aim of the thesis lies the ambition to gain an in-
depth understanding of individual experience, attitudes, and practice in the 
context of long-form factual storytelling. This kind of understanding is to be 
obtained through the application of qualitative methods. The case study is par-
ticularly well-suited when one’s aim is to conduct an intense investigation of a 
complex phenomenon (Flyvbjerg, 2006, pp. 236–239; Gerring, 2007, p. 20). 
Within the framework of the case study, I performed interviews with documen-
tary filmmakers and subjects who have been involved in the production of six 
television documentaries. An ethnographic approach involving observation was 
considered but dismissed, partly because of uncertainty concerning the length 
of a documentary process and my aim to access these participants before, dur-
ing, and after the actual process. The principal reason why I did not include 
observation as a method was, however, related to the ‘observer’s paradox’, the 
risk that my presence as a researcher might affect the filmmaking process, any 
decisions related to it, and the subject’s experience. Instead, the documentary 
films functioned as sites for a kind of fieldwork, and were useful during my 
preparation for interviews, during the interviews, and when I analysed and 
interpreted the results. The films allowed me to dig deeper into certain issues, 
to pose informed follow-up questions, and enabled me to develop a more criti-
cal understanding of the interview accounts. 

The present chapter is structured as follows: the design of the study is in-
troduced and motivated, followed by a detailed description of the selection of 
material. I provide a brief introduction to the documentaries and the interview-
ees who were selected for this study. Thereafter, I describe how the material 
(interview accounts and documentaries) was collected and assessed, and discuss 
the process of transmitting my findings. Ethical considerations and the trust-
worthiness of the study are then discussed. The challenges that I encountered 
and the decisions that I made concerning limitations of the study are discussed 
throughout the chapter, in the context of the research stage during which they 
arose. I also expand upon some of these under the heading “Challenges and 
limitations”. I end the chapter by presenting the selected documentaries and 
interviewees in further detail. 
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4.1 Research design 

This study examines the ethical and moral challenges connected to the produc-
tion of mediated narratives involving participating subjects. The case that has 
been selected to explore these and related issues is the documentary filmmaker-
subject encounter. More specifically, the study contains six filmmaker-subject(s) 
pairings, each connected to a television documentary that was broadcast by 
Swedish public service television. As Stake observes, a researcher’s interest in a 
case lies both in its uniqueness and its commonality (Stake, 1995, p. 1). The 
choice to focus on the documentary filmmaker-subject encounter represents 
what Flyvbjerg labels ‘information-oriented selection’ (2006, pp. 229–230). 
When the researcher’s intention is to maximize the utility of information from 
small samples, then it is recommended that she focus on a case that is believed 
will cultivate rich knowledge about the studied phenomenon. Relational and 
affective concerns comprise the cornerstones of the present study. Therefore, I 
chose to focus on a case where the relationship between storyteller and subject 
can be predicted to be extensive, in temporal terms as well as when considering 
the amount of access involved/expected (see, for example, Nash, 2009; Sand-
ers, 2012). Such cases have the potential to comprise a multitude of aspects of 
the phenomenon under study; aspects that have rarely been in focus within 
media ethics. Returning to Stake (1995), the chosen case will generate infor-
mation that is relevant to other forms of factual storytelling where similar pre-
conditions apply. These include the presence of subjects as both (i) participants 
during the production process and as (ii) motif for a mediated narrative. 

To achieve the aim of the thesis, it was necessary to approach the material 
at several levels of analysis. The study was designed as to allow for two ways of 
approaching the material. The research questions are structured around three 
different units, which represent two levels of analysis: (i) participating subjects; 
(ii) filmmakers; and (iii) filmmaker-subject. The filmmaker-subject dyad instan-
tiated the primary case [one level of analysis], whilst the subjects and filmmak-
ers, respectively, were regarded as ‘within-cases’ [a second level of analysis] (see 
Gerring, 2007). Note that, in addition to their importance as part of the prima-
ry case, these within-cases contributed with valuable information to the study in 
themselves. The disposition that was selected facilitated the empirical investiga-
tion into the experience of participating subjects and the actions and attitudes 
of documentary filmmakers – areas that brought important insights to the field 
of study. The experience of participation is understood as the subjects’ experi-
ences during, and in connection with, the production of the documentary. This 
includes aspects such as subject-filmmaker interaction prior to and after the 
production process, as well as experiences connected to the broadcast of the 
documentary. 

The primary case places the relationship between filmmaker and subject 
in focus and enabled a detailed understanding of the findings that were estab-
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lished from the examination of subjects and filmmakers respectively. It allowed 
for ethical issues and moral dilemmas to be discussed with access to both story-
teller and subject accounts, which has seldom been the case within media eth-
ics. The decision to interview the filmmaker and subject who were involved in 
the same documentary rested upon the notion that the possibility to crosscheck 
statements and understandings would allow for more in-depth interviews and a 
more complex analysis. This research design moreover allowed me to examine 
the presence and relevance of care ethics in a media context, taking factors 
such as ‘important interests’ and ‘relationship importance’ into account.  

Because the subject experience as well as the relationship between story-
teller and subject constitutes somewhat unchartered territory, the general ap-
proach of the study was abductive (Patton, 2015). Such an approach encour-
ages continuous dialogue between theory and the material, thereby allowing 
theoretical routes to be discovered or revised based on empirical findings. The 
abductive process is consonant with that of the case study because the in-depth 
examination of a case is likely to generate insights as one proceeds, which 
might urge the researcher to adjust her theoretical stance in an effort to proper-
ly understand the object of study (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 231). 

To further deepen the analysis and generate a holistic understanding, I 
frequently considered the interview statements in relation to the documentary 
text and to statements made by the other parties (subject/filmmaker). As de-
scribed by Yin, the case study is useful when: “[…] you wanted to understand a 
real-life phenomenon in depth, but such understanding encompassed im-
portant contextual conditions – because they were highly pertinent to your 
phenomenon of study” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Restricting myself to only subject or 
filmmaker accounts, or to choose subjects and filmmakers from different doc-
umentary projects would significantly limit my understanding of the topic un-
der study. Anonymization of the interviewees would have had a similar effect 
on the reader, by reducing the possibility of the reader to openly consider the 
documentary text in relation to the relevant interview accounts, as well as the 
subject and filmmaker’s responses in relation to one another. This would have 
diminished the transparency of the study.  

I have touched upon how the aim of this study, its contextual starting-
point, and my methodological choices are all connected with each other. How-
ever, I want to emphasise why the case study and its disposition towards depth 
and detail (see Flyvbjerg, 2006; Gerring, 2007; Yin, 2009) is deemed to be the 
most appropriate way of conducting a study such as this. In-depth engagement 
is crucial to an investigation that purports to be centred on individual experi-
ence of relational, emotional, and sometimes deeply personal matters. This 
applies to the phase of collecting material as well as to the analysis phase of the 
study. The aspects that are in focus in this study are unlikely to be sufficiently 
grasped and fairly reproduced through a broad analysis of a large number of 
interviews. Extensive interviews and close engagement with the audio files and 
transcripts are regarded as prerequisite to capturing nuances and discovering 
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the particularities and commonalities of each within-case, as well as of the pri-
mary cases, where subject and filmmaker accounts were examined in relation to 
one another. Some way into the process I faced a number of questions as to 
the size of the sample. Because I discerned that the existing material had more 
to say, I made a choice: instead of going broader, I chose to go deeper. 

It should be emphasised that I did not merely search for consensus or 
some other ‘truth’. The interviewees’ experiences were just as informative, 
sometimes more so, when filmmaker’s and subject’s views concerning a situa-
tion differed. Paying attention to the interaction between filmmaker and sub-
ject, as well as to how this interaction was negotiated, was seen as important to 
understanding the subject’s experience and the filmmakers’ actions and atti-
tudes. This point of departure indicated that I was not interested in averages 
but, following Rubin and Rubin, I am no stranger to synthesising accounts so 
as to attain an increased understanding of an event or issue (Rubin & Rubin, 
2005).  

4.1.1 Selecting the material 
The process of selecting the material for this study started with the documen-
taries. Following an ‘information-oriented selection’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006), I 
searched for a case that I was sure would be rich in information with respect to 
the areas of my research interest. Extensive storyteller-subject interaction was 
thus a basic criterion for the selection process. Observational documentary 
often stretches over a long period of time and allows viewer and filmmaker to 
come close to the depicted subjects. It generally involves little or no obvious 
intrusion by the filmmaker, and is never wholly interview-based, but includes 
observation (Nichols, 1991). Such characteristics makes the format well-suited 
for a study of media ethics centred in the storyteller-subject relationship and 
the emotional dimensions of factual storytelling. In Sweden, the kind of obser-
vational documentary I wanted to explore is most likely to be broadcast by 
public service television. Commercial TV3 that also airs documentaries is 
owned by British Viasat Broadcasting and is not governed by the same rules 
and regulations as programs broadcast from Sweden (Yttrandefrihetsgrundla-
gen SFS 1991:1469, chap. 1, 7 §). Moreover, TV3 shows very few, if any, doc-
umentaries of observational character. A comparative research design was thus 
ruled out in favour of an in-depth approach that focused on the type of docu-
mentary that was deemed best-suited, given the areas of research interest.  

Besides SVT, this type of documentary is shown at film festivals and by 
the film club Doc Lounge. The public reach of the television documentary 
prompted me look towards SVT, however. The decision to limit the study to a 
public service broadcaster obviously excludes perspectives that might be more 
significant within commercial broadcasting. A greater degree of adjustment to 
market demands and less strict publicity policies are possible aspects that could 
affect the outcome of a similar study focussing on commercial television. 
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The programs that were eventually included in the study were broadcast 
by public service channel STV2 under the label “SVT Dokumentärfilm” and 
categorised as documentaries by SVT. At the time of broadcast, the programs 
shared a slot with “Dokument Inifrån”, which consists of a series of programs 
covering domestic issues from an investigative, journalistic viewpoint. These 
programs are also categorised as documentaries. The decision not to include 
programs from “Dokument Inifrån” in the study is partly based on the as-
sumption that different modes of documentary grapple with distinct ethical 
challenges (see Nash, 2011; Nichols 1991). The journalistic documentaries that 
are part of “Dokument Inifrån” are, for example, thought to be less sensitive to 
relational concerns (see, for example, Nash, 2009), one of the central issues in 
this thesis, than many of the documentaries within “SVT Dokumentärfilm”.38 

Scholars have noted a tendency towards increased commercial pressure 
on individual filmmakers (Aufderheide et al., 2009). But at the same time as the 
documentary format is moving towards a more entertaining or intimate direc-
tion in the wake of formats such as docusoap (Bruzzi, 2006), there is, at least in 
Sweden, a parallel interest in the more artistic, complex, or investigative docu-
mentary.39 The documentaries included in “SVT Dokumentärfilm” primarily 
belong to the latter category, but not exclusively. With that said, documentaries 
that are broadcast by public service are not believed to be immune to the shift 
towards increased commercialisation (Lindén, 2011). 

With respect to the specific documentaries that were included in the 
study, in addition to demonstrating observational characteristics, their selection 
was topical rather than stylistic. Episodes broadcast during 2013 until October 
2014 were selected. This particular period was selected so that the interviewees 
would have the process fresh in their minds when they were interviewed.40 The 
time-span that was decided on, based on a review of the range of documen-
taries within “SVT Dokumentärfilm”, provided enough films to secure a suffi-
cient number of informants who were involved in documentaries that met 
certain criteria. The documentaries included in the study are approximately one 
hour in length. The selected documentaries all fall under the category of ‘hu-
man-interest’. ‘Human interest’ is characterised as centring around ”[…] (ordi-
nary) people, their (everyday) lives, interests, and problems, and how they deal 

 
 
 
 
 

38 There are significant exceptions to this generalisation. Consider, for example, Fallet Kevin (Dan 
Josefsson, 2017). 
39 The fact that the number of visitors to the Swedish documentary festival, Tempo, increased by 
over 30% between 2012 and 2013 and that this trend has continued (2017) is an illustration of 
this tendency. 
40 The interviews were carried out between February, 2014 and March, 2015. 
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with the various troubles and opportunities they encounter in their lives” (Bod-
din, 2010, p. 191). Previous research has demonstrated how the emotional ex-
perience of subjects/sources is used within mediated narratives to evoke emo-
tional reactions among the audience (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). In Section 3.1, I 
addressed how this strategic ritual of emotionality might relate to issues of eth-
ics, given the storyteller’s access to the emotional experience of their sub-
jects/sources. By choosing documentaries that address somewhat controversial 
or emotionally-intimate topics, where ethical challenges presumably are more 
apparent, an additional demarcation was made. 

One condition for the inclusion of a documentary in the study was that it 
had to focus on individuals or personal experience. In keeping with a journal-
istic view, responsibilities toward subjects are thought to vary depending on a 
subject’s status as elite source or not. This study is therefore restricted to sub-
jects who cannot be considered to be elite sources. Celebrities and politicians 
were thus excluded. The ethical guidelines for journalists in Sweden state that 
particular concern should be paid to individuals who are unaccustomed to par-
ticipating in the media; an attitude reflected in both journalism and documen-
tary practice (Aufderheide et al., 2009; Yngvesson, 2006). A (supposed) unfa-
miliarity with the process of production and an unfamiliarity with the experi-
ence and consequences of participation pose a risk of making an increasingly 
vulnerable group, compared to people who are used to appearing in the media. 
Such concerns make this a particularly relevant group to study with respect to 
their experience of participation.41 This criterion excludes SVT’s series of “K-
special” programs where their culture documentaries feature well-known artists, 
authors, and musicians. 

4.1.2 Selection in practice 
The actual selection of the documentaries that were included in this study took 
place at the National Library of Sweden. I used the library archive to access the 
selected slot and time period. During the initial search, 48 Swedish documen-
taries were identified in total. The selection was thereafter narrowed down fol-
lowing a set of predetermined criteria.42 This left me with 13 documentaries. 

 
 
 
 
 

41 During the interviews, I learnt that one of the subjects had produced several documentaries 
for Swedish public service radio and that another subject had appeared in an episode of a reality 
TV program. I decided to include these informants and be sensitive to the possible effects of 
these subjects’ previous experiences. 
42 The criteria for including a documentary were: human-interest frame; focus on one or a few 
individuals and their personal experience; controversial or intimate topic; the subject is not de-
ceased and can be interviewed in person; the filmmaker him/herself is not a protagonist; year of 
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Examples of films that were subsequently excluded from the study are: Tempel-
riddaren (Jan Färingö & Ola Holmström, 2013), Färingö and Holmström’s doc-
umentary about a municipal councillor, (excluded because of the subject’s posi-
tion as elite source); Segern – let’s make this history (Jens Lind, 2014), where 
filmmaker Jens Lind followed the Swedish golfers in the European team, was 
excluded due to its group focus and the non-controversial/intimate topic; 
Raskortet – en film om att vara svart i Sverige (Osmond Karim, 2014) whilst focus-
ing on a potentially intimate and/or controversial topic, was excluded due to 
the fact that it was interview based documentary with no obvious main sub-
ject(s).  

After a closer review of the films (and, in some cases, after making initial 
contact with some of the participants), five more documentaries were excluded 
according to the aforementioned criteria. Eight documentaries remained, with a 
total of 11 potential documentary subjects to interview. One subject from each 
film was contacted, based on who best matched the criteria for selection.43 All 
of these people, except for one, responded and agreed to further contact. After 
talking to these people on the phone, I selected seven subjects from six films 
and scheduled their interviews. Sometime later, the filmmakers were ap-
proached and all six agreed to be interviewed. The number of cases was then 
considered to be adequate to the case study design, where depth and detail was 
favoured over quantity. Gerring recommends that a case study consist of one 
up to a handful of cases, to ensure close investigation of the material (Gerring, 
2007, pp. 20–21). All of the informants, the subjects as well as the filmmakers, 
appeared to have no qualms about participating in an interview. Indeed, I have 
subsequently thought that the subject who did not respond to my request for 
an interview may have had the most negative experience of the documentary 
filmmaking process. Notwithstanding this, since seven out of eight subjects 
agreed to be interviewed, I trusted that my selection of participants would pro-
vide valuable and nuanced results. 

I conducted a thematic analysis of the documentaries so as to identify 
significant or ethically-challenging issues and/or moments. Thereafter, I con-
ducted the interviews. After the interviews, the sample was definitively estab-
lished, based on my aim to pay close attention to each informant and their 
narratives. Flyvbjerg emphasises the importance of letting the case study com-
prise detail and nuances (2006, pp. 238–239), and suggests that the researcher 

 
 
 
 
 

production (between 2012-2014); the subject is not regarded as an elite source. I did not include 
more than one documentary by the same filmmaker. 
43 In one case, two subjects who I was about to contact had passed away. I therefore selected a 
third subject who met the criteria. 



 

 84 

resist the inclination to let findings be reduced to pre-chosen formulas. In this 
study, the subject experience in particular was deemed to be in need of individ-
ual attention both during the analysis and presentation stages of the project 
since I aimed to examine this experience in all of its complexity. An in-depth 
approach was central to the task of narrowing our knowledge gap of the sub-
ject experience of participation in documentary filmmaking. Since the inter-
views focused on individual experience and attitudes, the responses that were 
given were believed to be heterogenic. Thus, the interviews did not aim at satu-
ration. However, the number of interviewees was enough (in addition to allow-
ing me to compile a set of individual voices on the topic) to detect recurring 
patterns that allowed for conclusions to be drawn on a level that transcended 
individual experience and context. By following a qualitative research paradigm, 
this study demonstrates no ambition to present statistical generalizations. How-
ever, by sampling a particular theoretical framework and suggesting how this 
framework can be operationalized in a particular context, I am able to present 
an number of  analytical generalizations (Yin, 2009, pp. 43–44). 

As described above, the documentary subjects were the individuals who 
were initially contacted, not the filmmakers. This was a deliberate measure that 
was taken to increase the credibility of the study, since it assured me that I did 
not only come into contact with informants who had been ‘sanctioned’ by the 
filmmaker or appeared to be an ally of the filmmaker. During the interview, I 
asked for permission to contact the filmmaker, if this were not suggested by the 
subject him/herself (which was sometimes the case). I took care in providing 
the subjects the opportunity to be anonymous, in which case I would not have 
approached the filmmaker for an interview. This measure was taken so as to 
reduce the risk of a subject holding back opinions or reflections, in fear of of-
fending the filmmaker. None of the informants, neither the subjects nor the 
filmmakers, wished to remain anonymous. On some occasions, however, I was 
asked not to include certain statements in connection with the interviewee’s 
name or the specific documentary; a request that was, of course, respected. 

The documentaries and informants who were selected for the study are 
listed in Table 4.1. 
 
Table 4.1 

Documentary Filmmaker Subject(s) 
Den stora kärleken (The Big Love, 2013) Sebastian Ringler Gunnar Holma 
Hej svensk (Hello Swede, 2012) Ryszard Solarz Maja Lundberg 
Minkfarmarna (The Mink Farmers, 2012) Per Anders Rudelius Niklas Joelsson 
Sarah och Syleme (Sarah and Syleme, 2013) Anders Lidén Sarah Gashi Olsson 
Svetlana och Kurt (Svetlana and Kurt, 2013) Valentina Svensson Svetlana Chaykina and 

Kurt Piltto 
Tjuvgods (Swag, 2013) Gustav Ågerstrand Curre Cederström 
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4.2 The interviews 

The first contact with potential informants was made via email or Facebook. 
The purpose of doing this was to provide them with some time to consider my 
request without any undue pressure (which a direct telephone call may have 
caused). Thus, in a private message, I briefly introduced myself and my study as 
well as its intended purpose to each potential subject. I asked the subject to 
consider participating in an interview and suggested that we talk on the tele-
phone so that I could describe the project to them and their possible coopera-
tion in more detail, as well as answer any questions that they may have. As 
mentioned above, all of my enquiries, except for one, led to further contact. 
After having received the subjects’ consent, the same procedure was employed 
to establish contact with the filmmakers. All six filmmakers agreed to meet with 
me for an interview. The interviews took place between February, 2014 and 
March, 2015, each ranging from 1,5 to over 3 hours in length.44 The interviews 
were conducted at a place of the informant’s choosing if I was not asked to 
suggest a location.  

An advantage of the semi-structured interview that was chosen for the 
study is that it allows for a flexible research design, where themes can be identi-
fied and questions modified during the course of the interview process (Rubin 
& Rubin, 2005, pp. 30, 53). Since the research questions were aimed at captur-
ing the interviewees’ experiences and attitudes, open-ended interview questions 
were seen as central, because they encourage that a story be told in the inter-
viewee’s own fashion (Robertson, 2012, p. 235; Silverman, 2001, p. 13). With 
that said, it is important to also recognise the value of closed questions. This 
type of question can, for example, lead the interview towards a certain topic or 
they can be used to crosscheck the interviewer’s understanding of a statement. 
A common mistake that is made during interviews is the tendency to pose 
complicated questions including concepts and words that are both loosely-
defined and rarely used in everyday conversation. In such cases, the hierarchy 
of the situation is thus enhanced and questions may create uncertainty with the 
interviewee, thereby affecting the answers that are provided and the interview 
as a whole. My awareness of my attitude and vocabulary during the interview 

 
 
 
 
 

44 The work on this thesis took place over a period of eight years, due to personal and profes-
sional matters. The actual time spent on the study was just over four years. Apart from taking 
time off, for personal reasons, I paused my thesis work to revisit my original occupation and 
work as a journalist. Although the division of my attention across these two areas of my life was 
sometimes a problem, I found it rewarding to let experiences and insights from these two fields 
inform one another.  
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was crucial to the success of the interviews. I practiced emphatic listening in an 
effort to create a space where the informants felt safe and to prompt genuine 
answers, even as we approached potentially sensitive topics or experiences. I 
accordingly adjusted my interview technique and the wording of my questions 
to each interview situation. Gabriel and Ulus (2015, p. 43) recommend that the 
researcher demonstrate her own emotional investment during an interview so 
as to allow for personal and powerful stories to unfold. I thus paid attention to 
my own responses to what the informants told me and displayed my emotional 
investment through emphatic responses (verbal and non-verbal) and supportive 
comments. I adopted this strategy not only to elicit complete and detailed an-
swers but also to make the experience as comfortable as possible for the in-
formant. One challenge related to this strategy was my ambition not to signal 
any judgement on my part through my questions. This proved to be difficult 
when I asked about particular scenes or situations. The mere question was 
sometimes taken as an indication that I had experienced this particular sce-
ne/situation as problematic or, at least, significant. This became evident on a 
couple of occasions when a question was met with a comment which I per-
ceived as defensive or as directed at confirming the interviewee’s suspicions 
that I had made a judgement of some sort. In those situations, I explained to 
the interviewee why the particular question was posed and I ensured them that 
the same topic had also been treated with other interviewees. 

Prior to the interviews, I created two interview guides, one aimed at the 
documentary subjects (see Appendix B) and one at the filmmakers (see Appen-
dix C). The guides consist of groups of questions that are related to particular 
themes. The subject interviews initially included the following groups of ques-
tions: background; relationship with the media; vision; intimiza-
tion/tabloidization; experience before, during and after participation; relation-
ship; a group of questions adjusted to each specific case; representation/self-
representation; communication; and influence/consent. Some of the questions 
are rooted in theory and previous research focused on ethical challenges within 
factual storytelling, while others have an exploratory purpose. Such an ap-
proach is necessary when investigating an area such as the subject experience of 
participation, about which relatively little is known. Several questions were thus 
posed to allow for a contextual and detailed understanding of the experience of 
participation and determine which factors that contribute to shape this experi-
ence. Questions that derive from previous research and/or theory were those 
related to the relationship between storyteller and subject, for example: How 
would you describe the relation between you and the filmmaker?; How important was this 
relationship with respect to your participation? Questions connected to the emotional 
dimensions of factual storytelling included: How did it feel allowing the filmmaker 
and the camera to be close to you?; How was it to view the scene XYZ?. Questions con-
cerning communication and the subject’s influence/consent during the produc-
tion process were inspired by research within documentary and journalism 
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ethics (MacDougall, 1999; Nash, 2011; Palmer, 2017; Sanders, 2012) and corre-
spond to some degree to the analytical theme of ‘agency’.  

During the interviews with filmmakers, I initially approached the follow-
ing areas: background; vision; intimization/tabloidization; finance/production; 
relationship; a group of questions adjusted to each specific case; representation; 
communication; ethics; and influence. The scholarly inspiration mentioned 
above resulted in questions such as: How much of yourself do you share with subjects? 
and Do you stay in contact with your subjects once the film is completed? I also asked 
questions about the storyteller’s multiple responsibilities (Aufderheide et al., 
2009; Harrington, 2007; Kramer, 1995; Mitchell, 2014), and about the signifi-
cance of ethical guidelines (see Section 3.2). The interview guides were adjusted 
to each and every informant so as to take the circumstances concerning the 
specific documentary and individual into consideration. Since the interviews 
were semi-structured and I intended to be perceptive to the informants’ experi-
ences, the list of questions was used as a loose guide instead of a formal ques-
tionnaire. Sociologist Jan Trost recommends that an interview guide consist of 
thematic areas rather than a list of detailed questions (2010). I followed this 
recommendation to some extent. While the topical groups of questions were 
what primarily informed the interviews, the questions within each group ena-
bled me to behave as a relaxed interviewer, knowing that if I lost the plot, all I 
had to do was to refer to my papers. 

To test the interview guides, a pilot study was conducted with one subject 
and one filmmaker. The interview guides were found to be functional, with 
some minor changes, and the two pilot interviews were later included in the 
study (see Trost, 2010, p. 144). As I proceeded, I noticed that some themes or 
topics were often downplayed or were presented as irrelevant during the inter-
views. In such cases, neither the informants nor myself steered the interviews 
in that direction. An example of this is the group of questions related to the 
theory-induced theme of ‘intimization/tabloidization’. These questions were 
gradually phased out from subsequent interviews, as the direction and signifi-
cance of the study became more apparent. In contrast to this, other groups of 
questions caused initiated answers and were often approached by the inter-
viewees, even before brought up by me. This is a common occurrence and an 
important part of the process of conducting a case study. Flyvbjerg emphasises 
how the in-depth case study urges the researcher to abandon or adjust pre-
conceived views and concepts along the way, in response to new insights that 
are provided by the material under investigation (Flyvbjerg, 2006, pp. 235–237). 
This abductive approach is reflected throughout the present study.  

Trost warns against the tendency to want to include everything in an in-
terview guide (Trost, 2010). Although my first guides may have suffered from 
this tendency, I believe that this was necessary given the open mind with which 
I set out on the study. As described above, the original, extensive interview 
guides allowed me to gradually narrow down the focus rather than missing 
topics that would prove to be of significance. 



 

 88 

When one interviews people as representatives of their work role, there is 
always a risk of obtaining formalistic answers (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 74). 
When discussing a sensitive topic such as ‘moral conduct’, it is possible that 
filmmakers describe how they think that they should act instead of how they 
actually act in their everyday work. Crosschecking vital statements with the 
subject’s accounts, but also with the documentary text, was a measure that I 
took to minimise this problem and increase the credibility of the study. Previ-
ous research regarding filmmakers’ attitudes and perceived ethical challenges is 
another useful tool in this respect. Related to this issue is the risk that subjects 
and filmmakers feel restricted when appearing with their real names. Filmmak-
ers may hold back in fear of offending financers, broadcasters, as well as their 
subjects. Subjects might hesitate to openly criticize the filmmaker. The ad-
vantages that come with interviewing filmmakers and subjects who have partic-
ipated in the same documentaries (as well as relating the interview accounts to 
specific documentaries that I was able to view) were of great importance in this 
context. The opportunity to say things ‘off the record’, to some extent served 
to mitigate this problem of the interviewees being hesitant to talk about certain 
things. 

4.3 Analysis 

With few previous accounts of the documentary subject experience, I used a 
partly inductive approach to analyse and be responsive to the empirical material 
that I had. However, since previous research in this area and my theoretical 
framework have functioned as an important backdrop to this project, the gen-
eral approach of the study was mainly abductive in nature (Patton, 2015). This 
approach, which fosters a dialectic between theory, methods, and empirical 
material, was absolutely crucial to the present study. Promoting such an ap-
proach, Patti Lather argues that: “The search is for theory which grows out of 
context-embedded data, not in a way that automatically rejects a priori theory, 
but in a way that keeps preconceptions from distorting the logic of evidence” 
(Lather, 2017, p. 21). 

Since the primary objective for the data collection was to analyse it and 
come to an understanding of the experience of documentary subjects, I needed 
to identify areas of significance to this experience. In the initial phase, this was 
done by taking inspiration from a “hybrid thematic approach” (Muir-Cochrane 
& Fereday, 2006), which, in an abductive fashion, incorporated both inductive 
and deductive approaches when coding and identifying themes. The same 
method was applied with respect to the interviews that were conducted with 
the filmmakers, so as to record statements of ethical significance and/or which 
related to their subject’s experiences.   



 

 89 

The analysis of the material began already during the transcription stage. 
When I was transcribing the interviews, I highlighted passages and made notes 
where seemingly significant and/or recurring statements and topics emerged. 
Thereafter, the interviews were coded in the qualitative research software Nvivo 
by using inductive and deductive coding. Nvivo was, however, only useful to a 
certain extent, because the complexity of the material prevented me from ob-
taining a sufficiently detailed overview of the material just by using the soft-
ware. Consequently, the transcripts were re-coded manually and the coding 
scheme adjusted, in the sense that, primarily, it was made narrower (a number 
of codes were dismissed). These decisions were made based on insights that 
were gained after having gone over the entire material in detail. Returning to 
the coding scheme, themes were developed in interaction with the theoretical 
apparatus. ‘Relationship’, ‘reality’, ‘intimacy’, ‘integrity’, ‘communication’, and 
‘control’ were among the themes that were established. The theoretical appa-
ratus was also fine-tuned and enhanced as the analysis progressed, which is a 
common procedure for case studies and in agreement with the approach sug-
gested by Lather (2017). As the case unfolds, the researcher should be prepared 
to abandon or adjust preconceived views and concepts so as to facilitate a more 
complex and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon under study 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006, pp. 235–237). An example of this flexibility can be seen in 
how parts of the theoretical section “Ethics of the encounter” (Section 3.3) 
(which was, to some extent, the result of a deductive focus that was based on 
an initial aim of this study and previous research) was changed as the actual 
challenges of the theme ‘Relationship’ became apparent. After further examina-
tion of the theme ‘Relationship’, I divided it into sub-themes and thereby began 
to discern what seemed to be the overall significance of the theme. The ques-
tion remained, however: How was I to unpack, interpret, and understand this signifi-
cance? At this point, I turned to relational sociology and discovered a number of 
theoretical tools dealing with ‘relational forms’ (Ahrne, 2014) and ‘dual rela-
tionships’ (Kagle & Giebelhausen, 1994; Reamer, 2012), which were relevant to 
my understanding of what was in my data. In a similar manner, I decided to 
employ a care ethics approach, as the areas of significance to this study (i.e. 
relationship and conflicting interests) became clearer. It then appeared as if the 
basic assumptions of care ethics would provide a relevant theoretical starting 
point for a discussion of ethics of factual storytelling, with the potential to con-
sider interests and costs of subject and filmmaker. 

With my theoretical toolbox thus ‘fine-tuned’ after the first round of cod-
ing, I returned to the transcripts for a deeper and more selective analysis. For 
example, following the theoretical framework laid out in care ethics, I assessed 
the interviews with the filmmakers in a manner designed to capture their ac-
tions and attitudes (see Section 3.3.1). However, the existing methodological 
framework proved insufficient to the task of accessing one of the key theory-
induced themes that I now brought to the interviews. To be able to determine 
the subjects’ interests, I needed additional methodological tools. Narrative emo-
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tion analysis (Kleres, 2011) which was then applied, is explained in the follow-
ing section. After this second round of analysis, which complemented the the-
matic approach with elements from narrative emotion analysis, codes were 
grouped under theoretically-informed themes such as ‘important interests’, 
‘caring attitudes’, ‘agency’, ‘emotion management’, ‘relationship’, ‘emotion’, and 
‘cost’ which, to a significant degree inform the structure of the empirical chap-
ters. 

4.3.1 Eliciting emotion 
Within the framework of care ethics, it is essential to identify the interests that 
are important to the subject. Important interest is a key term when one examines a 
moral agent’s ‘dependency duties’ (Collins, 2015). There are, however, only a 
few existing guidelines for making empirical use of the term. The most basic 
delimitation of what counts as a ‘important interest’ is whether the interest can 
be considered to be a ‘basic need’ (Collins, 2015, p. 75). A ‘basic need’ is classi-
fied here as an interest that can be categorised as a human right (for example, 
according to the European Convention on Human Rights). Interests that are 
not categorised as ‘basic needs’ can, however, still be considered important. To 
some extent, the subject’s interests can be accessed through careful thematic 
analysis that is guided by theoretical interaction and the researcher’s common 
sense. However, to verify such partly intuitive interpretations and to reach a 
higher level of complexity, a more detailed analysis was considered necessary. 

Emotions make up a central part of our social and inner lives. Not least 
as signifiers of concern (Archer, 2000). Our emotions tell us that we care about 
something/someone. Hochschild borrows the concept of ‘signal function’ 
from Freud to describe how emotion communicates information (Hochschild, 
1983/2012, p. 17). Leaving the discussion concerning the message that might 
be attached to a particular emotion aside,45 emotions are fundamental in consti-
tuting (communicating) salience. The description of the concepts of ‘value’ and 
‘importance’ as “inextricably emotional” (see Archer, 2000; De Sousa, 1990; 
Kleres, 2011) highlights the relational tie between our emotions and our con-
cerns (Archer, 2000, p. 195). Archer claims the importance of emotions to be 
“central to the things we care about and to the act of caring itself” (2000, p. 
194). Given the characteristic as a signifier of concern, ‘emotion’ was used as 
sensitizing concept (see Bowen, 2006) in the analysis of the subject’s important 
interests. 

 
 
 
 
 

45 See Hochschild (1983/2012) and Flam (2015) for discussions of the possible gap between 
feeling and interpretation. 
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Bringing the concept of ‘emotion’ to an interview transcript is just the 
first step, however. An increasing interest in ‘emotion’ as research topic has 
been followed by well-articulated methodological approaches to ‘emotion’ (see, 
for example, Flam & Kleres, 2015). Emotions can be elicited from a great vari-
ety of data including observations, interviews, visuals, and surveys (Flam & 
Kleres, 2015), although opinions differ as to whether it is possible to know 
what a person laughing or shedding a tear actually feels (Flam, 2015). Rather 
than trying to identify exactly what my informants feel, my point was to deter-
mine that they feel in relation to particular situations/matters. 

 Arguing against the separation of ‘emotion’ and ‘rationality’, Kleres (in 
line with the understanding of emotions presented above) promotes a view of 
emotions as amplifiers of meaning and as an integral part of narrative (see also 
Gabriel & Ulus, 2015). Highlighting the storied nature of emotions, Kleres 
suggests that narratives provide access to “human experience as it is inextrica-
bly meaningful and emotional at the same time.” (2011, p. 188). This descrip-
tion, however, implies an understanding of narrative elements, such as the con-
figuration of actors, objects, actions, and events, not only as cognitive meaning 
makers but also as constitutive, integral elements of emotional experience 
(Kleres, 2011, p. 188). The analysis is thus extended to emotions that are not 
necessarily explicitly articulated: “The notion of non-conscious emotions is in 
line with a fundamental premise of narrative analysis: that is the assumption 
that actors know more about their experience than they can present in abstract-
ed terms when asked directly.” (Kleres, 2011, p. 198). This view is supported by 
sociologist Åsa Wettergren, who emphasises that  “[…] an ‘emotion as narra-
tive’ perspective enables us to understand that field notes or interview tran-
scriptions need not articulate emotion (words) in order to communicate emotion 
[…]” (Wettergren, 2015, p. 123). 

Bringing together extensive research on emotion, Kleres’ strategy can be 
described as a recommendation that we take a step back and consider the struc-
ture of a narrative segment and/or the narrative as a whole, whilst also paying 
close attention to individual words, expressions, and sentences (2011). Para-
verbal elements, such as emphasis, staccato, hesitation, laughter, are additional 
keys to the presence of emotion. However, linguistic markers are not necessari-
ly straightforward and must be considered within their context. Consider, for 
example, how laughter can signal either joy or embarrassment (Bloch, 1996). 
Such a challenge is, however, downplayed in the present context where our 
primary objective is to merely identify emotions as such and assign no major 
conclusions regarding the possible meaning of a particular emotion. Although it 
is disputed whether a narrative provides access to an event as it really happened, it 
is deemed to be expressive of the original subjective experience, including its 
emotions (Kleres, 2011, p. 196).  

In the present study, the determination of (the presence of) emotion by 
means of narrative emotion analysis served to identify important interests relat-
ed to the experience of participation in a television documentary. To gain a 
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deeper understanding of the subject experience, verbal and non-verbal expres-
sions during the interviews were treated as emotion data. Following Kleres 
(2011), attention was paid to linguistic manifestations of emotions at several 
levels, including the lexical (emotion words and emotion expressing words), the 
syntactic (sentences with direct references to emotion, figurative language in-
cluding comparisons, metaphors and irony, rhetorical questions), as well as 
prosody (rhythm, stress and intonation). This included revisiting the audio files 
when possible emotional clues were detected in the interview transcripts, so as 
to ensure that audible elements were taken into account. To contextualise and 
assess the significance of emotion manifestations at the micro-level, the above-
mentioned measures were combined with the consideration of the narratives as 
a whole, including their overall dramatic structure (e.g., the sequencing of 
events, repetitions, comparisons at the level of narrative structure). 

Gabriel and Ulus’s (2015) claim that emotions can be expressed through 
declaration, action, and narration (2015, p. 36), also informed how declarations 
of emotion that were not necessarily narrative in nature but, for example, part 
of a description or argumentation, were taken into account. Instances of emo-
tion directed my attention to areas of significance for the subjects and were also 
considered in relation to potential interests that emerged during the thematic 
analysis. Acknowledging its possible linguistic shortcomings, I argue that the 
analysis was strengthened by my familiarity with the field, as well as supplemen-
tary data and theory (see Flam, 2015). These factors contributed to my identifi-
cation of the presence of emotion. 

An unexpected consequence of this methodological strategy was that the 
significance of emotions to the subject experience became obvious, leading to 
the construal of participation as an emotional experience. 

4.4 Writing 

In this section, I will reflect upon some of the challenges that I experienced 
related to the process of sharing my findings. To ensure analytical transparency, 
I structured the empirical chapters in a way which would reflect the analytical 
process. The documentary subjects took prime position. Accordingly, this was 
reflected in the sequencing of the chapters in this thesis. The first empirical 
chapter (Chapter 5) thus focuses on the experiences of the documentary sub-
jects. My theoretical and methodological frameworks stress the importance of 
context (see, for example, Collins, 2015; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Kleres, 2011). In 
Chapter 5, I present one interview at the time so as to provide the reader a 
proper overview of the context. This approach was applied in relation to the 
subject interviews where experience, emotion, and interests are in focus; i.e., 
topics that benefit from thick descriptions. Since the findings of Chapter 5 
determined the focus and structure of the chapters that follow, analytical trans-
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parency was deemed particularly important, at this stage. The rich and individu-
al nature of the subject experience of participation emerged as one of the ar-
guments for the application of care ethics. This further motivated a structure 
that invites this experience to be accessed by the reader in its complexity. In 
addition to constituting an important component in the examination of media 
ethics from a relational perspective, the subject experiences presented in this 
thesis offer valuable information in themselves. The decision to separate the 
subject and filmmaker accounts is based on a desire to elucidate insights related 
to the within-cases, whilst simultaneously providing knowledge about the pri-
mary case. 

There exist different approaches that one can adopt regarding the repro-
duction of interview data. The approach that is ultimately used is dependent on 
the method of analysis (Trost, 2010, p. 157). For a researcher performing 
communication analysis, for example, it is essential to reproduce quotes exactly 
as they were spoken. In this study, I have chosen to carefully edit the quotes to 
correct certain obvious examples of accent, colloquial speech, significant 
grammatical errors, etc. If these aspects have been of significance to my analy-
sis or subsequent interpretation, they remain included in the quote, however. 
This decision was primarily taken out of consideration to the informants (see 
Trost, 2010, p. 157). This ‘light-touch’ editing was also made with the readers in 
mind, by increasing the accessibility of the text. There are obvious challenges 
related to this strategy. It becomes up to me to decide when a quote needs to 
be ‘touched up’ or not, something that might generate ethical questions. To 
avoid this, I have tried to be as consistent as possible in my rendering of my 
informant’s quotes, without tampering with their meaning or completely eradi-
cating all idiosyncrasy. A related challenge was that the interviews are conduct-
ed in Swedish and thus needed to be translated before included in the thesis. 
The quotes that are included in the text were all translated by me, a native Swe-
dish speaker, to the best of my ability. Despite this familiarity with the lan-
guage, some effort on my part was needed to capture both the essence and the 
tone of the quotes. Given that, there is an obvious risk that aspects present in 
the original quotes were lost in translation.  

4.5 Approaching the documentaries 

My first encounter with the documentaries that were included in this study was 
during the selection phase. After limiting the data sample (based on the afore-
mentioned criteria) I watched the films, and took notes, before I made my final 
selection. When interviews were scheduled, I watched the relevant documen-
taries again, this time from a perspective that was informed by previous re-
search. I made additional notes, and paid particular attention to aspects of each 
documentary that I thought were ethically significant. This included scenes 
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where subjects appeared particularly vulnerable or expressed controversial 
opinions or behaviour, but also issues concerning editing, trust, and representa-
tion as well as general topic/framing. I then adjusted each interview guide (for 
each interview) based on my reflections on the documentary. Right before an 
interview, I watched the documentary again to make sure that I would be able 
to relate to and respond to aspects or scenes that might be touched upon dur-
ing the interview. 

While analysing the interviews, I often returned to the documentaries, 
cross-checking, comparing statements, and paying particular attention to the 
manifestation of themes that emerged during the interviews. 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

Using people as one’s primary source of information for research involves 
ethical concerns on behalf of the researcher that are related to the researcher’s 
obligations towards the informants. These obligations bear resemblance to 
those of the documentarian toward the documentary subject, for example, in 
terms of the balance of power. Aspects such as asking permission to record and 
to use quotations are among those most frequently remarked on in the litera-
ture on qualitative interviewing (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Neglected or previously 
exploited groups can often be reluctant to participate in research because of the 
risk of repeated insult or exploitation (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 94). This is an 
issue that should be born in mind when one conducts any form of interview, 
including participants in documentaries. An attitude of openness concerning the 
purpose and possible consequences of the study is important, if one wishes to 
avoid further distress to the interview participant. I took care to explain the 
purpose of the study to the informants and how I might use the accounts that 
they were to share with me. For the same reason, I wrote a brief explanation of 
the purpose of the study and my use of data, based on recommendations by 
The Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002), for the informants to 
read  before each interview commenced (see Appendix A). The question of 
confidentiality (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 98) also relates to this concern of not 
unnecessarily distressing the interviewee. A starting-point for this study was to 
name the informants, partly because of the difficulty of disguising a person’s 
identity when discussing specific documentaries in relation to interview an-
swers. Anonymisation would also make it impossible to relate the subjects’ and 
filmmakers’ accounts to one another, an important contribution of this study. 
The informants were offered anonymity but all of them chose to participate 
with their real names. In the empirical chapters, I only use the informants’ first 
names to avoid unnecessary exposure. Where statements are quoted that might 
be controversial or harmful to the particular informant (or to other informants) 
I have chosen to anonymize the informant/s. This was done, for instance, 
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when a filmmaker made statements about a particular subject(s) that could be 
perceived as hurtful. Where I do not name the filmmaker, I use the pronoun he 
to make anonymization possible. 

As mentioned, in a manner similar to the subject-filmmaker encounter, 
the encounter between my informants and myself involved some sharing of 
confidences. The spatial and temporal extent of each encounter was, however, 
significantly less substantial than taking part in a documentary, as was the inti-
macy of our relationship (see Sections 3.3 and 3.4). Some of the ethical chal-
lenges that are explored in the present thesis were problematized in relation to 
the encounter between informant and researcher. Referring to the anthropolog-
ical expression going native, Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) note that deep identifi-
cation with the informant might generate uncritical research. They briefly touch 
upon possible challenges related to the balance between a professional relation-
ship and friendship, and draw attention to an issue such as ‘false friendship’ as 
a route to trust and a short-cut to intimate testimonies (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2014, p. 112). Their discussion (informed, amongst others, by Rubin and Ru-
bin, 2005) emanates in an appeal for “critical empathy”, where empathy is seen 
as a crucial quality for ethical interview encounters, that should be practiced 
with a certain degree of critical reflexivity. As is the case for the subject-
filmmaker encounter, there is not one straightforward way of carrying out this 
critical empathy. The researcher’s individual judgement and, I would claim, 
responsiveness is central to this type of encounter and its aftermath. In this con-
text, ‘the aftermath’ includes my interpretation and presentation of the inter-
view accounts.  

Similar to Hollway and Jefferson (2000, p. 101), I have grappled with is-
sues such as if I have done the informants justice, and if there is a risk that I 
will cause harm with my study. Letting my informants read their interview tran-
scripts and then my using this as an argument for increased validity and affirm-
ing my moral conduct in this study can be problematic. To actually generate 
such effects, the interviewees should be able to take part of their own accounts 
analysed and reproduced in the context of the thesis. A limitation with such an 
approach is that a scientific study can be perceived as inaccessible to people 
whose interests lie outside of the domain of research or those without higher 
education (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p. 101). In dealing with these issues, I 
decided that in addition to suggesting that my informants read the transcribed 
interview (in Swedish), I offered them the opportunity to review their quota-
tions and my interpretations of their accounts in their actual context (see Ap-
pendix D), all the while running the risk of the text being perceived as inacces-
sible. Besides promoting transparency, such an approach makes it possible for 
my informants’ responses (should they so make any) to strengthen and add 
nuance to my study.  
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4.7 Trustworthiness 

Discussions of trustworthiness in scientific research echo debates on the credi-
bility of journalistic accounts. Positivist research attempts to describe a reality 
that can be objectively captured, reproduced, and generalized over. In a similar 
fashion, calls for ‘objective journalism’ have supported the idea that reality can 
(and ought to) be transferred without being changed in any way by the minds 
that gather the information or the methods that are used to depict/reproduce 
it. Just as such claims within journalism are being challenged (see Section 3.1.1), 
qualitative researchers have suggested other means to safeguard the trustwor-
thiness of their research. In positivist research, the concepts of ‘validity’ and 
‘reliability’ are central to claims about the quality of a study. Validity is used to 
ensure that a study measures or tests what it sets out to examine (see, for ex-
ample, Bryman, 2016; Shenton, 2004). In qualitative research, credibility is 
sometimes used to deal with similar concerns (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 
1998). The choice and application of research methods and the operationaliza-
tion of concepts are factors that affect the credibility of a study (Shenton, 
2004). As argued in Section 4.1, there are other possible ways to examine the 
issues approached in this study, each of which entail their own limitations. 
What I have striven to do in this and the previous chapter is to explain, discuss, 
and motivate the choices I have made so as to allow the reader access to the 
grounds on which I based my analysis. This includes providing insight into how 
the study evolved during the course of the research process. To further ensure 
the credibility of the study, I have discussed pros and cons of the research de-
sign, explained my approach to the interview situation, and how I have dealt 
with informant quotations. I have motivated my decision to contact subjects 
before filmmakers, and discussed my thoughts around trust and anonymization. 
Since this study is abductive, the main theoretical perspectives were decided 
upon in dialogue with the empirical material. Taking such a measure reduces 
the risk of the material being forced into a pre-determined framework.  

Every researcher’s unique analytical capacity is part of what constitutes 
the value of a particular study. Given a logical and transparent research process, 
this should be regarded as an asset, not a problem. The information I get and 
the way I interpret and present it is inevitably entangled with me as person and 
researcher. My physical presence and responses to what is said contribute to 
shape the outcome of an interview. Just as the relationship between filmmaker 
and subject are inevitable parts of a documentary, the encounter between my 
informants and myself can never be separated from the results of this thesis. 
From this, it follows that, in terms of reliability (see, for example, Shenton, 
2004; Yin, 2009), I do not presuppose that another researcher would have 
come to the exact same conclusions as I do. The situatedness of much qualita-
tive research makes such ambitions with regards to reliability problematic 
(Shenton, 2004, p. 71). My ambition is rather that, when given access to the 
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material, other researches would not object to my results. The empirical chap-
ters provide detailed descriptions of the material so as to allow the reader to 
follow the analytical process. For further transparency, the audio files and tran-
scripts of the interviews are available upon request.  

4.8 Challenges and limitations 

The challenges and limitations related to the methods, material, and the point 
of departure of this study are dealt with throughout the previous chapter. In 
this section, I expand upon some of these issues. As mentioned previously, a 
majority of the people who were approached agreed to be interviewed for the 
study. However, in the case of Swag, Curre was not the initial choice of inter-
viewee. I initially wanted to interview one out of two subjects who I, as a view-
er, perceived to come exceptionally close through the documentary depiction. 
It so turned out that these two people had passed away subsequent to the re-
lease of the documentary. It is possible that interviews with those two would 
have generated different results, since the depiction of Curre (as a subject) is 
less intimate. A benefit from interviewing Curre was, however, that he was the 
head of the organization that was depicted in the documentary. One might 
assume that, in this role, he was to be quite interested in the result of his partic-
ipation. He is also the person who made most of the decisions, on behalf of the 
organization, that related to the documentary. 

One of the challenges that I have dwelt upon during all phases of the 
study is why they would tell me. If a filmmaker is aware of having acted in a 
certain way, or to possess certain attitudes, that could be considered ethically 
questionable, would he/she tell me about this? And, as my material indicates: If 
the relationship with the filmmaker is of such importance to the subject, why 
would the subject want to jeopardize this relationship by telling me about any 
problems related to the film or to this particular relationship? I do not have 
satisfactory answers to these questions, other than that, being aware of these 
limitations made me more attentive, both during the interview process and the 
analysis. All I could do, as a researcher, was create an atmosphere that felt as 
safe as possible for the interviewee, pose significant questions, and be attentive 
to comments that ought to be followed up on. In the final analysis, I must base 
my analysis on the answers that I did get and on my comprehension of these 
answers in the context of the interview situation. By this I mean the verbal and 
non-verbal cues that accompanied the interviewee’s account, such as when a 
filmmaker’s initial answer to one of my questions was, what I perceived as, a 
defensive counter-question. This, together with the statement that the 
filmmaker made at the start of the interview: “I understand that you chose this 
documentary because you found it ethically problematic”, coloured my inter-
pretation of some of the filmmaker’s answers. As previously mentioned, the 
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case study approach, which allows for triangulation, was also helpful in this 
respect. 

Reflecting on the research process in retrospect, there are things that I 
would have done differently if I were to conduct the study all over again. One 
such thing is that I would have interviewed the informants at least twice. This 
would have allowed me to follow up on interesting threads and validate my 
understanding and interpretation of what took place in the first interview. 
However, since the material that emanated from the first set of interviews was 
so rich, it was not possible to enter upon another round of interviews after 
having transcribed the interviews and started to delineate the areas of signifi-
cance within the material. The study might also have benefitted from supple-
mentary interviews with storytellers and subjects from a different format, more 
specifically written reportage. This would have allowed me to trace empirically-
grounded patterns concerning the experiences and actions/attitudes within two 
adjacent forms of factual storytelling, where one is more firmly rooted in jour-
nalism than the other. Such an investigation would be a welcome topic for 
future research. 

4.9 Documentaries and interviewees 

I have chosen to label the documentaries included in this study ‘television doc-
umentary’, but the boundaries between different types of documentary are 
blurry. What distinguishes a television documentary from a documentary 
shown mainly at festivals, for example? Some of the films in this study were, 
besides being broadcast by SVT, also screened at various festivals.46 One an-
swer to the question is: Sometimes only the format is different. A television 
documentary is generally restricted to an allocated time slot, which might re-
quire re-editing the original documentary film. At some point of the process, 
the filmmaker also has to relate to the broadcaster. This procedure can take 
different forms, in part, depending on when SVT enters into the process. Some 
of the filmmakers included in this study approached SVT with almost complete 
documentaries. In other cases, an agreement was made at an early stage of the 
filmmaking process. A common denominator is that none of the filmmakers 
were ever directly hired by SVT; instead, they all worked as freelancers. Even 
though the documentaries were broadcast by SVT, the choice of topic and 
main subjects originate from the filmmakers themselves. It should also be add-

 
 
 
 
 

46 Swag at Tempo 2013 and Sarah and Syleme at Göteborgs filmfestival 2013. 
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ed that, although the documentaries have a clear personalized focus, they all, to 
various extents, approach societal and/or human-interest issues. 

Hej svensk (Hello Swede, 2012)47 
Director & producer: Ryszard Solarz 
Production partner: SVT 
Photo: Ryszard Solarz et al. 
Broadcast: 7 February 2013 

 
Ryszard’s documentary depicts Maja, a primary school teacher in a Swedish 
suburb, and the children in her class. The only native-born Swede is the teach-
er. The documentary captures Maja’s efforts to balance the requirements from 
her principal and the Swedish school system with a pedagogy that she is con-
vinced creates the best conditions for self-confidence and joyful learning for 
the children in her class. 

Before, and parallel to, her career as a teacher, Maja made a number of 
radio documentaries for Swedish public service radio, primarily in the 1990’s. 
Maja is thus likely to have a better understanding of the documentary process 
than the average documentary subject. However, Maja had never previously 
worked with television documentary and had never previously appeared in a 
documentary herself. Hello Swede (2013) is one out of over ten documentaries 
directed by Ryszard. The documentary was broadcast by SVT in February, 
2013. Filmmaker Ryszard and subject Maja were interviewed for this study. 

Minkfarmarna (The Mink Farmers, 2012) 
Director & producer: Per Anders Rudelius 
Co-producer: SVT 
Photo: Per Anders Rudelius 
Broadcast: 3 May 2012 (27 July 2014) 

 
During a one-year period, filmmaker Per Anders followed a number of mink 
farmers in the south of Sweden in their work within an industry that was sub-
ject to constant debate. The documentary depicts the farmer Niklas and his 
colleague and provides an account of the professional and personal lives of 
these two outspoken farmers. The farms are located in an area of Sweden that 
is sometimes associated with the far-right party; the Sweden Democrats. The 

 
 
 
 
 

47 Where no English title exists, I have translated the title to be an as accurate rendering of the 
original as possible.  
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documentary was made during a time when this controversial party showed 
significant growth. 

Per Anders has made several documentaries and previously worked as a 
news photographer. The Mink Farmers (2012) was first broadcast by SVT in 
May, 2012. The interviews for this study were made following a re-run of the 
documentary in 2014. Filmmaker Per Anders and subject Niklas were inter-
viewed for the study. 

Tjuvgods (Swag, 2013) 
Director: Gustav Ågerstrand & Lucas Grind 
Producer: Gustav Ågerstrand 
Co-producer: SVT 
Photo: Gustav Ågerstrand & Lucas Grind 
Broadcast: 21 March 2013 
 
Ex-con Curre started an organization called Tjuvgods (loosely translated as 
‘swag’) to help others establish a decent life for themselves outside of prison. 
Swag portrays Curre and the people who were attached to the organization in 
their struggle with drug abuse, finding accommodation, and their contact with 
the authorities. The strength that they find in one another is an additional 
theme that is explored by the documentary.   

Gustav and Lucas made this documentary as their thesis project at the 
Swedish film school Biskops Arnö. Swag was broadcast by SVT in March 2013. 
Filmmaker Gustav and subject Curre were interviewed for this study. 

Sarah och Syleme (Sarah and Syleme, 2013) 
Director & producer: Anders Lindén 
Photo: Anders Lindén & Jonas Wessman 
Broadcast: 10 Oktober 2013 
 
Sarah had just turned 15 years of age when she was diagnosed with the unusual 
and severe cancer, Ewing sarcoma. Through Anders’ documentary, the viewer 
follows Sarah and her mother Syleme from her first visits to the hospital in 
Gothenburg through treatment, surgery, and despair, until the hair starts to 
grow back on her head several years later.  

Prior to this documentary, Anders directed a reality series about a chil-
dren’s hospital. He made the documentaries Children with Cancer (2011) and 
Ecmo (2013). Sarah and Syleme (2013) was broadcast by SVT in October, 2013 
and was followed by an online chat at SVT’s webpage, where viewers could 
chat with Sarah and one of her doctors. Filmmaker Anders and subject Sarah 
were interviewed for this study. 

Svetlana och Kurt (Svetlana and Kurt, 2013) 
Director & producer: Valentina Svensson 
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Co-producer: Filmpool Nord & SVT 
Photo: Tamara Sushko & Mattias Sjöstedt 
Broadcast: 4 April 2013 

 
Swedish Kurt and Russian Svetlana met through the Internet. Eventually, Svet-
lana left the big Russian city where she had her job, her life, and her family to 
move in with Kurt in a wooden house, in a small village, in the very North of 
Sweden. In this documentary, we get to follow the couple in their new life to-
gether, as well as Svetlana’s struggle to find her place in a new country. 

Filmmaker Valentina worked with documentary projects for Russian tele-
vision for 15 years before moving to Sweden in 1995, where she continued her 
work as a documentary filmmaker. Valentina already knew the couple before 
she started the process with Svetlana and Kurt. This circumstance was taken into 
consideration during the analysis. Svetlana and Kurt was broadcast in April, 2013. 
Filmmaker Valentina and subjects Svetlana and Kurt were interviewed for this 
study. 

Den stora kärleken (The Big Love, 2013) 
Director & producer: Sebastian Ringler 
Co-producer: Charlotte Hellström/SVT 
Photo: Sebastian Ringler, Johan Holmqvist & Benjamin Orre 
Broadcast: 12 September 2013 

 
This is a film about Gunnar and his search for love. The documentary follows 
Gunnar from his apartment in a Stockholm suburb and his job as a carer, all 
the way to Las Vegas and the world’s biggest BBW bash. BBW as in ‘Big Beau-
tiful Women’. Gunnar was not just looking for any woman, but a plus-size 
woman.  

Prior to The Big Love (2013), Gunnar had appeared in an episode of the 
television program Outsiders, categorised by the commercial Channel 5 (Kanal 
5) as a “documentary series” about “rare diseases, unusual interests, and un-
conventional lifestyle” (Kanal 5 play). He had also featured in a short film pro-
duced by Sebastian, the director behind The Big Love. The Big Love is Sebastian’s 
debut as documentary director. The film was shown by SVT in September, 
2013. Filmmaker Sebastian and subject Gunnar were interviewed for this study. 
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5. Experiences of Participation 

The present chapter describes what sparked my interest in the topic at hand; 
but it is also a prerequisite for understanding the following chapters. In the first 
of three empirical chapters, I report on seven peoples’ experiences of partici-
pating in a television documentary. In addition to providing some of the find-
ings required to answer RQ3, this chapter primarily addresses RQ1: How do 
documentary subjects render the experience of participation, as approached through care ethics 
and the concept of ‘important interests’, and which factors are key to their experience? The 
chapter proceeds from the arguments introduced at the beginning of the thesis 
and further developed in Chapter 3. To expand on the discussion of media 
ethics, then motives and interests related to the participant experience must be 
explored, and relational responsibilities considered. Besides providing the read-
er with a sense of the general narratives, focus will be placed on factors that 
were decisive to each subject experience. These factors are explored in relation 
to the care ethics concept of ‘important interests’, which allows us to interro-
gate filmmakers’ dependency duties in the forthcoming chapters.  

The preceding chapters established the relationship between storyteller 
and subject as one that is ethically significant. The care ethics approach that 
was developed in Chapter 3 argued that valuable relationships give rise to 
weighty duties. I propose that the nature of a relationship affects the expecta-
tions held by its participants and, possibly, the obligations of involved parties 
(see Section 3.4). In the present chapter, the subject-filmmaker relation is ex-
plored in the light of such propositions, entailing that particular focus is placed 
on relationship importance (Collins, 2015) and relational forms (Ahrne, 2014). 
This examination provides a point of departure for answering RQ3, which is 
dealt with in Chapter 7. 

To determine the meaning and relevance of what was said during the in-
terviews, special attention was paid to manifestations of emotion through ver-
bal expressions as well as narrative cues such as temporal structure, repetition, 
and hesitation. Emotions cannot be fully understood outside of their context. 
Note that emotional moments involve “the micro-story of the present situa-
tion, but this story is embedded in, and gains (emotional) significance through, 
larger narrative contexts” (Kleres, 2011, p. 186). Accordingly, I have chosen to 
report on the stories in this chapter one by one, with the intent to enable a 
deeper understanding of each narrative, whilst allowing for transparency in the 
analytical process.  
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In Chapter 6, I turn to the other half of the subject-storyteller dyad. The 
filmmakers’ actions and attitudes related to the documentary process are exam-
ined, and the emotional dimensions of the craft are explored. In the subsequent 
chapter, the findings from Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 are regarded in relation to 
one another. This enables a discussion of the validity of dependency duties as 
well as the significance of emotion and intimacy within the present context.  

We begin with Maja’s story. 

5.1 “It was about some kind of redress” 

Maja 
 
She was reported to the police. That is among the first things Maja (Hello Swede) 
told me. The report was the result of her participation in a show that was 
broadcast by Swedish public radio. Maja had difficulty in remembering the 
exact charge but recalled the situation that generated the report: She was invit-
ed to the programme because of her role as a teacher. With no thoughts of it 
being included in the actual broadcast, she told the reporter about a precarious 
situation in the classroom. When the particular segment was aired, the conse-
quences were severe. In addition to the police report, the event generated a 
report to The Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen) and resulted in 
a written warning.  

Just before these events escalated, documentary filmmaker Ryszard had 
started to follow Maja in her role as a teacher. The story Maja told me about 
the documentary experience began as one that was permeated with worry and 
fear: 

Erika: Had they begun to shoot the documentary at that time? 
Maja: Yes, yes exactly, they had begun. But then, then, I was crying, was completely dev-
astated. I called him [the radio reporter] and said: this has become… And, and he too got 
really sad and all. And condoled me. Then I got this written warning, and when they 
should start filming, they wanted to include some of this but I said: ‘You can absolutely 
not include it. Absolutely not! Because this has already affected me so terribly.’ 

 
Having listened to Maja’s account of the events following the radio pro-
gramme, I asked her whether her participation in a television documentary 
worried her. Before I finished my question, she answered: 

Yes, I was really scared. I thought something would happen again. That, that people 
would find me racist. And well, both racist and the opposite. And that I would receive 
threats on the phone, and poo in my post box and… I was really scared about that. And, 
and the headmaster said, the evening before the film was screened, she said, in the staff 
room when I wasn’t there: ‘I guess I will have to buy a one-way ticket to Thailand now 
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since I will be completely embarrassed.’ Saying that, she had already seen the film. She 
had seen it. So that was her judgement, that I had brought shame on the whole school.  
(Maja) 

 
I asked Maja about what worried her; she told me about her fear. 

Very soon, however, Maja’s narrative became scattered with hints of a 
different experience: “He [the filmmaker] is an immigrant himself so he, he was 
very careful and emphatic and good.” Positive descriptions of the filmmaking 
process, the final result, and its aftermaths were gradually emphasized. To some 
extent, her story was structured as a narrative of hope, where negative and 
frightening experiences were retold, gradually interspersed with events and 
information that justified a sense of hope (Kleres, 2011, p. 191). In the case of 
Maja, her story ultimately turned into an experience of vindication. This ten-
dency was present in the overall story, but also in particular narrative segments. 
The rather extensive segment below can be understood as key to Maja’s experi-
ence. When asked why she wanted to participate in the documentary Maja gave 
an extensive answer, almost 8 minutes long, only interrupted by a short ques-
tion about which year the events took place. The segment functions as a con-
densed version of the interview as a whole in terms of temporal structure, emo-
tional development, Maja’s key interests, and her relationship to the documen-
tary filmmaker. The following quote is a section of this narrative segment: 

It was about some kind of redress. [Deep breath] My way of working, I can’t say that all 
my colleagues have mocked me, that’s so harsh, but when they have seen me… If the 
children have been jumpy, I’ve danced along the corridors [sings] and back to the class-
room because they need to move. So many people have shaken their heads, thinking: Oh 
well, now she’s dancing, now she’s singing, now she brings in the drums, and now they 
have their morning assembly with that tiny little lamp. […] I have felt that no one has giv-
en me credibility. No one has given me cred for it. And it might not even be right, but it 
has been my firm belief that it is. And the parents have been very happy. And the children 
too. […] So, I felt that this is my chance. If I just make an effort now and keep quiet 
about politics and all of that, and don’t gibber about, for once just don’t rattle on, then 
this might turn out really good. And I really trusted Ryszard and his colleagues and I have 
access to the material. It can give me, I almost start to cry now because it was so very dif-
ficult, it was extremely difficult. I thought that this can, it can go all wrong, people might 
think that what I do is complete madness. But, but gradually I felt more and more safe 
with this. And then when I got to see the film and how happy the children seemed and 
that I was quite relaxed and managed to forget about the camera, then I felt that this, this 
can…. Somewhere inside of me I felt that, even though I didn’t say it […]: finally, this can 
give me cred. Not from the school or from my colleagues, but somewhere maybe there is 
someone who thinks that this is good. Somewhere in Sweden. Not that I would receive 
awards or tons of emails, but there might be someone who thinks this is good and might 
write to me later on. But I could never imagine this, could never imagine it. I‘ve been in 
seventh heaven, I’ve been so bloody happy. (Maja)  

 
The above segment encompasses a significant portion of the meaning and 
emotions of the general narrative. Beginning with her colleagues’ reactions to 
her way of working (“shaking their heads”) and ending with a reference to a 
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prize she was awarded for her engagement, based on the documentary, it is 
structured as a story of vindication or redemption. Emotions shift from anxie-
ty, frustration to deep happiness and gratefulness. Listening to the recorded 
interview, Maja’s emotions are enhanced by deep breaths and a voice moving 
from staccato-like emphasis to tearful trembling. The emotionality of the seg-
ment emphasises the significance of Maja’s experience and of the interests as-
sociated with it (see Sections 3.6 and 4.3.1). Maja’s motives for participation 
were connected to a higher societal cause, but they were also deeply personal. 
Whilst she was concerned with communicating a message about the situation 
for children with an immigrant background, she was longing for recognition for 
her way of working. The above segment demonstrates the struggle and anxiety 
that Maja faced in relation to the documentary, particularly when one considers 
its possible aftermath. The fact that she chose to participate, in spite of this, 
further emphasises the profoundness of her interests related to the documen-
tary. It is clear from the previous discussion that Maja put a great deal at stake 
by choosing to participate in this documentary. The vulnerability connected to 
the experience is thus enhanced, and the responsibility that rests on the 
filmmaker potentially increased. This circumstance enhances the strength of the 
involved interests as well as the filmmaker’s position as well-placed or best-
placed (see Section 3.3.1). 

The documentary did generate negative feedback. The Swedish Broad-
casting Commission received two complaints concerning the documentary, 
both were reactions to how Sweden and Swedes were depicted in the pro-
gramme. Both complaints did not receive a formal hearing. Maja did not men-
tion the complaints in the interview and might not be aware of them. She is, 
however, aware of the negative comments that were posted to the Swedish 
Internet forum Flashback: 

Maja: A whole lot of negative things. And I thought: Is this how people feel about me? 
Goodness, that I butter up?! But my children told me: ‘Don’t look at that!’ And then I got 
all this positive response sent to my working email. 
Erika: Have you received any negative response? 
M: No, no. 
E: None at all? 
M: No. Only positive. 

 
Although Maja mentioned the Flashback comments and admitted to feeling 
initial distress, she appeared to have quickly dismissed these reactions. Her 
answer indicate that she hardly even counted the negative comments on Flash-
back as ‘response’ per se and that they did not affect her experience (of being in 
the documentary) to any great extent. This can be understood in the light of the 
overwhelmingly positive response that her participation in the documentary 
generated.  

Despite Maja’s initial anxiety, her narrative exudes agency in relation to 
the documentary process. This can be contrasted to narratives of helplessness 
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or shame, where self-agency tends to be diluted (Kleres, 2011, p. 192). As seen 
in the initial quote in the present section, Maja did not hesitate to put her foot 
down in front of the filmmaker. One of Maja’s conditions for participation was 
that she would have access to the filmed material before the final cut. She re-
ferred back to this several times during the interview. This was frequently done, 
as seen in the extensive quote above (p. 104), in moments when she expressed 
her worries. With regards to the documentary process, she described a trans-
parent process where the filmmaker shared his thoughts around different 
scenes and where she was allowed into the editing room. Knowing that she 
would be able to review the material before screening appears to have rein-
forced her sense of agency and seemed to appease her during the process. The 
agency that surfaces in relation to the documentary process stands in contrast 
to how Maja talked about her work situation. There, agency tends to be dis-
placed, and assigned to other actors: “no one has given me cred”, “they have 
shaken their heads”. The documentary filming process, and especially the final 
result, seems to have enhanced Maja’s ability for agentic action by reinforcing 
her agency beliefs but also by affecting context factors, e.g., facilitating contact 
with other colleagues (see Goller & Harteis, 2017). 

Later in the interview, when Maja returned to the event where she re-
ceived a written warning, she provided some additional information. Although 
she firmly told the film team not to include this situation in the documentary, 
she resisted the impulse to express an even stronger reaction:  

At that point, I just felt: Get out of the classroom, right away. But I didn’t say that be-
cause they were so kind and sympathetic. (Maja) 

 
This quote brings me to my final point in relation to Maja’s experience. Alt-
hough her words in the above quote indicate self-restraint, they do not neces-
sarily demonstrate a lack of agency in relation to the documentary. By vetoing 
the inclusion of the situation (re. the written warning) in the documentary (see, 
p. 103) Maja actually exercised her power in relation to the film. The above 
quote chiefly indicates something about the relationship between Maja and the 
filmmaker/film team. When the role of the filmmaker was approached within 
the frames of the interview, or when mentioned by Maja in passing, it was in 
the company of words such as love, tenderness, trust, warmth, respect, and humane. 
Maja attributes the “good” and “pleasant” result, i.e., the finished documentary, 
to the trusting relationship between herself and the filmmaker. The quote 
above strengthens such observations and also highlights a possible connection 
between relationship and access, generally associated with relationships with 
strong network characteristics (Ahrne, 2014). 

Summarizing Maja’s experience, a number of key points emerge. Maja 
had two main interests related to her participation, one of which concerns a 
third party (the children in her class) and a higher societal cause. Her other 
interest was less general since it amounted to personal recognition and, to some 
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extent, vindication. This second interest is present to varying degree through-
out the whole interview narrative and was further enforced by the narrative 
movement from fear/anxiety/disappointment to feelings of endorsement and 
happiness.  

Manifest in Maja’s report of her experience was a trusting and highly-
appreciated relationship with the filmmaker. A relationship that, according to 
Maja, was not only crucial during the filmmaking process but also had bearing 
on the final result. Finally, self-agency also appears to have been of importance 
to Maja’s experience. While Maja’s accounts of her working experience to some 
extent removed agency from herself, the narrative covering the filmmaking 
experience and the final result emphasised her agency competence and agency beliefs 
instead. Her insight into the filmmaking process was touched upon several 
times during the interview, and her ability to question or oppose issues related 
to the documentary was highlighted through explicit statements and examples. 

5.2 “It’s not pretty, but that’s what it looks like.” 

Niklas 
Niklas was born into a family of mink farmers and inherited the occupation 
from his father. Following the interview, he took me to his farm where a large 
part of the documentary, The Mink Farmers, was shot. Like many other Swedes, 
I had never been to a mink farm before. Transparency was what motivated 
Niklas to participate in a television documentary:  

[…] to me it sounded quite exciting, and at that time the whole farming community, with 
our new CEO, it was all about transparency and openness: open farm, mink health, we 
launched a project with four veterinary visits every year. I mean, it was all coming: we 
should open up, we should open up, we should show. Instead of hiding so that we’d be 
left alone, as it has been for over 30 years now: As long as they don’t see us, we are not 
bothering anyone. But there won’t be any recruitment if you never show your industry. 
(Niklas) 

 
The Mink Farmers contains scenes which have the potential to stir up emotions 
and opinions with an audience. The topic in itself, and by extension Niklas’ life 
and livelihood, is highly controversial in Sweden. The film starts off with the 
sound of gas pouring into a box in which the farmers throw the animals to be 
gassed to death, followed by a scene where one of Niklas’ colleagues is skinning 
dead minks. When some of the most controversial scenes in the documentary 
were approached in the interview, Niklas brought up the possibility of those 
scenes not being included in the film, but dismisses the thought that he would 
have said no to the filmmaker. He says that it would have given a distorted 
picture of reality:  
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We skin the animals, that’s what it looks like. It’s not pretty, but that’s what it looks like. 
Period. The same is true when he films into the gas box when they, when they are dead, 
that’s what it looks like. It’s no, it’s no secret. (Niklas) 

 
The narrative is not devoid of observations concerning the filmmaker’s drama-
turgical choices. Niklas comments on the music that accompanied the skinning 
scene by referring to Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5. with laughter. As long as he 
perceived the depiction as authentic, such dramaturgical choices did not seem 
to bother him. One of Niklas’ main goals with his participation was to provide, 
what he considered to be, an authentic depiction of mink farming in contrast to 
accounts put forth by animal rights activists, thus his reluctance to withhold 
any aspect of the farming practice from the filmmaker. Niklas described his 
relation to the filmmaker as honest and open. He considered Per Anders to be 
a decent person. He notes that their political opinions seem to differ and pon-
ders whether that is the reason why Per Anders seemed to have unfriended him 
on Facebook following the last elections. However, Niklas did not experience 
any problems in communication throughout the process, and during 14 months 
of filmmaking, he never worried about the result of the documentary project. 
The relationship did not end with the broadcast, but extended to some amount 
of aftercare (Hibberd et al., 2000). The filmmaker got in touch with the farmer 
after the premier screening to enquire about his and other people’s reactions. 
Niklas mentioned this with reference to their good relationship and he told me 
that he and the filmmaker have kept in contact. 

We had a good relationship, the whole time. Honest with each other and we never said no 
to him. I understood from him that he appreciated that. He filmed, filmed and filmed; 
there were never any problems. (Niklas)  
 

Later in the interview, Niklas mentioned a number of events that complicate 
this picture. He described one situation that he experienced as somewhat ten-
dentious. When asked to reflect upon the situation he reported:  

Oh well, at that time he had already been filming for such a long time that it would have 
felt strange to say: ‘No, we won’t agree to that’. (Niklas) 
 

The kind of openness Niklas referred to seems closer to uncensored access 
than to open dialogue. The quote also demonstrates the connection between 
‘relationship’ and ‘access’ that is most likely to be found within a relationship 
with network characteristics (see Section 3.4). At this juncture, extensive, main-
ly positive interaction seems to motivate access to information; a characteristic 
consequence within a network (Ahrne, 2014). 

Given his open attitude, Niklas’ disappointment was evident when he 
perceived that the filmmaker wanted to distort reality. In the following quote, 
besides explicit markers of emotion: sarcasm, tone of voice and Niklas’ way of 
contrasting his own behaviour (openness/honesty) with the filmmaker’s re-
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quest, all strengthen the emotionality of the experience and the establishment 
of authenticity as an important interest: 

Niklas: […] That’s why you become a bit annoyed when Per Anders comes: ‘I’ve spoken 
to SVT, they were not completely happy, it’s too good.’48 
Erika: Okay. 
N: ‘We should find a wounded animal.’ 
E: Is that so? 
N: Yes. You can almost hear it in the film, that I’m a bit annoyed: ‘Let’s see if I can find a 
wounded mink here, I think I’ve got one here.’ […] 
E: But what did he say [cross talk] 
N: [cross talk] He understood it from me, Per Anders, that I found it quite… I mean, at 
that time he had been filming for 13 months and I had never said no to him but: You can 
film whatever you want to, anything. 
 

Nevertheless, Niklas regarded the final depiction of mink farming as generally 
authentic. He, however, expressed some concern over what he saw as an exag-
gerated focus on drinking and politics in the documentary. The documentary 
contains several scenes where the farmers are drinking alcohol at the farm and 
(some of them) express their appreciation with the far-right party The Sweden 
Democrats: 

In hindsight, I can feel that I sometimes got the impression from him [the filmmaker] 
that: ‘My God, it doesn’t get any worse than this? It wasn’t more controversial?’ I mean, 
you have the three weeks with the skinning, after that it’s more or less like any other ani-
mal farm. I mean, you take care of the animals for 11 months. Breed them and feed them 
and vaccinate them, checking who’s well and who’s sick, dividing the cubs and all of that. 
‘Okay, so it wasn’t any worse? Well then, can’t you have a beer and a chat? Can we talk 
about politics?’ (Niklas) 

  
Niklas account of the filming process possessed several references to compo-
nents of ‘human agency’ (Goller & Harteis, 2017); he demonstrated strong 
agency beliefs in portraying himself as a person who is not afraid to voice his 
opinion and take action. He also suggested that his upbringing and education 
had taught him to “think before you talk”. He is involved in local politics and 
was previously a board member of the Mink Farmers’ association. This picture 
contrasts with some of his reactions during the filmmaking process, which 
signal a certain laissez-faire attitude or, at most, a passive discontent:  

In the end you felt a bit like: For God’s sake, we’ve talked so much about the Sweden 
Democrats now, can’t we talk about something else? You never said that to him, but that, 

 
 
 
 
 

48 The filmmaker provided a different picture of the same event, see Section 6.6. 
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well... You were almost like, felt that: Okay, it’s one more month, then he must be almost 
done? (Niklas) 

 
In the quote above, Niklas is rendered as an object of the filmmaker’s actions, 
rather than an agent himself. The generic self-reference (“You never said that 
to him”, “You were almost like”) (Capps & Bonanno, 2000, p. 5) and the frus-
tration that surfaces in the quote that all but dissolves into resigned interjection, 
enhances such interpretation. The aforementioned attitude could be attributed 
to a wish to please the filmmaker, as indicated by this and some of the previous 
quotes. But besides being understood as lack of human agency, Niklas’ resistance 
or inability to say no might derive from his reluctance to provide a cosmetically-
enhanced depiction of mink farming. This is not, however, the obvious causal 
effect of such behaviour. In fact, the consequences of this choice were found 
to go against Niklas’ motivation behind his participation and his interest in 
authenticity – and result in a depiction that went beyond his vision for the doc-
umentary. Niklas’ behaviour can therefore be interpreted as lack of agency compe-
tence and/or indicative of a clash between two important interests: (i) an interest 
in authenticity and (ii) a wish to cultivate/maintain a good relationship with the 
filmmaker. As will be demonstrated, this behaviour was shown to have conse-
quences for yet another of Niklas’ important interests.49 

The interview did, however, provide examples of agency. At the start of 
the process, Niklas set two conditions for his participation: (i) his wife and 
children should not be part of the documentary; and (ii) he wanted to see the 
film before it was broadcast. He further saw himself as somewhat involved in 
the process since he called the filmmaker on occasions, urging him to come 
and film when events on the farm which he found particularly important were 
about to take place. Considering the request to take part of the documentary 
before it aired, Niklas’ agency was challenged by an observation that he made 
during the official premier broadcast: 

The only thing was when the film was broadcast. We got a preview at the farm. […] He 
[the filmmaker] tells us that it might be 20 seconds more or less, some editing. What he 
did then was that he added a clip with a poster of Jimmie Åkesson [leader of the far-right 
party the Sweden Democrats]. It wasn’t there when he showed it to us. And I felt that… I 
mean, he twisted it so that… Even though I tell him several times that I’m in the Liberal 
party he twists it in the direction of the Sweden Democrats and their influence in Sölves-
borg. (Niklas)  

 

 
 
 
 
 

49 The upcoming analysis will show how Niklas’ interest in his colleagues’ reactions relates to 
these findings.   
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Niklas did not have any objections to the documentary preview, but had this 
particular clip been present, he said that he would have questioned it. Instead, 
he approached the filmmaker after the broadcast who “laughed it off”. Besides 
disarming his ability at agency, the clip that was, arguably, inserted later went 
against two of Niklas’ important interests: authenticity and a consideration of a 
third party, namely, his colleagues.50 

One of his biggest concerns that materialised during the interview was 
Niklas’ apprehensions about his colleagues’ reactions to the documentary. In 
that respect, Niklas’ fears turned out to be legitimate. Much of the negative 
response to the documentary came from other mink farmers and was directed 
at the drinking and political discussions that were featured in the film. The 
reactions were such that Niklas’ felt urged to resign from his position within 
the Mink Farmers’ Association.  

Erika: Were your worries about the colleagues justified?  
Niklas: Mm, to the point that I chose to leave the board before the re-run of the docu-
mentary. 
E: Because of the film? 
N: Mm. 
E: Why was that? 
N: Well, I reason a bit like, I’ve talked to my dad about it as well, why should I be in the 
board representing farmers who think that I’ve embarrassed the industry, who think that 
I’ve made them look like fools? I shouldn’t be the one representing them. They’ll have to 
find another representative who they find more suitable. […] 
E: How did their disapproval show? 
N: […] You hear: ‘I watched the first ten minutes and then I switched it off, it was too 
embarrassing.’ Comments like that. This spring I was told that it was a relief that Göran 
[the other farmer featured in the film] and I weren’t at the party, so that the others could 
enjoy themselves. Things like that. The first time you hear things like that, you don’t take 
it too seriously. But the seventh, eighth, ninth time it’s not that fun. We were told that if 
we would have gone to the trade show in Denmark, we wouldn’t have been welcome at 
the dinner hosted by the Danes. 
 

Niklas’ participation in the documentary affected his position within the farm-
ing community as well as his relations with his colleagues. The above segment 
is charged with signs of emotion, emphasising the significance of the matter 
that is being discussed (Archer, 2000). Talking about his colleagues’ reactions, 
Niklas’ frequently jovial tone changes to a more sombre tone. Besides his 
wording, his way of beginning the segment with an interjection, the presence of 
rhetorical questions (Kleres, 2011), and his muted and matter of fact tone of 

 
 
 
 
 

50 The filmmaker expressed a different view of those events. I return to this in the following 
chapter (Chapter 6).  
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voice signalled emotion and augmented his disappointment. The importance of 
the matter is further enhanced by Niklas’ need to consult a second party (his 
father). The interest that emerged here can be described as colleagues’ reac-
tions/relationship with colleagues. 

The emotions that emerge within Niklas’ narrative are those of disap-
pointment and frustration, but also of satisfaction. None of these emotions are, 
however, representative of the general narrative, which is essentially defined by 
a light-heartedness that permeated Niklas’ appearance in the documentary, too. 
Narrative segments where he abandons this attitude in favour of a more serious 
approach thus stand out all the more clearly. 

Despite his objections to certain aspects of the process and the final re-
sult, Niklas was essentially content with the final documentary and did not 
regret his participation. He felt that his main purpose was achieved: 

My main concern was the depiction of mink farming…I didn’t react to the other things 
until afterwards, when you got the comments that “Gee”… But at the same time, it was a 
bit of a relief that: My God, it wasn’t more controversial to skin minks than that they start 
talking about the fact that we drink alcohol and talk about politics. That might imply that 
the picture of how the minks are handled is not that bad. (Niklas) 

 
It was primarily other peoples’ reactions that made him reflect upon the pres-
ence of the drinking and political discussions in the final documentary. As pre-
viously demonstrated, the narrative does not lack reflection over the filmmak-
er’s choices concerning representation and dramaturgy. Niklas’ focus was, 
however, fixed on the depiction of mink farming. The insight that the content 
of the documentary exceeded his motivation behind participation and his vi-
sion for the documentary, seems to have come to him in hindsight. As did his 
awareness of the possible consequences of such depiction. Its effect on one of 
his important interests (colleagues’ reactions) appears to have enhanced the 
significance of matters that were registered as being present but were taken 
lightly during the filming process and even when he viewed the preview of the 
documentary.  

Summarising Niklas’ experience, we identify a distinct motive behind his 
participation, namely his desire that the documentary would make an honest 
representation of mink farming. Following this, one of his most ‘important 
interests’ (Collins, 2015) that was related to his participation was his interest in 
authenticity. This interest coloured his decisions and reactions during the pro-
cess, and had significant bearing on his experience. He paints a positive picture 
of his relationship with the filmmaker, one that we see as being uncomplicated 
and open. Signs of disappointment did, however, occur. These were primarily 
related to perceived deviations from authenticity, during the filming process 
and in the finished film. When combined with the deprivation of agency, his 
disappointment grows. The same emotion emerged at other places in the narra-
tive, most strikingly when Niklas recalled his colleagues’ reactions to the film. 
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His farming colleagues’ response to the documentary generated a feeling of 
disappointment which spilled over to the filmmaker and the arguably unneces-
sarily heavy focus on drinking and politics. 

5.3 “It was so clear to me that it would turn out 
differently.” 

Curre 
Ex-con, Curre (subject in Swag), founded the association Tjuvgods in 2006. The 
goal of Tjuvgods is to help ex-offenders and addicts adjust to life outside of 
prison. The association runs a thrift store where the people who are provided 
with support are offered to work. When Curre chose to participate in Gustav 
and Lucas’ documentary project, he had a clear vision for what message he 
wanted the film to deliver. He wished to draw attention to the hardships of the 
people who the association help, and present what he sees as a unique way of 
working with this group. Curre hoped that the documentary would result in 
financial support for the association, and/or the authorities’ attention to what 
he considers to be major societal problems. When the only concrete result of 
assistance that stemmed from the documentary was a donation of 15,000 plas-
tic bags for the thrift store, he admits that he felt disappointed.  

Curre is a storyteller. His narrative was chequered and he frequently went 
off on a tangent, diverting into anecdotes from his past and topics that he is 
passionate about. These topics are essentially societal in nature and, in one way 
or the other, related to the convictions behind Tjuvgods. Curre’s trait of being 
a raconteur and his societal engagement appear as likely incentives for his par-
ticipation in a television documentary. Another, more personal, motive that 
emerged from the interview is recognition of his personal commitment and 
achievements, which participation in a documentary could broadcast to others. 
Such recognition actually seemed to be achieved by the mere fact that the doc-
umentary was produced: 

But that’s, I mean do you realize what a.… You have to pinch yourself. Damn, this, what 
I, what Tjuvgods does, or what I’m doing there and what it has become, it has helped 
people. But, but that someone would want to do a documentary about it and show it on 
Swedish television and all that, that wasn’t even part of my imagination. (Curre) 

 
The quote conveys a sense of pride which seems almost beyond description: Is 
this even real? The ensuing expression of emotion further emphasises the emo-
tionality of, and the significance of, such recognition (Archer, 2000, pp. 194–
195; Kleres, 2011, p. 194). 

Very soon, however, it became apparent that the final documentary was 
not what Curre had envisaged. He claimed that the idea behind Tjuvgods, 
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where ex-offenders help one another to tackle life outside of prison, was not 
sufficiently displayed in the documentary. In the following quote, Curre refers 
to a scene were a newly-released ex-offender is accompanied to a meeting with 
the authorities by two members of the organization:  

I feel: but what the hell, it didn’t come through at all. I put almost, I do it with all of 
them, it was maybe 15-20 meetings with the Social Services and this person, and that 
doesn’t come through. All the hard work. It doesn’t show that the authorities are total-
ly…. It doesn’t show. (Curre) 
 

Here, the emotional nature of the matter is primarily evident through the initial 
expression of emotion, the use of repetition, and Curre’s tone of voice. It is 
further enhanced by the fact that Curre raised similar criticism of the documen-
tary message several times during the interview. Equally recurrent in his narra-
tive was his conviction that a particular measure would have affected his expe-
rience of the final result of the documentary and amounted to positive conse-
quences, namely; He should have interfered more. He should have exercised 
agency. So, why did he not do so? His narrative offers three main explanations 
to this: 

I mean, I regret that I didn’t interfere more. […] If I put it like this: it was completely 
clear in my head, you know. Since I live this life and know exactly…. It’s difficult for 
someone else to step into such a…. But they saw it in a different light. I guess they want-
ed to do some kind of human-interest story, while I wanted to point to the failures when 
it comes to the handling of people with this background. (Curre) 

 
It was so evident to Curre what a documentary about Tjuvgods should be 
about that he practically took it for granted. Eventually, he learnt that the 
filmmakers had a slightly different vision.  

The second reason why Curre did not interfere more during the filmmak-
ing process was of a more practical nature. He stated that for it to be the doc-
umentary he would have wanted it to be, it would have been necessary to take 
part in the editing process and access all of the filmed material. As was the case, 
he did not even see the film before the premier at the Tjuvgods office. It ap-
pears as if the thought of previewing the film did not even strike him. When 
asked, he presumed that the filmmakers did not want to show the film before it 
was finished. 

Erika: What was your sense of what they wanted to do? Did you talk about the vision for 
the documentary? 
Curre: Yes, of course we did but, but….(sigh) I don’t know. I guess I thought I would be 
able to influ- , that it would be different. At the same time, my hands are full and I’m not 
able to go about and help. I was just happy they made it. And a consequence is that al-
most everyone in Sweden has seen this documentary (little laughter). 
E: Did these people get a wrong picture of what you do? 
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C: Yes. Slightly, slightly. Well, I want to, if the boys in the slammer are watching, the ones 
who don’t know us, what impression will they get? That we are the same as the other or-
ganizations. That’s not true. It’s a damn difference. 

 
Note how this quote manifests an ambivalence between disappointment and 
pride, which is distinctive of Curre’s narrative. The sense of pride, which was 
previously referred to as a motive, also appears to be part of the explanation 
behind his lack of agency. The mere fact that the documentary was made 
somewhat overshadowed Curre’s desire to drive his own vision forward – at 
least until after the documentary was completed and its result were a fact. Dur-
ing the interview, Curre digressed into a reflection around journalists and the 
media, displaying a sceptical attitude. I followed up on his reasoning: 

Erika: I’m thinking, why weren’t you more sceptical then, to the documentary, if you feel 
that [cross talk] 
Curre: [cross talk] It doesn’t matter, does it? I mean, a documentary at SVT, what a, you 
would never have expected… 
 

Curre described himself as an agentic person, with the intellectual and social 
abilities that one needs to unite and motivate other people. In recollections of 
his criminal career, he emphasised elements of planning and execution of, more 
or less, sophisticated criminal enterprises. As founder of Tjuvgods, his agentic 
abilities remain apparent. He possesses agency beliefs and an agency personality but, 
as seen above, demonstrated limited agency competence in relation to the docu-
mentary (see Goller & Harteis, 2017). The following quote demonstrates both 
his agency beliefs and the emotionality attached to the topic and consequently, to 
the documentary process itself and the final result: 

Curre: It might sound cocky but, but that’s how it is. I rarely participate in something that 
I cannot influence. Since it has gone straight to hell so many times. 
Erika: Isn’t it strange, then, that you didn’t interfere more with the documentary? 
C: Well, I guess it was so clear to me that it would turn out differently. 
E: Okay, so you were certain that it would turn out as you…[cross talk] 
C: [cross talk] Yes, it will get through, what this association does and what our intentions 
are. That we guide our fellows to a better life through our own experiences. Simple as 
that. And it’s about solidarity. It’s nothing else. It’s that damn simple, but it doesn’t come 
through.  
 

Curre’s lack of agency is unlikely to derive from a disinclination to confront the 
filmmakers when something felt wrong. His narrative contained strong opin-
ions about and critique of both societal matters and the documentary. Support-
ing this claim is the fact that he did express his concerns after having seen the 
documentary. Whilst the narrative included explicit critique of the final result, 
Curre was careful to express his appreciation with the filmmakers as such. He 
recognizes his own youth in their way of living, and the relationship that they 
established with him went beyond the making of the documentary: 
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[…] they, they interviewed people, they more or less lived at… And we were guards, we 
were serving food and acting as guards at their raves and yes… Really fun people. No dif-
ferent then, well the time is different compared to when I was their age, but apart from 
that, the same thing. Same sort of people, curious. Curious. I think that’s important. 
(Curre) 

 
Curre seemed to appreciate this informal aspect of the interaction with the film 
team. Relationships have been found to deepen as they encompass more areas 
of peoples’ lives (Passer & Smith, 2004, p. 614). 

Towards the end of the interview, Curre summarised his experience with 
the following remarks: 

But yeah, I’m really proud of this, but I’m not happy with it. Eh, and when you aren’t you 
should say it. Of course. (Curre) 

 
The emotional satisfaction of it actually becoming a documentary that was 
broadcast by SVT is enough for his experience to be a predominantly positive 
one, especially when one considers the sympathetic relationship that was estab-
lished between him and the filmmakers. The result and the consequences of the 
documentary were not what he had hoped for; this left a bitter taste in his 
mouth, but this was not enough to make Curre regret his participation. 

5.4 “No one needs to know that I have a messy room.” 

Sarah 
Sarah and Syleme is arguably the documentary in this study that portrays the 
most emotionally moving topic and content. A fifteen-year-old girl is diagnosed 
with a lethal cancer. The viewer gets to follow Sarah from just a few days after 
she received her diagnosis, through chemotherapy and surgery, through the loss 
of a friend with the same diagnosis, to a period after she has received her final 
medical treatment.  

Unlike most of the other documentary subjects discussed in this study, 
Sarah felt little hesitation when she was approached at the hospital and asked 
whether she wanted to be part of a documentary. Her decision to participate 
was driven by curiosity and the feeling that: “This could be fun.” When asked if 
she felt somewhat proud to be chosen by the film team, she says: 

Yes, I was. I mean, because that was my initial thought, it was really like: Goddamn, this 
could be fun. I’ve always found all this with theatre and music and all that to be great fun, 
so I was like: Nice! I would be able to be in front of a camera. (Sarah)  

 
Pride was a salient emotion in Sarah’s narrative. This emotion was apparent 
during her reports on what took place during the process and persisted when 
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the film was completed. When the documentary was shown at a festival, Sarah 
attended both screenings. She further recalls how she recommended the film to 
others on an Internet forum. Sarah reported her reaction when it became clear 
that Sarah and Syleme would be broadcast by SVT by the following: 

It was pretty awesome. […] When entering the ward, everyone was like: ‘Movie star, this 
is our movie star.’ And I was joking: ‘It’s TV-star as well’. It was pretty cool and a bit, like, 
overwhelming at the same time. (Sarah) 

  
In the case of Sarah, her sense of pride was closely connected to an interest in 
visibility. The concept of ‘visibility’ appeared in the narratives of Sarah, Gun-
nar, and Svetlana as a motivation behind their participation. The status of doc-
umentary as a “stage to perform on” has also been recognised in previous re-
search as something important to documentary subjects (Donovan, 2012). Sa-
rah is interested in music and dreams of a future within the entertainment in-
dustry. She referred to her participation in the documentary as a possible merit 
for a future career. However, as her disease and the filmmaking progressed, she 
also experienced some distress related to her participation:  

And then when the hard times came you realized that: (sigh) Crap, they’re going to film 
now. Okay, okay, sure. Just bite the bullet and do it. (Sarah) 

  
There were, however, times when Sarah was not able to ‘bite the bullet’. She 
and the filmmaker had an open dialogue with each other, and Sarah was not 
afraid to say if she felt too tired or if there were things she did not want to be 
included in the film. Sarah exercised agency in specific situations rather than in 
relation to the film as a whole. She respected the filmmaker’s professionalism 
and saw the documentary primarily as his creation. The situations that Sarah 
objected to were primarily situations that challenged her sense of integrity. 
Those situations were rarely connected to her disease, or the emotions generat-
ed by it, but instead were connected to her ‘ordinary’ life.  

An additional motivation for Sarah to agree to participating in the docu-
mentary was the hope that the film would function as a diary record of a diffi-
cult time in her life. She explained how she can return to the documentary in 
retrospect and feel humbled by what she have been through: 

I mean, I have the DVD at home on my little bookshelf. Eh, and sometimes I get the 
question, because it’s not at SVT anymore, I’ve been asked like: ‘Can I borrow it, I really 
want to see it?’. And I’m like: ‘Yes, absolutely’. But then I’m like…no, it’s mine. It’s like, 
sometimes when you need a reality check it’s just plug in the DVD and be reminded that 
you’re human. (Sarah) 
 

Besides serving as a reminder to herself, the film provided Sarah an opportuni-
ty to function as a role-model to people who find themselves in a similar situa-
tion as her. Sarah saw the film as a possibility to turn her difficult experience 
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into something valuable to others, a motive that has been recognised in previ-
ous research (Donovan, 2012). When just newly-diagnosed with her illness, 
Sarah met a girl who had the same rare diagnosis. Victoria introduced Sarah to 
the world that she was now forced to relate to. Victoria passed away during the 
making of the documentary and Sarah hopes that the film will provide guidance 
to others, just as Victoria guided her: 

Well, I’m thinking, for me, the purpose with this film wasn’t just that I should be able to 
remember. It’s so that the next person who comes…I will be someone’s Victoria. Victoria 
said that: ‘If you feel sick, take this medicine, and if you feel this, do that.’ Then of course 
all of that varies from one individual to another, but I’ll become someone’s Victoria. 
Someone will be able to watch that film and figure: Ah, you can do it like that. Or: When 
I feel like that, I can do this. So, it’s not only for me that the hardships turn into some-
thing good, really. (Sarah) 
 

Consonant with previous research, the films and the interviews provide exam-
ples of openness that is understood as providing the filmmaker access to situa-
tions, thoughts, and emotions. A highly intimate moment is caught on tape in 
Sarah and Syleme. After a short introductory scene, which sets up the location, 
the viewer is taken straight to Sarah’s hospital bedside. With plasters on her 
bare skin, a plastic tube coming out through the neck of her tank top, and no 
hair on her head, Sarah sits on the bed holding her mother’s both hands. Sob-
bing, she turns to the doctor who is also in the room: 

Sarah: Can I ask you something? 
Doctor: Yes. 
Sarah: Could I die during surgery? 
Doctor: No. (Shakes his head) 
Sarah: Because I’m not ready to die yet. I have my brothers and sisters to look after and… 
(Sarah and Syleme)51 
 

Sarah bursts into tears and her mother holds her. When this scene is addressed 
during the interview, Sarah explained that she did not have any objections to it 
being included in the film. However, when the filmmaker wanted to shoot a 
scene in her room at home, she objected: 

It was more sensitive with my teenage room than it was when you sit and weep for your 
life. But, it felt more real in a way. I mean, no one needs to know that I have a messy 
room; I think you get that anyway when you think of a teenage girl. But, well, that’s not 
something, I mean, there’s nothing to learn from that. But this film can actually give you 
another sense, I mean, you can get another outlook on life from it, I think. (Sarah) 

 
 
 
 
 

51 The quote is a transcription from the documentary Sarah and Syleme. 
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Sarah’s reasoning around the two scenes and their levels of intimacy seems to 
be linked to ‘authenticity’ related to the reason why she agreed to participate in 
the documentary. As was the case with Niklas, if a situation was thought to 
highlight or positively resonate with the subject’s motive for participation, then 
intimacy and/or controversy was accepted. But there were limits to this too: 

There were moments, and then I could say… You know, those things that you really 
don’t want to be caught on tape. Like, you get a lot of problems with your stomach and 
things like that. And that was a bit embarrassing, that they [the doctors] should come in 
and press on your stomach. No, I didn’t want that. Then I just: ‘No, I think you have to 
get out now’. And he: ‘Yes, I’ll leave’. He knew where to draw the line. I felt that no one 
needed to know about those complications. (Sarah) 

 
The situation referred to above is intimate in a sense that would cause potential 
embarrassment, as would a scene from her messy, teenage bedroom. Besides 
the presence of verbal planning (hesitation, aborted sentences) there is explicit 
reference to embarrassment in Sarah’s narrative. This particular emotion is 
more significant to Sarah than exposure her fear or anxiety might bring about, 
and can be translated as her continued interest in integrity.  

Besides Sarah, the person that appears most frequently in the documen-
tary is Sarah’s mother, Syleme. The relationship between mother and daughter 
is an important sub-topic in the film, and also an issue of concern to Sarah. The 
documentary and, even more so, my interview with Sarah revealed this relation-
ship as a source of disappointment. The complexity and emotionality of the 
relationship became apparent when I asked Sarah whether she has a favourite 
scene in the documentary: 

Actually, there is this one scene that I like very much. And that’s, I had a lot of problems 
with my mum during this time, I still have. But it was when I, I got to see the scene 
when…. I wasn’t with her when I watched it for the first time. I was about to have this 
big operation and I was scared to death, I didn’t allow her to leave the room until I was 
asleep. And, then she cries. And that was the first time that I, I was like oh sh- I mean, I 
have always felt like, my whole life, that she doesn’t care. Really. It has been like, she 
doesn’t care. Eh, and that was the first time that I was like: She cares. So, that was quite 
an important scene to me. I think that’s my favourite scene. (Sarah) 

 
Watching the scene where her mother cries was a clearly emotional experience 
to Sarah. In addition to evoking memories of a frightful situation, the scene 
activates emotions that are tied to the fundamental issue of a mother’s love. 
The emotionality of Sarah’s experience of participation lies not only in the 
filmmaking process or in taking part of a difficult period in retrospect, but also 
in viewing the emotional reaction of someone of great importance to her. The 
quote also indicates that Sarah has personal interests tied to Syleme and to their 
relationship which, to some extent, are emotional in character. Even though 
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Sarah expressed disappointment in her mother’s behaviour during certain peri-
ods of her medical treatment, she also made efforts to protect her: 

I guess she thought that she would come forth as, that she would be depicted as a bad 
mother. And I was quite clear with Anders that, it doesn’t matter if that’s how it has been, 
I don’t want it to show. It’s not nice. You don’t expose people like that. (Sarah) 

 
Sarah’s reactions to the scene in which her mother cries, as well as her concern 
about the way in which Syleme is portrayed in the documentary, contribute to 
establish Syleme’s integrity and well-being as well as the preservation of their 
relationship as an important interest, in the context of Sarah’s participation.52 

Sarah attested to an instant sense of trust in the filmmaker. This trust was 
based mainly on her knowledge that the Swedish Childhood Cancer Fund’s 
(Barncancerfonden) supported the project. Fuelled by their developing rela-
tionship, her trust grew as the process progressed: 

The more we got to know each other it was like…film what the heck you want, you have 
access to all of it. (Sarah) 

 
Several subject narratives demonstrate how expectations with respect to the 
relationship changed over time and entailed increased degrees of openness and 
trust — an indication that the relationship itself had evolved in a more intimate 
direction. Sarah explained how she quickly developed an open relationship with 
Anders. Openness did not equate to absolute compliance with all of the 
filmmaker’s wishes, but instead, laid the foundation for an open dialogue, 
which was highly appreciated by Sarah. For her, the candid attitude and the 
personal relationship went hand in hand. 

It was like, we had the kind of relationship where he could just say: ‘Well, sod it then’ and 
I would go: ‘Yeah, sure sod it’. It wasn’t like: ‘How could you say that to me’?! We had a 
more personal relation than that. At least on my behalf. (Sarah) 

 
In descriptions of ‘good friends’, people refer to the ability to both listen and to 
share thoughts and emotions from one’s private life (Collins, 2004; Wiseman, 
1986). As previously mentioned, relationships deepen as they start to involve 
more, and increasingly intimate, areas of peoples’ lives (Passer & Smith, 2004, 
p. 614). An aspect that seems to be of importance to Sarah’s sense of her rela-
tionship with the filmmaker was that she was not alone in sharing personal 

 
 
 
 
 

52 Sarah’s relationship with Syleme could generate ‘dependency duties’ (see Collins, 2015). How-
ever, what is considered in the present analysis is Sarah’s interests attached to participation in a 
documentary and not her potential dependency duties. 
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moments and information. Below, she describes how she was invited into An-
ders’ personal sphere and even got to meet his children: 

He had told me a lot about them, I had seen pictures and he had shown videos and all 
that. So, it wasn’t just…. Well, I got to know things about his life […]. And that’s what I 
found quite exciting, that it wasn’t just that he should know everything about me during 
my most vulnerable moment, but I knew who he was, I knew who his children were, I 
met them, talked a little to them and all that. (Sarah) 

 
Reciprocity is a defining feature of friendship (Ahrne, 2014). Some amount of 
turn-taking when it comes to listening, as well as sharing personal stories, is 
seen as a foundational pillar in relationships between friends (Collins, 2004). 
The quote above demonstrates the importance of mutuality in the documentary 
filmmaking process. Self-disclosure is key to reciprocity, and also to relation-
ship satisfaction (Passer & Smith, 2004). In a process such as documentary 
filmmaking, where one party is expected to provide almost unrestricted access 
to his/her personal life, a sense of mutual trust adds value to and might also 
affect the nature (or perceived nature) of the relationship. Sarah recollects a 
situation outside of the filmmaking process where she and the filmmaker met 
up for a coffee and took a walk with each other. She describes him as a person 
whom she could talk to and she appreciated the fact that their relationship 
extended beyond the filmmaking process. The signs of reciprocity, indistinct 
expectations, and the informal activities described in the preceding passages 
indicate that elements of the relationship are shaped by network characteristics 
(see Ahrne, 2014). 

Despite her sympathetic relationship with the filmmaker, Sarah recalls a 
moment when she became quite upset with Anders. She was in poor physical 
condition, and after months of isolation, she was allowed to leave the hospital 
for a couple of hours:  

We took the car somewhere, there was ice and snow everywhere. I come out with this re-
ally big jacket on and sat down in a small wheelchair. I have layers of sweaters and a blan-
ket and a hat. And another hat on top of that and a scarf and another scarf and gloves. I 
looked like an Eskimo, but I was determined to get out to the sea. And I sat there, freez-
ing, you know, and it’s sunny, the sun was shining and it was really, really beautiful. And 
Anders says: ‘Let’s shoot this.’ ‘Yeah, sure.’ So, he sits there and films and then I just: ‘I’m 
cold, we’ll have to go inside.’ And he: ‘Damn, now we’ll have to start from the beginning, 
you have to sit still.’ And I go: ‘Okay.’ Sitting there, really grumpy. And then I go: ‘It’s 
enough now.’ Finally, he gets annoyed with me (little laughter) and just: ‘If you just sit still 
for five minutes, we’ll go wherever you want after that.’ And I go: ‘But I can’t sit still be-
cause my face hurts’ (little laughter). And he: ‘Just a wee bit.’ And I sit there, really 
grumpy, and then: ‘No, I don’t want to do this anymore.’ And he: ‘Okay, let’s go.’ But he 
got his scene in the end. It was, well, it was really nice. Afterwards, I’m really happy for it, 
but I was so damn angry. Really bitter. He just: ‘Don’t be so damn grumpy now.’ And I: 
‘But I’m cold.’ He was like: ‘Yeah, I get that.’ So soft! It was, it was that kind of relation, I 
could say to him: ‘I’m really pissed off with you.’ And he just: ‘Whatever. You want a 
coke?’ So damn soft. (Sarah) 
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Despite her frustration, Sarah recounted the episode with a smile on her face. 
To some extent, this moment appeared to have strengthened her sense of the 
relationship with the filmmaker, since she interpreted it as acting as confirma-
tion of their open communication. On this note, it is worth considering the 
range of emotions present in the segment and thus, supposedly permitted in 
the relationship. Sarah repeatedly returned back to this openness and to the 
filmmaker’s flexibility: 

I think that the reason why it worked so well was because…I, I felt that I could say no if 
there was something I didn’t want to… If I said: ‘I don’t want to do this.’. He was like: 
‘Okay.’. And then he tried again: ‘But are you sure? We can do it like this instead.’. ‘No, I 
don’t want to.’ ‘Okay, let’s leave it then.’ (Sarah)  
  

Examining this quote, we observe a number of salient points. Sarah attested to 
the existence of an open dialogue and a perceived responsiveness, which al-
lowed her to efficaciously exercise agency. The likely correlation between effi-
cacious action and agency beliefs (Gecas, 2003, p. 370; Hitlin & Elder, 2006, p. 
38) contributed to Sarah’s positive experience. 

Let us summarize the previous section. Permeating Sarah’s experience of 
participation is her sense of pride. Pride appears to be connected to the fin-
ished documentary and to Sarah’s role in it, as well as to the experience it de-
picts. In addition to being motivated by an interest in visibility, Sarah hoped 
that the documentary would function as a personal diary. She also expressed a 
wish that the documentary would be able to provide support or comfort for 
people in situations similar to hers. Sarah described how close and open her 
relationship with the filmmaker was. Anders was presented as a person who 
meant a lot to her. Sarah perceived that their relationship extended beyond the 
filmmaking process; an aspect that she appreciated. Although the filmmaker 
had close to unlimited access to Sarah, she did not hesitate to say no or to ex-
press her opinions. The exercise of agency tended to be tied to Sarah’s interest 
in integrity but also to her mother, whose integrity and well-being also feature 
as important interests to Sarah. 

5.5 “Almost the whole Sweden, or 50 percent, know who I 
am.” 

Svetlana 
Kurt met me at the bus station in a small northern town. As we approach his 
and Svetlana’s home, I recognise the village and the red wooden house from 
the documentary Svetlana and Kurt. The interviews are carried out individually, 
and as I begin my interview with Svetlana, Kurt moves to an adjacent room. 



 

 123 

Unlike the other interviewees in the present study, Svetlana’s participation 
in a television documentary cannot be linked to a particular message. Her mo-
tives for participation were personal. Svetlana seems to share Curre’s and Sa-
rah’s experience of feeling flattered by the attention from the filmmaker, Valen-
tina, and those who financially supported her.53 Having recently moved from 
Russia to Sweden, she also saw the documentary as an opportunity for self-
realisation and for increased status in her new country: 

Erika: What were your thoughts when asked to participate? 
Svetlana: I was really happy, I thought: Wow, finally! I will tell you. I wasn’t young when I 
moved, I was 46. But I led a different life in Russia. There were always people around and 
I was known as a speaker in my hometown. This meant that I could achieve something, 
like… […] But I lived without a family and that was really hard for me. I was getting older 
and lived without a family. That’s why I moved. I decided: I will get a family. And then I 
got stuck in the woods. It, it was difficult for me to be unknown. People didn’t know who 
I was. But everything is fine now. Everything is fine. Almost the whole Sweden, or not 
the whole, 50 percent, they know who I am. I’m doing well now. 
 

This narrative segment provides several clues to Svetlana’s experience. Emo-
tions are expressed at the lexical level, but also structurally through the use of 
comparisons/oppositions (see Kleres, 2011). By contrasting her ‘previous’ life 
with her new situation, Svetlana reinforced her initial dissatisfaction and, ulti-
mately, the contentment she experienced after having participated in the docu-
mentary. The segment signals excitement, pride, and happiness, but also disap-
pointment and, finally, contentment. The figurative way in which Svetlana sub-
sequently described the final result of the project — “she makes it look as if I 
live like a princess” — enforces the emotionality of her experience and be-
comes another opposition to her sense of being “stuck in the woods”. 

Another personal reason why Svetlana participated in the documentary 
was the company that the film team provided her with. When she moved from 
Russia, Svetlana left her relatives and friends behind. The visits from Valentina 
(and Tamara, who did most of the camerawork) relieved Svetlana of her loneli-
ness: 

I was sitting alone in the woods so for me it was just great if they came to film us, it was 
entertaining. Do you see? They visit me: it’s good for me. And, and I was only studying 
Swedish and couldn’t speak to Swedish people. I have a lot of acquaintances now. […] 
But back then: I had no one. […] So, it was good for me. (Svetlana) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

53 Regional centre Filmpool Nord encouraged Valentina to produce a documentary about Svet-
lana and Kurt. 
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Svetlana was acquainted with Valentina prior to the documentary process; a 
fact that seems to have generated additional motives on Svetlana’s behalf. She 
describes how she saw her participation as an opportunity to help a friend, to 
help Valentina develop her career.  She returns to this several times during the 
interview, on one occasion when she spoke about what motivated her to partic-
ipate: 

It’s, like I’ve said, that I can help Valentina further herself. That’s why it’s important to 
me, it’s a way to help a friend. […] I saw it as my way of helping Valentina promote her 
ideas. (Svetlana) 
 

Thus far, two interests related to her participation can be traced in Svetlana’s 
narrative. One is her own social status and the other is her friend, the filmmak-
er. These two interests merged into a commitment to the film itself. Svetlana 
loves glamour and festivities and, besides being beneficial to Valentina’s 
filmmaking career, she fantasised that a successful documentary would entail 
premières and beautiful dresses. Together with the recollection of situations in 
the past where she could achieve something thanks to her status/being well-
known, such fantasies become manifestations of hope attached to the docu-
mentary (see Kleres, 2011, p. 191), strengthening the designation of sta-
tus/visibility as an ‘important interest’.  

Svetlana’s wish to create a successful film, for Valentina’s but also for her 
own sake, affected some of her actions during the filmmaking process and, 
therefore, also affected another of her important interests. The few times dur-
ing the interview that Svetlana expressed concern connected to the documen-
tary tended to be related to Kurt. It was quite clear that the film was mainly 
Svetlana’s wish and no little persuasion on her part was needed to get Kurt to 
agree to his participation. She seems concerned that this decision should not 
negatively affect him, or their relationship. Although Svetlana generally enjoyed 
the company of the film team, things changed somewhat when she and Kurt 
went to visit Russia: 

In Russia it was, when we went to Russia it was vacation. And all the time, Valentina and 
Tamara were there with the camera. And we didn’t want that during our vacation, do you 
understand? Always the camera. They were only there for three or four days, but it was.… 
For me, I can relax anyway, but Kurt, for Kurt, he wanted to see Russia, but all the time 
Valentina and Tamara were there. (Svetlana) 

 
Svetlana’s concerns were not so much about herself as they were about Kurt. 
However, as will be shown, she did compromise with regards to this important 
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interest54 when her care for Kurt coincided with her other two interests (status 
/visibility and helping a friend). Following a discussion about the authenticity 
of the documentary representation, Svetlana spontaneously recalled a situation 
that seemed to slightly bother her:  

It was just this one thing, it was eeh…. Valentina tells me ‘Sveta, I don’t know how to 
film you.’ I say, ‘But why, everything is normal?’ ‘But you are never arguing.’ But I say, 
‘We live like this, we never argue.’ And she says, she has her idea that, for it to be a nor-
mal film it has to include conflict. But I say, ‘Valentina, I don’t want to find myself a 
young lover, I don’t plan to do that.’ (some laughter) Do you understand? It would create 
a big conflict, but I don’t want to do that. But she says, ‘There has to be some conflict.’ I 
say, ‘But I don’t want to argue with Kurt.’ (Svetlana) 

 
Later in the interview, Svetlana rephrased the story somewhat: 

But she doesn’t say ‘Create a conflict for me.’ It’s just thoughts. Thoughts like, ‘I don’t 
know what we should do.’ More like that. Not ‘Sveta, can you arrange a conflict?’ (Svet-
lana) 

 
Despite her reluctance, Svetlana did come up with an idea of how to create 
conflict between herself and Kurt. She pushed him to engage in an activity that 
she knew that he disliked. This particular situation was included in the docu-
mentary, and there is no mistaking Kurt’s frustration when Svetlana insisted 
that Kurt make a collage to pursue “his” goals about wealth and success. What 
was not shown was how Kurt left the room and threatened to abandon the 
whole documentary project. I asked Svetlana whether she would have initiated 
the activity (the collage) if Valentina had not been there with the camera: 

Svetlana: No, no, no. I wouldn’t have pushed him like that. But she says, but but, I’m 
thinking for her sake…. But then I say I’m sorry. (laughter) 
Erika: To Kurt? 
Sv: Yes, I say ‘I’m sorry, Kurt.’ (small laughter) 

 
In this particular instance, Svetlana prioritized the film and her attached inter-
ests (filmmaker, status) at the expense of another of her interests; namely, her 
relationship with Kurt. This also meant compromising the authenticity of her 
actions. When we consider her light-hearted way of narrating the event, Svet-
lana does not seem to take it all too seriously. The laughter accompanying her 
narrative could, however, apart from an expression of joy, also be an indication 

 
 
 
 
 

54 Svetlana’s relationship with Kurt could generate ‘dependency duties’ (see Collins, 2015). How-
ever, what is considered in the present analysis is Svetlana’s interests attached to participation in a 
documentary and not her potential dependency duties. 
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of embarrassment (Bloch, 1996). She did spontaneously bring up the event as 
one that was problematic not once, but twice, during the interview.  

The above example also manifests a tendency that was apparent in several 
subject narratives – the tendency to trust the filmmaker’s judgment and regard 
him/her as the person ‘in charge’ in the subject-filmmaker relationship. I return 
to this observation at the end of the present chapter. 

By and large, Svetlana was undoubtedly content with the documentary 
process and the final result, as well as its consequences. We may add to this her 
strong bond to the filmmaker. Notwithstanding this, Svetlana turned down the 
offer of a sequel.55 At first, she referred this decision to Kurt’s resistance; it was 
for his sake she said no. Eventually, this decision emerged as a way of her cher-
ishing their relationship and their private life. Despite the satisfying result, doc-
umentary participation was seen as an emotional commitment.   

[…] I don’t know but, I feel the same as Kurt, as if…. I don’t want them to see more of 
our private life. It was genuine and that’s enough. (Svetlana) 

 
Summarizing Svetlana’s experience, we note that she saw her participation as an 
opportunity in several ways. In addition to being able to assist a friend’s career 
(the filmmaker’s) her participation in the documentary was an opportunity for 
Svetlana to regain the status that she enjoyed in her former home country. This 
opportunity constituted an emotionally-charged motive for her participation, 
which included the hope of a slightly different life-situation. Svetlana’s primary 
interests that were related to documentary participation can, in no particular 
order, be summarized as: help a friend; regain status; and cherish her relation-
ship with Kurt. When Svetlana perceived the filmmaker (her friend) to ask for a 
conflict for the sake of the film, these interests collided. 

5.6 “I guess it was mostly for Sveta’s sake.” 

Kurt 
Svetlana’s partner Kurt’s motives as to why he participated in the documentary 
differed from hers, and from all of the other subjects’ motives. While Svetlana 
instantly seized upon the opportunity, some persuasion on Svetlana’s part was 
needed to get Kurt to participate. Kurt’s aspiration to appear on television was 

 
 
 
 
 

55 A sequel was eventually broadcast, however, this was mainly based on previously recorded 
material. No new material including Kurt was shot. 
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non-existent, as were any other motives connected to his own person. He did 
not express any major worries about being in the documentary, and, in fact, he 
felt quite indifferent to the whole project. He agreed to participate, first and 
foremost, for the sake of Svetlana: 

I guess it was mostly for Sveta’s [Svetlana] sake. Because, she really wanted to do this. Re-
ally wanted it. And then I figured: Well, let’s do it then. Yes. (Kurt) 

 
Kurt’s motive to participate in the documentary was thus related to a third 
party of importance to him, rather than to the film itself or to a particular mes-
sage that he wanted to communicate. The interview with Svetlana supported 
this interpretation: 

Svetlana: […] I say to him: ‘Should we try?’ And he says: ‘Okay.’ But I believe, I think that 
he agrees because we’ve only lived together one year and a half and we have really 
strong…. Well, our love is still strong but perhaps it was even stronger then. And he says: 
Ok, Sveta, I’ll join. 
Erika: For your sake? 
Sv: Yes. Yes, he does. 
 

However, another important interest became obvious during the course of the 
filmmaking process in addition to his relationship with Svetlana,56 which can be 
seen as Kurt’s primary interest in relation to the documentary. The longer the 
process went on, the more pressing became Kurt’s need for privacy: 

Erika: Did you have any worries? 
Kurt: No. It…no, nothing of that kind. Not worry but… Not from the start, then it was 
nothing in particular. It came later. It was not exactly worrying, it was more like frustra-
tion. Yes. Because it took such a long time, the shooting, that, well I think it was almost 
two years. 
E: Mm, such a long time. 
K: Yes. And then, they could be here shooting for a week and then it would be a break 
for a month. Then they would come back and shoot some more. And it went on like that. 
So, it wasn’t constant but, well… 
E: What was it that bothered you with that? 
K: But, all the time you have a camera in your face. That was it. It, it was annoying. Not 
from the start but it got worse. Especially if you were going somewhere, you had them 
following you all the time. You never felt really free. That was the main thing. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

56 As noted in the cases of Sarah and Svetlana, Kurt’s relationship with Svetlana could generate 
‘dependency duties’ (see Collins, 2015). However, what is considered in the present analysis is 
Kurt’s interests attached to participation in a documentary and not his potential dependency du-
ties. 
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Kurt’s way of describing his longing for privacy in emotional terms like “frus-
tration”, “annoying” and a sense of not “feeling really free”, emphasised the 
significance of the matter (see, for example, Archer, 2000). Additionally, he 
returned to this particular aspect of the process during the course of the inter-
view. It should be noted that Kurt’s frustration was primarily directed at the 
camera, rather than the filmmaker. 

With this expression of emotion, as well as Kurt’s interests in mind, we 
must now consider the concept of ‘human agency’. The amount of agency Kurt 
exercised in relation to the documentary appears to be quite limited. He did not 
know what to expect from the process or the film, and did not bother to find 
out. When he was asked whether he and the filmmaker ever discussed the pro-
cess or the vision for the film, he explained his attitude in the following: 

Erika: Did you ever ponder: What kind of film might this turn out to be? 
Kurt: No, you rather felt a bit like, now you had agreed to do this so…. It was really just 
to bite the bullet and try to be as natural as you could. It, it, that’s what it was. 
E: Did you ever wonder why they were shooting a particular situation? 
K: No, actually not. I, I never reflected… I suppose they had… You never knew what 
they were going to shoot but they could film whatever they wanted to without you… You 
never interfered with that. She was the director, she knew what the film, what she wanted 
to get out of it so…. No, never. 
 

Note the frequent use of impersonal self-referencing in the quote above, and 
add this sign of limited agency (Capps & Bonanno, 2000) to the cognitive mes-
sage communicated in the segment. Seemingly without too much distress, Kurt 
handed over agency to the filmmaker. 

The few times that Kurt did exert some kind of agency in relation to his 
participation was when his important interests were challenged at a level that 
went beyond what he could accept. When Kurt recalled these instances during 
the interview, emotion most obviously surfaced. It was quite far into the pro-
cess when Kurt felt that he had had enough. With the camera still rolling, he 
actually left the house: 

Kurt: On one occasion I just left the whole thing. Then, then I just left. It was a bit tough 
because we fell out a bit, me and Sveta and I got so, pardon my French, damn fed up, so I 
just left. […] Yes, I just got out of there because I didn’t want to be a part of that any-
more. 
Erika: Were they shooting then? 
K: They were shooting, yes. It was included in the film as well. Yes. 
E: When was this, tell me. 
K: She was sitting there cutting and should do some bloody, eeh… 
E: Collage? 
K: Yes, collage. That was when it, I really blew my top. Because I felt that they had 
reached a limit. Right there, I felt they had really reached rock bottom. 
E: In what way? 
K: But I, I became so, I don’t really know why I became so pissed off but, I really don’t 
know… I got so… Well, it, you couldn’t really discuss with Sveta, she was so intent upon: 
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Now we are doing this. Had it only been the two of us, it wouldn’t have been a problem. 
Of course, she could have done that collage if she wanted to. I wouldn’t have gotten mad 
at her or anything. But it was just that I got so bloody angry that I didn’t really know what 
to do. So, I just left (some laughter). 
E: Did you get angrier in that situation because the film team was there? 
K: Well, it might have mattered a bit, I think it had some significance. Because otherwise, 
I don’t think Sveta would have been so persistent otherwise; if I put it like that. Because it 
was too much nagging, and she isn’t normally like that. And I think that’s when I felt that: 
that’s it. 

 
[…] when I thought that they were done, it turned out that some things were missing. 
They wanted to continue shooting but then it wasn’t that easy to persuade me to agree to 
it. They, they had to convince me that: We really have to include this for it to be a good 
film. At that point, you were really hesitant […] It took such a long time. (Kurt) 
 

Because the documentary as such, or anything it might achieve, was of limited 
importance to Kurt, he invested neither emotion nor agency in the process. 
What we see in the quotes above, however, is how challenging his important 
interests (i.e., his relationship with Svetlana and his need for privacy), generated 
both emotions and agency. It is worth noticing that the situation that triggered 
Kurt’s temper is the same situation that Svetlana admits to having initiated so 
as to create a conflict. This situation ended up challenging the important inter-
est shared by both Svetlana and Kurt; i.e., their relationship with one another. 

Lastly, I want to touch upon Kurt’s relationship with the filmmaker. Kurt 
and Valentina were acquainted with each other, via Svetlana, before the 
filmmaking process commenced. The trust that eventually developed between 
several of the subjects and filmmakers in this study were thus present from the 
outset. To Kurt, this was crucial to his decision to agree to participate in the 
documentary: 

I wouldn’t have done this had it been complete strangers. I guess that answers the ques-
tion. Yes. I, I guaran-, I wouldn’t have participated. It was due to the fact that it was peo-
ple you knew, that you were prepared to allow really close. (Kurt) 
 

The presence of a message or other motives related to the actual documentary 
are possible inducements to embark upon participation, without first having 
deep trust between subject and filmmaker. Trust, however, appears to be cru-
cial for the continued process, if the filmmaker is to enjoy access to the sub-
ject’s life that transcends a certain level of intimacy. The fact that Kurt had no 
such motives made a trusting relationship with the filmmaker not only decisive 
to the extensive access that was granted, but a precondition for Kurt’s partici-
pation.  

Despite attesting to a good relationship with the filmmaker and satisfac-
tion with the final result, the inconvenience and nuisance Kurt associated with 
the process seems to have left its mark on Kurt’s experience. There is no doubt 
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about what his answer would be if he was ever asked to participate in a docu-
mentary again: 

Erika: Are you glad that the film was made, or what are your thoughts in retrospect? 
Kurt: I know now what it’s all about. Now I know what to answer the next time. 
E: What will you answer? 
K: They can forget about it. 
E: Okay. 
K: Yes. 
E: Why is that? 
K: It’s precisely this thing that its disturbing to have the camera so close to you all the 
time. It’s bothersome. 

 
Once again, he highlighted the camera as the main source of his frustration. 

To summarize, it is clear that Kurt’s decision to participate in a documen-
tary had nothing to do with his personal longings. It follows that Kurt’s im-
portant interests in the context of his participation were not related to the film 
itself, but to his reason behind participation (Svetlana) and a wish to shield his 
private life (particularly from the camera). Note that he did not fear the expo-
sure of intimate details, but his lack of freedom was an issue. The agency pat-
tern that emerges from Kurt’s narrative can be linked to his important interests. 
There is a striking lack of agency shown on his behalf in relation to the docu-
mentary. When his important interests were challenged, however, Kurt lashed 
out and threatened to abandon the project. On one occasion he temporarily did 
just that. The narrative segments referred to above are also the ones where 
emotions most clearly surface. Frustration, and to some extent anger, were the 
most frequent emotions that were displayed in relation to the documentary 
process. Nota bene, these emotions were related to the filmmaking process – not 
to the final result. Even though parts of the process clearly bothered Kurt, he 
was happy with the final documentary and with the relationship between him-
self and the filmmaker. 

5.7 “I’ve seen so many bad depictions of BBW.” 

Gunnar 
 

Gunnar has an interest in larger women. Time and again he has seen mediated 
depictions of the BBW movement (Big Beautiful Women) which he has per-
ceived as depictions of a fetish or are overly-focused on sex. This is not how 
Gunnar would describe the world that he is part of. The public image of the 
BBW movement was a strong incitement behind Gunnar’s participation in the 
documentary The Big Love. When first approached by the filmmaker, Sebastian, 
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he declined to participate. The second time he was asked, the timing and the 
focus of the documentary seemed right: 

Gunnar: Back then I didn’t know anything about BBW. Now I know a massive lot of 
people in the USA and all that. So, I wanted to, it was something I’d wanted for many 
years, that someone should film me, actually, and show BBW like, in a good way. Because 
I’ve seen so many bad depictions of BBW. 
Erika: Bad in what way? 
G: Well that, like I said, they focus on this fetish thing and all that. That everything is so 
damn, well, I mean, the sexual aspect. But it’s so much more to it. 
 

Gunnar expressed a clear wish to provide a nuanced account of the BBW 
movement in the documentary. At the same time, he saw the documentary as a 
chance for personal visibility. Gunnar had a strong desire to be successful with-
in the entertainment industry. When he spoke about the aftermath of the film, 
this motive becomes quite apparent: 

Gunnar: What disappoints me the most really is that I had hoped that more people from 
the media would have got in touch after the premiere.  
Erika: They didn’t? 
G: No. Well, it was Aftonbladet,57 they phoned me the following day. But it didn’t turn 
out that…I mean, it wasn’t that (short laughter)… I had hoped that I would get some in-
sight into, that it would be a bit of a door-opener to the entertainment industry. But of 
course, I love being on stage and in front of a camera and all that. That has been my 
dream. So I must admit, there were those kinds of thoughts as well. 

 
Two of Gunnar’s interests emerge in the above quotes: (i) his concern about 
the representation of BBW and (ii) visibility. Gunnar’s interest in visibility ap-
pears to have affected other aspects of his participation. Gunnar recalls how he 
explained to the filmmaker that it was important to him that he (Gunnar) main-
tained a humorous tone throughout the documentary, since he regards himself 
as a positive person. However, with regards to this aspect, he felt slightly mis-
represented in the documentary: 

Gunnar: I must admit that I’m a bit whinier in the film (little laughter), but that’s how 
it…. I think that I’m very, in the film…. 
Erika: You think you’re whinier in the film than in real life? 
G: Yes, but maybe that’s just my impression. I’m quite a positive person; I’ve got a posi-
tive personality. But then, when you see the looks and hear the music and all that, it gets 
very condensed. But, but you’ll just have to accept that. But then, it’s just that it’s such a 
contrast between the part in Sweden and the USA in that sense. 

 
 
 
 
 

57 A popular Swedish tabloid newspaper. 
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E: Don’t you find it completely representative? 
G: Well, a bit. But that’s, I mean you’ll have to accept it, that’s how I feel. I’m quite, you 
have to be a bit, well, that, that, you have to consider that the film should turn out good 
as well. And then, I think you’ll have to accept that. 
 

Gunnar found it difficult to watch some of the scenes in the documentary. The 
first part of the film takes place in Sweden. Gunnar’s everyday life in and 
around his studio apartment in a Swedish suburb is depicted. The viewer gets 
to follow Gunnar to his work as a carer, in his efforts to run a BBW-club, and 
at a poker night with his friends. Compared to the second part of the film, 
which focused on the American BBW-world (and in Gunnar’s view was a 
bright and humorous depiction), Gunnar experienced that the first part of the 
documentary depicted a gloomy and somewhat sad impression of his life in 
Sweden. In one of the scenes that made him uncomfortable, he was playing 
poker at a friend’s place. The conversation touches on Gunnar’s difficulties in 
meeting a girl. A comment about him standing “with cap in hand” is followed 
by an extreme close up of a silent Gunnar with an awkward look on his face. 

Gunnar: Well, honest- I, I think that the part in Sweden is quite difficult to watch. The 
part in the US is just fun. But it, some scenes…. But you have to have those scenes as 
well, the ones that are hard for you to watch (some laughter). 
Erika: Which are those scenes? 
[…] 
G: And then when I’m standing there talking to my friend and he says: ‘For how long 
have you been single?’ And, well, that’s a bit…. That has been really…. Especially he has 
been really anxious. 
[…] 
E: What was it that bothered you with that? 
G: But it was that he kind of pressed me with how it was going with girls and that. And I 
felt that it was, it was a bit…. 
E: Was it that you felt uncomfortable watching it or the thought that everyone would be 
able to see it? 
G: No, it’s hard for me to watch. I, I, I don’t care, I mean I said in the beginning how, 
how…and all that. So, it, I’m fine. It’s more that the atmosphere is tense. 
E: Is it that we [the viewer] come quite close to you? 
G: Yes, yes, exactly, yes. 

 
Watching the scene was a clearly emotional experience for Gunnar, as was the 
situation that it depicted. The narrative sequence that Gunnar provided in his 
interview was filled with emotional markers such as hesitation, stuttering, un-
comfortable laughter, and aborted sentences; thereby emphasising the signifi-
cance of the experience (see Kleres, 2011). However, Gunnar claimed that he 
did not want the scene removed: 

Gunnar: No no, I figured like: what the hell, it, it, sometimes you have to show weakness 
and that. The whole film can’t just be happy.   
Erika: Did you tell Sebastian that the scene made you uncomfortable? 
G: Yes, yes, yes. 
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E: What did he say? 
G: (long break) Well, he said: ‘But it’s a very powerful scene, it’s a powerful and emotive 
scene.’ And I agreed. It’s really difficult to analyse yourself. 
 

Gunnar’s experience is an illustration of how the outsourcing of emotion with-
in mediated narration (see Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019) can entail consequences for a 
participating subject/source.  

During the interview, Gunnar returned to the fact that he was presented 
as a somewhat sad person in the documentary. But, as we can see in the quotes 
above, he chose to focus on these scenes’ overall importance to the film, in-
stead of the idea of a possible misrepresentation. This can be related to Gun-
nar’s interest in visibility and his wish to contribute to a compelling result. 
What makes the situation complicated is the fact that two of Gunnar’s interests 
collide. Following his interest in visibility – and thus in contributing to the pro-
duction of a compelling documentary – he ends up making a compromise with 
his interest in how his personality comes forth, i.e., that he appears as a positive 
person. 

There are other scenes in The Big Love that can be perceived as intimate. 
When he is in the US, Gunnar falls in love with a woman named Scarlette. The 
film team accompanies them on a date and Gunnar is obviously affected by 
Scarlette’s presence. These scenes did not bother or embarrass Gunnar at all, 
quite the opposite: 

Well that was, it was the best thing that could… I can tell you that I’ve received emails 
where people have asked me about the documentary. Around 90 per cent of those who 
have, or at least 90 per cent, have asked: ‘How did it go with Scarlette?’ That’s what they 
asked. It was like, you know, it’s funny because many girls that emailed me saw it almost 
like a romantic comedy (laughter). Yes. So, no one cared that it was big women, it, it was 
more at that level with the love of another human being and that was, that’s what they 
asked me about. (Gunnar) 

 
The intimate scenes with Scarlette seem to have contributed to passing on the 
message that Gunnar wanted the documentary to convey. As seen in several 
subject accounts, subjects seem ready to agree to the portrayal of high levels of 
intimacy and/or controversy, if this is perceived to be in line with an important 
interest.  

Some of the quotes above also draw attention to an additional aspect of 
Gunnar’s experience – the relationship between him and the filmmaker. Issues 
of trust and hierarchy emerge repeatedly in Gunnar’s narrative. As mentioned, 
even though some of the scenes in The Big Love made Gunnar uncomfortable, 
he chose not to insist that they be cut from the documentary. He explains how 
he reasoned about this in the following: 

Well, he [the filmmaker] said that it can’t, it must be some scenes that are uncomfortable 
as well, that it’s like, it creates a balance in the film, a good contrast. And I, I can put it 
like this: I trust, I mean, I let him take care of, I didn’t interfere with the editing and all 
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that. It was more that I interfered with, you know, that everything I said, that I stood by 
it. And I did. (Gunnar) 

 
Gunnar voiced his concern but ended up following the filmmaker’s advice, 
trusting him to decide what was best for the film – an aspect of great im-
portance to Gunnar. The relationship between these two people followed the 
pattern recognised in other subjects’ narratives as well as in previous research – 
a trusting and somewhat mutual relation, but with the filmmaker in charge (see 
Aufderheide et al., 2009). Gunnar attested to a good and trusting relationship 
with the filmmaker. He, however, emphasised that he did not grant the 
filmmaker immediate access, but rather, reported that trust was built up over 
time. And with trust followed access, a common positive consequence within a 
network (Ahrne, 2014). While hesitant to let the filmmaker film his family, 
Gunnar explains below why he eventually agreed to this: 

I trusted, I mean, it wasn’t that I placed blind trust in him just like that, but it was more 
like we built trust. It took some time before I let him shoot at my mum’s place, for exam-
ple, it was very, like, well, I don’t want to involve... But, as he said: ‘Everyone has their re-
lationship with their mum, or you’re a mother yourself, so everyone can relate to it to 
some extent.’ And I agree. And it actually came out really good. (Gunnar)  

 
While anxious to stress that his participation was not entirely according the 
filmmaker’s conditions, this and previous quotes demonstrate how situations 
where Gunnar voiced his concern often seemed to turn out according to the 
filmmaker’s wishes. Another instance where Gunnar set up conditions for par-
ticipation was with regards to the preview:    

Erika: Did you see the film before it was broadcast? 
Gunnar: Yes, yes. I okayed it. 
E: Was that important to you? 
G: Yes, it was a condition. 
E: Did you say that at the start of the process? 
G: Yes, it was a condition. 

 
Gunnar emphasised his agentic behaviour at this point. Referring to another 
situation when he appeared in a TV-show, Gunnar’s agency beliefs (Goller & 
Harteis, 2017) become obvious. He explained how he, there and then, set out a 
number of conditions for his participation: 

You know, the media is so bloody unused to people making demands on them. And if 
you make demands, they immediately backtrack. (Gunnar) 

 
As seen in this extract, there are signs of agency in Gunnar’s narrative, although 
oftentimes this agency is combined with negotiation. His general narrative dis-
played some ambiguity concerning issues of agency and communication. On 
the one hand, Gunnar attested to the existence of open and straightforward 
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communication concerning his own requests and his and the filmmaker’s re-
spective vision for the documentary. On the other hand, he reported that he 
did not entirely understand the filmmaker’s vision until after the film was com-
pleted. On a similar note, his request to view the film before it was broadcast 
did not result in any changes to the film. Even though, as we have seen, he 
attested to being hesitant concerning the inclusion of certain parts of the con-
tent. These tendencies can be interpreted as signs of dissonance between Gun-
nar’s agency beliefs and agency competence (see Section 3.5).  

Several of the quotes from Gunnar’s narrative involve obvious examples 
of mutual dependence. Gunnar described how he helped unlock the door into 
the BBW-world for Sebastian, for example: 

Gunnar: The Las Vegas bash is the world’s largest BBW-convent and it’s like ten teams 
each year that…they turn down almost all of them. They get requests from like ten or 
twelve TV-teams each year that want to film. 
Erika: And you were one of those that were allowed to film? 
G: Yes, because everyone knows who I am, they trust me. 

 
It appears to be important to Gunnar to stress that he had an active part in this 
part of the process.  

The extent of the documentary filmmaking process makes it almost inevi-
table that intimate situations will occur in the filmmaker’s presence. In addition 
to intimate moments in the subject’s everyday life, the process in itself may 
generate situations that are uncommon in other professional relationships. 
When filming in the USA, Gunnar, Sebastian, and the person responsible for 
recording sound (Kacper) lived in very close proximity to each other. In con-
nection with the BBW bash, the team paid a visit to Gunnar’s friend. Gunnar 
recalls: 

Gunnar: We stayed at her place in Phoenix, they stayed over there at her place as well. 
Erika: Okay, how was that? 
G: It went fine. Her place is really big. Me, him [Kacper], and Sebastian stayed in the 
same room for two nights. 

 
Despite reporting that they enjoyed a good relationship with the filmmaker, 
subjects have described how there were moments during the process when the 
filmmaker’s presence was experienced as distressful and, for some, as intruding 
too much into their private life. Gunnar describes how he occasionally had to 
hold his tongue when the process became too intense: 

I thought that it was fun and all, so I don’t complain. But of course, sometimes you 
just…sometimes I just wanted to throw away and smash the camera, but you had to con-
trol yourself because, well… And it wasn’t him, it was just that you were tired and all that. 
(Gunnar) 
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As was the case with Kurt, Gunnar’s frustration was primarily directed at the 
camera, not the filmmaker. 

A range of emotions can be observed in Gunnar’s narrative. Frustration 
during the process, as seen in the previous quote, is accompanied by pride and 
awkwardness/embarrassment in relation to the finished film. The joy that is 
conveyed by Gunnar when he spoke about the USA part of the film was re-
placed by disappointment with reference to the ‘gloomy’ depiction of his life in 
Sweden. Disappointment also emerges in connection with his perceived lack of 
consequences following the documentary, which can be related to Gunnar’s 
interest in his visibility (and his efforts to increase his public visibility). Gunnar 
claims to be happy with the final result, particularly with the depiction of the 
BBW-movement – an important interest for his participation – but would turn 
down the offer of a sequel. 

To summarize, the interests that emerge in Gunnar’s narrative are those 
concerning the representation of BBW, visibility connected to his keenness to 
appear in front of a camera, and his wish to become successful in the enter-
tainment industry. He also had an interest in coming forth as a positive person 
in a compelling and humoristic/light-hearted documentary. The relationship 
between Gunnar and the filmmaker was described as ‘good’ and one that en-
joyed open communication. Trust was present from the start, but it also grew 
during the process, thereby leading to positive consequences (for the filmmak-
er) in the form of increased access. Gunnar’s narrative shows signs of agency, 
which he was eager to highlight. Oftentimes, however, this agency appeared to 
have stalled at agentic beliefs or agentic behaviour. The results of such efforts, how-
ever, begs the question of Gunnar’s agency competence in relation to participation 
(see Goller & Harteis, 2017). 

5.8 Untangling the subject experience 

In the subsequent sections, I draw attention to four themes that were particu-
larly decisive to the subjects’ experiences, as I present my analytical argument 
concerning factors of significance to the experience of participating in a televi-
sion documentary. These themes embody and categorize the parameters found 
to have affected, or have the potential to affect, the subject experience to the 
greatest degree. The precise scope and character of these parameters differ 
between the themes, just as their presence and significance varied across the 
interviews. The first theme that I address is labelled Important interests, which 
encompasses several analytical codes from the coding scheme (i.e. visibility, 
reality, integrity), all of which are assembled under this theory-induced theme 
(see Collins, 2015). When I applied ‘emotion’ as methodological concept, I 
found that the experience of participation involved a range of emotions that 
were related to the process, as well as to the final result and the possible conse-
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quences of the subject’s participation. Emotional aspects of participation are dis-
cussed in relation to/alongside ‘important interests’. Under the second headline 
(5.8.2 Relationship characteristics) I approach a crucial factor within the ethics 
of documentary filmmaking (which also was identified as fundamental to the 
subject experience in my material), namely the relationship between the subject 
and the filmmaker. Finally, an additional theme emerged during analysis. At 
first, it was difficult to pinpoint what this theme was, but its significance was, 
however, quite evident. Following several turns back and forth between the 
data and the relevant literature, I identified this theme as Human agency, (or its 
absence). This theme is examined in the final section of this chapter. 

5.8.1 Important interests 
A central aspect of the care ethics framework that has been applied in the pre-
sent thesis is its attendance to ‘important interests’ (Collins, 2015). In the pre-
vious chapter, I have identified subjects’ interests related to their participation 
in television documentary. This is a step towards an evaluation of a care ethics 
approach to media ethics following Collins’ principle: If an agent is well-placed 
or best-placed to meet someone’s important interest, then the agent has a duty 
to do so (2015, p. 100). Since dependency duties, in a care ethics context, are 
duties to fulfil, or make efforts to fulfil, particular interests, then our analytic 
concern lies with dependents who have interests (Collins, 2015, p. 102). Conse-
quently, a fundamental step in the present study was to identify each subject’s 
interests that, in some way, relate to the documentary experience. A second 
step was to relate these interests to the filmmaker as a moral agent, which is 
done in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7. 

A central characteristic of care ethics is its reciprocal nature. This entails 
that, to be a successful carer, it is not sufficient to merely “[…] act on one’s 
concern for the care recipient: to be fully successful, the care must actually fulfil 
the right interests. In many cases, these are the interests the recipient endors-
es.” (Collins, 2015, p. 75). The importance of interests in a care ethics sense is 
determined subjectively, objectively, or by a combination of the two (Collins, 
2015, p. 106). In the present chapter, interests are understood from the point 
of view of the interest-bearer. In succeeding chapters, interests will also be 
considered from other perspectives. 

Reading the subjects’ accounts of the documentary experience, we note 
that a range of interests emerge in relation to their participation. Important 
interests should not be confused with a person’s motives for participation, 
although these sometimes coincide with each other. While motives for partici-
pation are likely to qualify as important interests, the category important interests 
is far more comprehensive and cannot be reduced to ‘motives for participa-
tion’. The interests that were examined in the present chapter are interests that 
could be potentially attended to or satisfied by the filmmaker (see Section 
3.3.1). If they are regarded as interests, in a care ethics context, then the issues 
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that emerge in the narratives might generate responsibilities. For responsibili-
ties to emerge, some additional factors need to be in place. To determine 
whether the filmmaker can be regarded as well-placed, or even best-placed, to 
fulfil a particular interest, then costs, defeaters, and relationship importance need to be 
considered (Collins, 2015). These factors are discussed in this section and in the 
subsequent chapter. 

Approaching the subject narratives in terms of important interests, we see 
interests that can be grouped under general terms such as: communicating a mes-
sage; or that the depiction demonstrates a high degree of authenticity, according 
to the subject. The notion that the film is ‘true to reality’ seemed to be more 
important than avoiding the exposure of possibly controversial behaviour or 
opinions to Kurt, Maja, and Niklas. However, after noting this commonality 
across these subjects, we come to observe that each of their experiences dif-
fered from the other. While Maja and Kurt regarded the films as accurate rep-
resentations of their personal (and professional) identity, Niklas was somewhat 
more ambivalent about this claim. While regarding the depiction of his farming 
activities as authentic, he expressed some concern over what he saw as an ex-
aggerated focus on his drinking and his discussion of (slightly controversial) 
politics. When the documentary representation departs from the subject’s no-
tion of reality, or enhances traits in their personality, then this creates more 
discomfort than just straightforwardly controversial or intimate scenes – as 
long as such scenes are regarded as authentic and/or consistent with the sub-
ject’s vision for the documentary depiction. This claim is supported by the 
cases of Gunnar and Sarah, both of whom reacted against/resisted emotional-
ly-charged or intimate scenes that did not contribute to their vision for the doc-
umentary. All the while, intimate or arguably controversial scenes that support-
ed their preferred image of their self and/or vision for the documentary were 
regarded as largely unproblematic. If the subject’s performance and/or the 
mediated representation are adjusted to the gaze and goals of the filmmaker 
(Nash, 2009) without taking the goals of the participant into account, there is a 
risk that the subject’s experience of participation, including the final result, is 
adversely affected. Reflecting on the motivation behind his participation, Curre 
expressed this tendency clearly. Note that almost all of the subjects seemed to 
attach themselves to the documentary in one way or another in the sense that it 
should achieve something that was directly related to the participating subject’s 
interests. This may include helping people in need, the rehabilitation of a much-
disputed industry, or the recognition of certain teaching methods: 

I mean, just launch one of those soap operas and you’ll get as many participants as you 
want. And this works in the same way, of course people get flattered and think it’s fun. 
And, and even if it’s about things that aren’t that funny, you might imagine that you will 
get some help. If someone sees this, and so on. And that’s the way it ought to work.  
(Curre) 
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The subjects’ concerns related to representation tended to be connected 
to/manifested in an interest in the documentary message, but not exclusively. An 
interest in visibility also held the potential to affect the subjects’ attitudes to-
wards issues of representation. Sarah, Gunnar, and Svetlana all demonstrated 
an interest in visibility, an interest which appeared to be independent of each 
documentary’s message. While Sarah and Gunnar had additional concerns re-
lated to the documentary message, their interest in visibility was not necessarily 
related to these. However, related to an interest in the documentary message is 
the interest in other peoples’ reactions to the film. This interest included reac-
tions from the audience in general, as well as reactions from people who had 
some connection to the subject, such as family, friends, or colleagues. This 
interest manifested itself to varying degrees in a majority of the interviews. 

The interests mentioned so far, in one way or another, were connected to 
the final documentary. Another category of interests included those related to 
the process of documentary filmmaking. Salient within this category are the inter-
ests in privacy and/or integrity during the filming process. The subjects acknowl-
edged how the extent of the process was sometimes experienced as exhausting 
and interfered with their everyday life. The most obvious example of this was 
Kurt, who came close to abandoning the project due to the strain it caused 
him, being ‘followed’ everywhere he went. These interests are also present in 
the narratives of Maja, Sarah, Gunnar, Niklas, and Svetlana – although not 
necessarily represented as important interests.  

Interests that were common to several interviewees remained context 
specific. This entails that these interests might not be fulfilled through the same 
measures. Niklas and Curre both had a message they wanted to communicate 
through the documentary. For Niklas, this interest was likely to be fulfilled 
through a documentary depiction that included all aspects of mink farming, 
while Curre’s interest would entail a focus on particular aspects of the work of 
his charitable association and the lives of its members. While some interests 
were common to several of the interviewed subjects, others remained highly 
subjective. Among these, the following can be mentioned: (i) contribute to the 
recollection of a difficult period in life (Sarah), (ii) vindication (Maja), and (iii) helping 
a friend (Svetlana).  

What is clear from the analysis of the subject narratives is that all of the 
interviewed documentary subjects had important interests related to their par-
ticipation. These interests were subjective, or, if common to several subjects — 
context specific. Interests were not only connected to the actual documentary, 
but also to the filmmaking process. Several interests were of an emotional, or 
partly emotional, character such as vindication, the preservation of integrity, and 
other peoples’ reactions to the documentary. 

Considering the strength of interests (in addition to interests categorised 
as basic needs and the subjects’ own appreciation of matters of significance (see 
Collins, 2015)) their importance is believed to increase as interests involve fun-
damental areas of people’s lives. Consider, for example, Maja’s interest in vindi-
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cation which comprises her professional identity, as well as her fundamental 
values. To Niklas, the representation of mink farming could contribute to sup-
port or jeopardize his and his colleagues’ livelihoods and way of life. Compared 
to, for example, an interest in visibility, the former appeared as interests of high-
er importance. However, visibility often seemed to be connected to related 
goals and should not instinctively be dismissed as an interest of minor im-
portance. To Gunnar and Sarah, achieving visibility was hoped to increase the 
probability of them attaining certain professional goals related to a career with-
in the entertainment industry. To Svetlana, visibility was seen as an opportunity 
for her to regain the social status she declared to have lost when she left Russia 
for Sweden. When applying care ethics within the media, balancing between the 
different interests of the parties involved, and considering interests in relation 
to costs and possible defeaters, is fundamental. In the following chapters, the chal-
lenges and potentials of this balancing will be explored by placing each subject’s 
interests in dialogue with the filmmaker’s actions and attitudes. 

By means of its signalling function (Hochschild, 1983/2012), emotion 
served as an important tool in the analytical process of identifying important 
interests. Before moving on to examine the relationship between the subject 
and the filmmaker, I draw the reader’s attention to some of the emotions that 
emerged in the context of participation. Maja’s decision to participate in a tele-
vision documentary was accompanied by a feeling of fear.58 Curre and Sarah 
were flattered by the attention of the filmmaker. To Svetlana, the chance to 
participate in a documentary triggered a sense of hope. The narratives of the 
documentary subjects harbour a range of emotions that were connected to the 
experience of participation. Emotions were present during the whole process 
of documentary participation, including its aftermaths, and encompass several 
aspects of being such as physical and relational concerns (for example, Sarah’s 
embarrassment connected to displaying aspects of her medical treatment, and 
the emotions generated by the depiction of her mother’s concern for her). The 
characteristic of emotion as a signifier of concern (Archer, 2000), together with 
the presence of emotion in the context of the subjects’ participation prompted 
my consideration of ‘emotions’ not only as a methodological concept, but also 
as an empirical finding.  

Wahl-Jorgensen has drawn attention to how journalists use the emotional 
experiences of subjects/sources to elicit emotional reactions in the audience 
(2019, p. 52). In Chapter 3, I raised the issues of how this strategy might affect 
(i) the subject’s experience of participation and (ii) the moral responsibilities of 

 
 
 
 
 

58 Being aware of a possible nuance between the words emotion and feeling they are, following 
Hochschild (1983/2012, p. 254), considered interchangeable within this study. 
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factual storytellers. The documentaries that are examined within the present 
study, to varying degrees, provide examples of emotional experience expressed 
by a participating subject. These emotional expressions are not necessarily in-
duced by/enhanced by the experience of participation, however. Although, 
they can be. The interview narratives enabled such a distinction to be drawn. 
Compare, for example, the previously described, highly emotional hospital 
scene in Sarah and Syleme to the scene in Svetlana and Kurt, where Kurt reacted to 
an activity initiated by Svetlana. Both scenes contain emotional expres-
sions/experiences, but only the second example ties emotions to the experience 
of participation, while the scene in Sarah and Syleme was not induced by the 
process of filmmaking and did not affect Sarah’s experience of participation. 
Kurt’s frustration, on the other hand, was enhanced by the filmmaking context 
and this directly affected his experience of and his attitude towards his contin-
ued participation. Note too, that this also affected one of his important inter-
ests in relation to his participation; namely, his relationship with Svetlana.  

A different example of how the mediated representation of emotional ex-
perience/expression can affect the experience of participation was observed in 
the case of Gunnar. The inclusion of situations which Gunnar experienced as 
distressing made portions of the depiction painful to watch and lowered his 
impression of the documentary as a whole. This can be compared to Maja, who 
refused the inclusion, and even its recording, of a situation that she found 
deeply distressing and highly emotional. The observations above highlight the 
central role of emotion within mediated narratives and indicate that the out-
sourcing of emotion can affect the experience of participation in ways which 
deserve ethical reflection. I return to this matter in the following chapters. 

5.8.2 Relationship characteristics 
The relevance of the ‘dependency principle’59 is firmly linked to the value of a 
particular relationship. Relationship importance only applies to relationships 
that have value to their participants (Collins, 2015, p. 40). Previous research has 
remarked on the specific nature of the documentary subject-filmmaker rela-
tionship (see, for example, Nash, 2009; Winston, 1995), but without problema-
tizing or contextualizing its specific nature in any detail. One aim with the pre-
sent chapter is, therefore, to closely examine the relationship between docu-
mentary subject and filmmaker from the perspective of the subject. I do this in 
order to specify its nature and assess what value subjects attribute to the rela-

 
 
 
 
 

59 “Dependency relationships generate responsibilities.” (Collins, 2015, p. 2). For a comprehen-
sive explanation of the dependency principle, see Section 3.3.1). 
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tionship. The outcome of this examination serves as the foundation for the 
analysis in Chapter 7, where the relevance of care ethics in this particular con-
text is explored. 

The stories that were told by the documentary subjects allow me to make 
a number of observations concerning the nature of the subject-filmmaker rela-
tionship. By approaching the relationship in terms of ‘relational forms’ (Ahrne, 
2014), we are able to delineate more closely the subject-filmmaker relationship. 
The examination of the subjects’ narratives displayed that a form associated 
with professional relationships (organization) and perhaps to an even greater 
extent a form generally connected with friendship (network) were present in 
the narratives. Network characteristics were, among other things, present in the 
form of reciprocity, openness, and trust. I have previously pointed out how scholars 
have referred to the relationship between documentary subject and filmmaker 
as one that transcends mere professionalism (Aufderheide et al., 2009, pp. 6–7; 
Piotrowska, 2014, p. 129). The significance of such a claim, however, needs to 
be further addressed. The obvious frame for the relationship between subject 
and filmmaker is the frame of a professional relationship. The initial phase of 
the documentary process also demonstrates clear organizational characteristics, 
but, as the relationship evolves, network characteristics become all the more 
apparent. The documentary subjects described how they grew to trust the 
filmmaker and became more open toward the filmmaker with the passing of 
time. The lengthy process is fundamental to long-form factual storytelling, and 
is also a significant factor in the formation of relationships that go beyond the 
professional (Buunk & Dijkstra, 2008). Knowledge about secrets, bodily infor-
mation, and personal vulnerability are defining features of intimate relation-
ships (Zelizer, 2005, p. 14). There are different ways to, or preconditions for, 
accessing this type of knowledge. One way is to spend time with a person, in 
conjunction with the precondition of openness.60 In the subject-filmmaker 
relationship, both conditions are met.  

The subject and the filmmaker are not necessarily friends, but the rela-
tionship is bound to move beyond a mere professional relationship. Boundary 
crossings apply both to what you do and how you do things. When asked what they 
do with their friends, people usually mention things like having dinner together, 
celebrating birthdays, or just talking with each other (Ahrne, 2014). In the sub-
ject-filmmaker relationship, what one does together seems to be set out be-
forehand: the filmmaker films the subject. But after listening to the informants 

 
 
 
 
 

60 There are other ways to gain knowledge about someone. Here I address what I describe as 
‘sanctioned knowledge’; the other person is (to some extent) aware that you are getting access to 
the information. 
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in this study, reducing the relationship to “film and be filmed” is not complete-
ly satisfying. Subjects recalled situations when the relationship went beyond the 
filmmaking process, involving activities like taking walks together, having cof-
fee, and one example where a filmmaker engaged the subjects to function as 
security guards and serve food at a private party. It repeatedly occurred that 
subject and filmmaker had befriended each other on Facebook. The examples 
above took place in addition to the actual filmmaking process, but the process, 
in itself, gave rise to situations that are uncommon in professional relationships, 
and included the aforementioned sense of openness. This was the case when 
Gunnar and the filmmaker shared a room during their trip to the USA. It 
seems unavoidable that the relationship will go beyond the professional pur-
pose, if this is defined as ‘making a documentary’. Or, as observed by Piotrow-
ska (2014), the professional purpose [making a documentary] cannot be 
achieved successfully without transgressing some of the boundaries that are 
generally associated with professional relationships.  

Connecting the relationship to the documentary film, I have indicated 
how both Sarah and Gunnar motivated access to their lives with their percep-
tions of trust. The other subjects’ narratives second this interpretation, by de-
scribing how commitment and trust grew as the relationship evolved – thereby 
setting the groundwork for positive consequences. In a network, positive con-
sequences tend to come in the shape of access to information or contacts 
(Ahrne, 2014, pp. 52–53). It was primarily these kinds of positive consequences 
that emerged in the interviews. Similar patterns within journalism have been 
problematised, in terms such as ‘false friendship’, referring to the storyteller’s 
calculating use of friendly gestures to gain increased accessed (see Section 
1.1.1). These findings point to a possible ethical challenge connected to the 
dual nature that marks the subject-filmmaker relationship. In the following 
chapters, this issue is further problematised and nuanced in relation to the 
filmmaker’s emotion management, in the context of care ethics. 

Although there are examples of negotiation and significant elements of 
reciprocity in the subject-filmmaker relationship (as per the narratives that I 
examined), there exists evidence of potential hierarchy in these relationships, 
too. Previous studies have identified this duality (see Aufderheide et al., 2009; 
Sanders, 2012), which is apparent in my material. Aufderheide, Jaszi, and 
Chandra suggest that: “This perception of the nature of the relationship – a 
sympathetic one in which a joint responsibility to tell the subject’s story is un-
dertaken, with the filmmaker in charge […]” (my emphasis) (Aufderheide et al., 
2009, p. 6). This conception is based on the filmmaker perspective. Turning to 
my own material, we note that this conception is strengthened by the subjects’ 
accounts. Filmmaker Anders, for example, made it clear that he would meet 
Sarah’s demands if she wanted anything excluded from the film. Notwithstand-
ing this offer, Sarah seemed to recognise the chain-of-command that the doc-
umentary was subject to: 
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We didn’t discuss it that much. He explained some things. Or, he explained like: Now I’m 
thinking about doing this. And I was thinking like: Okay, that sounds great. It never hap-
pened that I was like: But, can’t we take it from that perspective instead? It was never, it 
was more like: That’s great, you know best. (Sarah) 

 
Gunnar, Kurt, and Svetlana demonstrated similar attitudes. Hierarchy in the 
subject-filmmaker relationship seems to be motivated by trust and by a precon-
ception about the chain-of-command. Consider Svetlana, who created a con-
flict when she perceived that the filmmaker thought that a conflict was neces-
sary for the documentary to become a good film. This situation manifests a 
tendency that was apparent in several of the narratives – the tendency to trust 
the filmmaker’s judgment and regard him/her as the person in charge in the 
subject-filmmaker relationship: 

No, I didn’t ask what kind of film, no. I trust Valentina, she’s a pro and she decides 
how… (Svetlana) 

 
And, I can put it like this: I trust, I mean, I let him take care of, I didn’t interfere with the 
editing and all that. It was more that I interfered with, you know, that everything I said, 
that I stood by it, and I did. (Gunnar) 

 
These findings indicate that the element of power is mainly shaped by organiza-
tional characteristics, as illustrated by a clear chain-of-command. Trust, howev-
er, also appears as an important factor to determine who is in charge in the 
subject-filmmaker relationship, providing the element of power with network 
characteristics. Network characteristics are further enhanced by the fact that 
power occasionally can be transferred depending on a person’s contacts and 
access. One such example is Gunnar’s access to the BBW-world, which, at 
time, placed initiative and power in his hands.  

In addition to the interests highlighted in the previous section, the sub-
jects voiced interests that were related to their relationship with the filmmaker. 
Access was extensive and the amount of control exerted was limited. At least 
four of the subjects expressed high levels of accommodation in this regard, 
sometimes at the cost of their own comfort. This is thought to reflect both a 
desire to create a good documentary, but also a wish to please the filmmaker. 
Svetlana, who was acquainted to the filmmaker prior to the documentary pro-
cess, described her participation as a way to help a friend. It is likely that the 
closer you get to a person, the more inclined you are to help him/her and pos-
sibly, the more prepared you are to compromise your own interests. An im-
portant condition for such an attitude/behaviour to be successful  is that both 
parties perceive the relationship in similar ways (Wiseman, 1986, pp. 203–204). 

When approached from the perspective of the participant, the subject-
filmmaker relationship shows traits of a professional relationship. However, it 
is coloured by characteristics that feature in a more intimate relationship, such 
as friendship. The closer to an intimate relationship the relationship becomes, 
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the greater the risks related to aspects such as trust and vulnerability, as demon-
strated in a earlier quote by Sarah: “The more we got to know each other it was 
like…film what the heck you want, you have access to all of it.” The more you 
share, the bigger the risk that the other party will share sensitive information 
with others. This risk that accompanies the knowledge-sharing that is character-
istic of intimate relations (Zelizer, 2005) is apparent in the context of long-form 
factual storytelling, due to its scope and the documentation it relies on. An 
obvious element within ‘interests related to the subject-filmmaker relationship’ 
is thus the preservation of trust, something which was also demonstrated in the 
study by Nash (2009). This aspect affects several other interests, including the 
preservation of integrity and interests that are related to a third party; i.e., inter-
ests that are dependent on trust being cherished. 

Interests can be indexed in different ways. One way to index interests is 
to the agent who fulfils them (Collins, 2015, p. 106), like the interest in being 
respected or loved by a particular person. Aside from relationship interests that 
are attached to the documentary, subjects demonstrated interests that can be 
indexed to the filmmaker as person. As mentioned, the interviewed subjects 
valued reciprocity and an association with the filmmaker that went beyond the 
actual making of the film. A telling example on this note is Sarah’s comment 
about her relationship with Anders (discussed in Section 5.4): “[…] it wasn’t 
just that he should know everything about me during my most vulnerable mo-
ment, but I knew who he was, I knew who his children were, met them, talked 
a little to them and all that.” Several subjects made sure to express their appre-
ciation with the filmmaker and confirm their satisfaction with the relationship. 
For a majority of the subjects, it appeared to be important to maintain a good 
relationship with the documentary filmmaker, not only in his/her capacity as 
filmmaker, during and after the documentary process. The dual nature of the 
relationship and interests indexed to the filmmaker are aspects that can gener-
ate best-placed duties (see Collins, 2015). 

5.8.3 Agency matters 
 
In the previous section, I remarked on how a trusting relationship between 
subject and documentary filmmaker is likely to promote access related to the 
filmmaking process. The subjects’ narratives did, however, offer several exam-
ples of instances when access was negotiated. The exercise of agency towards 
the documentary process varied among the informants, as did the efficacy of 
agentic action. Following Goller and Harteis (2017), ‘human agency’ is under-
stood to consist of three components: (i) agency competence, (ii) agency be-
liefs, and (iii) agency personality (see Section 3.5). There are instances in Niklas, 
Curre, and Gunnar’s narratives that all point towards relatively high agency beliefs. 
They all, to different extents, picture themselves as someone who is not afraid 
to voice his opinion and/or take action to affect one’s situation. A further re-



 

 146 

semblance between the narratives of these informants is the lack of agentic 
action or efficacious agentic action in relation to the documentary/the 
filmmaking process. In this particular context, their agency competence appears to 
be limited. The lack of agentic action and/or efficacious agentic action as well 
as the discrepancy between agency beliefs and agency competence are factors that 
influenced their experiences of participation in a negative direction. Consider, 
for example, how Curre regretted that he did not interfere more during the 
filmmaking process or how the perceived deprivation of agency appeared to 
enforce Niklas’ feeling of disappointment connected to the process and the 
finished documentary. In both of these cases, increased agency may have con-
tributed to interest fulfilment. His participation also affected Niklas’ agency in 
his everyday life since he felt forced to retire from the Mink Farmers’ Associa-
tion. There are several possible explanations behind these tendencies, including 
a lack of communication or the hierarchy in the subject-filmmaker relationship. 
These aspects are further discussed in Chapter 7, where both the subjects’ and 
the filmmakers’ accounts are taken into consideration. 

As opposed to the experiences referred to above, Maja’s experience of 
her participation appears to have enhanced her capacity of agentic action by 
creating a platform for her pedagogic views and by strengthening her agency 
beliefs. Maja described her role in a transparent process where she efficaciously 
expressed her opinions. She occasionally opposed the continuation of shooting 
and perceived that she was given insight into the filmmaking process all the 
way to the finished result. A similar tendency of efficacious agentic action is 
manifested in Sarah’s narrative, for example, when Sarah wanted some aspects 
of her disease to be left out of the documentary, or when she expressed her 
concern with how her mother would come forth in the film. The ability to 
exercise agency and the impression that agentic action was of importance stand 
out as factors of significance to both Sarah’s and Maja’s experience of partici-
pation. As explained in Chapter 3, agency beliefs are closely connected to our 
well-being (see Gecas, 2003; Goller & Harteis, 2017). Since efficacious agentic 
action tends to increase agency beliefs, there is reason to believe that Maja’s and 
Sarah’s experiences were positively affected by their sense of being able to in-
fluence the process and, subsequently, the final documentary. While the oppo-
site is likely to be true considering the experiences of Curre, Niklas, and to 
some extent Gunnar. 

Svetlana and Kurt both exercised agency that was related to some of their 
important interests. While Svetlana acted in a way which she thought would 
contribute to a compelling result and thereby help her friend (the filmmaker), 
Kurt acted in a manner which was designed to protect his interest in priva-
cy/being left alone. While the connection between agency and the overall expe-
rience is not as evident in these two cases as in those previously discussed, they 
do not undermine the suggestion that agency is a factor of importance to the 
experience of participation. 
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To some extent, differences between these individuals’ tendency to exer-
cise their agency can be attributed to their different personalities (Goller & 
Harteis, 2017, p. 94). This could explain the variation between the subjects’ 
accounts in the present study. However, according to Goller and Harteis 
(2017), personality is just one out of three components of human agency, as a 
disposition. In addition to individual factors, human agency should be regarded 
in relation to the social world and the material world; i.e., put into a rich con-
text. While some external factors can encourage agentic action, others might 
prevent individuals from exercising agency (Goller & Harteis, 2017, p. 89). The 
nature of the filmmaking process and the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes are 
factors which have the potential to affect human agency as well as agentic ac-
tion. I return to these aspects in Chapter 7. 

Summary 

The aim of the present chapter has been to identify factors of importance to 
the experience of participating in a television documentary. Embedded in this 
objective was the ambition to determine the subjects’ important interests, based 
on a combination of thematic and narrative emotion analysis. Following the 
care ethics framework, the themes that were identified in this chapter are revis-
ited and considered in relation to the filmmakers’ attitudes, actions, and con-
flicting duties in the discussion of the ethical and moral challenges of long-form 
factual storytelling in Chapter 7. 

The findings presented in this chapter show that subjects have a range of 
interests related to their participation in a television documentary. These inter-
ests include personal motives for participation such as vindication, recollection, and 
visibility. That the documentary is perceived as staying true to reality was also 
discerned as important, and categorized as an interest in authenticity. Interests 
were found to be personal or, if common to several subjects, context specific. 
One interest that emerged in several of the subjects’ narratives was the desire to 
communicate a message through the documentary. The situatedness of this and 
other interests entails that, despite a resemblance with one another, interests are 
unlikely to be fulfilled through the same measures. Besides interests connected 
to the final documentary, the subjects voiced interests that were related to the 
documentary process. Significant here was the need for privacy. The analysis 
also showed that several interests related to participation are of an emotional, 
or partly emotional, character. This finding and the salience of emotion in the 
subject narratives contributed to establish the subjects’ participation as an emo-
tional experience. 

This chapter has also highlighted the relationship between subject and 
filmmaker as key to the participant experience. The relation was categorized as 
dual in nature, demonstrating organizational as well as network characteristics. 
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Trust stood out as a significant aspect during my assessment of the subject-
filmmaker relation from the perspective of the subject. Relationship im-
portance, on behalf of the subject, was established based on the positive con-
sequences of the participation – be they emotional or practical consequences. 
In some cases, relationship importance was connected to the value-generating 
relation between the subject-filmmaker relationship and something/someone 
of importance to the subject. Moreover, the relationship as such was deemed 
important. The interviewed subjects valued a sense of reciprocity and associa-
tion with the filmmaker that went beyond the making of the documentary. 
Finally, agency was found to have a positive impact on the subject experience. 
The presence and effect of agentic action was shown to have the potential to 
affect the subject’s level of interest fulfilment. 
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6. Balancing Between Care and Duty 

As mentioned previously, the primary aim of the present thesis is to examine 
the ethical and moral challenges related to the creation of mediated representa-
tions of real-life people and events. A further aim is to explore the relevance of 
care ethics in a media context. In the previous chapter, focus was placed on the 
experiences of the participating subjects. However, to fulfil the stated aims, the 
filmmaker perspective is essential. By encouraging us to pay attention to the 
accounts and experiences of both parts in the subject-storyteller dyad, the rela-
tional foundations of care ethics prompted a point of departure which is un-
common within media ethics where focus tends to be placed on the storyteller 
or (more rarely) the subject/source. In the present chapter, we examine a num-
ber of challenges that are related to documentary filmmaking, and certain ac-
tions and attitudes that are linked to these challenges. Revisiting the claims of 
care ethics presented in Chapter 3, actions and attitudes stand out as fundamental 
terms in the context of discussing an agent’s dependency duties (see Section 
3.3.1). To determine the validity and strength of the dependency principle in 
the present context, factors such as ‘relationship importance’, ‘costs’, and ‘con-
flicting duties’ are taken into account.  

Previous research makes reference to a duality or indistinctness within the 
relationship between storyteller and subject within extensive factual formats 
(see Nash, 2009; Piotrowska, 2014; Ricketson, 2014; Sanders, 2012). It has also 
been suggested that this duality poses as an ethical challenge (Piotrowska, 2014; 
Ricketson, 2014). These accounts, as well as the possible significance of per-
sonal vs. non-personal relationships with respect to the strength of dependency 
duties (see Collins, 2015, p. 146), justify an empirical excursion into the nature 
of the subject-filmmaker relationship. When examined from the subject per-
spective, I found support of the existence of relational duality in the material. 
This examination continues in the present chapter, as I consider the matter 
from the filmmaker’s perspective. 

Taking the role of emotion within mediated narratives (Pantti, 2010; 
Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019) into account, as well as the alleged conflict between 
objectivity and intimacy/emotion within journalism practice (Hammarlin, 2015; 
Richards & Rees, 2011), I pay attention to the presence and significance of 
emotion within the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes. This investigation paves 
the way for a more detailed discussion of the role of emotion within media 
ethics, which follows in Chapter 7. 
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In addition to presenting some of the findings that are required to answer 
RQ 3, the present chapter sets out to answer RQ 2: 

 
Which challenges do filmmakers articulate in relation to documentary filmmaking, 
with emphasis on moral obligations towards documentary subjects, and which ac-
tions/attitudes accompany their accounts?  

a) What is the role of emotion in these actions and attitudes? 

6.1 Interest awareness 

Nash has claimed that an awareness of the subject’s goals and needs with re-
spect to their participation in a documentary is foundational to documentary 
ethics (Nash, 2009). The importance of ‘subject interests’ in the context of care 
ethics has been highlighted throughout this thesis. An essential element of care 
is that an agent should adopt attitudes and/or perform actions directed at ful-
filling a subject’s interests (Collins, 2015, p. 10-11). Awareness of subject inter-
ests is thought to increase the accuracy of moral deliberation, because this is a 
prerequisite to balancing between interests, costs, and conflicting duties in an 
informed way. In the previous chapter, I identified a range of interests that are 
present amongst the interviewed documentary subjects including: communi-
cating a message; a desire that the depiction demonstrates a high degree of authen-
ticity (according to the subject); visibility; other peoples’ reactions to the documen-
tary; a third party (mother, partner); the relationship with the filmmaker; and en-
suring privacy/integrity in relation to the documentary process. In the present 
section, I examine the extent to which the interviewed documentary filmmakers 
were aware of their subjects’ interests, as they relate to the documentary. Be-
cause interests related to the subject-filmmaker relationship is approached below 
in Section 6.3, the present section should be regarded as an introduction to the 
filmmakers’ awareness of subject interests. 

When we examined Sarah’s experience related to her participation in Sa-
rah and Syleme, one interest that was quite prominent was Sarah’s hope that the 
documentary would help others in situations similar to hers. An additional 
concern that she expressed was that her mother (Syleme) should not be depict-
ed in the documentary as a bad mother, despite the presence of situations that 
could have easily enabled such a depiction. Both of these interests were recog-
nised and discussed during my interview with the filmmaker Anders: 

Sarah and Syleme, as I understood it from them, what they said was that they did this so 
that others who ended up in the same situation could watch this film and learn something 
from their experiences, which might facilitate the situation when hospitalized. (Anders) 

 
Anders: […] I guess it was a somewhat deliberate choice not to show her [Syleme’s] be-
trayal there at the end of it. You could say that it was. 
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Erika: Did Sarah have any thoughts about that? 
A: No, I think that she thought it was a good decision because she didn’t want her mom 
portrayed in that way. I think that she rather wanted her mom to come forth as slightly 
better than she was. At the same time, I felt that I didn’t really want to…. I had gotten to 
know Syleme well enough to know what kind of person she really is, that she really cared 
about Sarah, deep down. 

 
Besides displaying interest awareness, the second quote illustrates how the 
filmmaker’s actions and attitudes dovetailed with the subject’s interest. It also 
hints at a connection between the relationship that developed between the 
filmmaker and subject (Syleme) during the process vis-a-vis the filmmaker’s 
actions and attitudes. 

Moving on to Svetlana and Kurt, we note that Kurt had two interests of 
particular importance that were related to his participation. One of which was 
the sole reason why he agreed to participate in the documentary, namely for 
Svetlana. The filmmaker, Valentina, was highly aware of this: 

Erika: Do you think he did this for Svetlana’s sake? 
Valentina: Yes, absolutely. Absolutely. Because the first time I wanted to take his photo 
he said: No, not me. And I thought, he will never appear in front of the camera. Then 
Svetlana says: I’m going to fix this.  
I don’t know how she does it, but I think he is scared of losing her. I think that she tells 
him that it’s important to her, that she has dreamt about this and that he has to support 
her in some way. 

 
As well as Kurt’s interest in Svetlana and their relationship, the filmmaker also 
recognised his interest in privacy during the process. I will return to this later in 
this chapter, in the context of emotion management. 

Svetlana’s interest in visibility/status, as well as her wish to make a suc-
cessful film for her own sake (but also for Valentina’s sake), was touched on by 
the filmmaker several times during the interview. Valentina explained how 
these interests made Svetlana attempt to enhance certain situations, in an effort 
to make them more fun or dramatic, for the sake of the film. As discussed in 
the previous chapter, on one occasion this tendency was clearly at odds with 
Svetlana’s and Kurt’s respective interest in their relationship, as Svetlana in-
duced a conflict between the two of them. Valentina reflected in the following 
way about Svetlana’s motives and actions in relation to the documentary:  

Valentina: Normally, when she feels that he gets annoyed or something, I don’t believe 
she would go that far. But in this case, I think maybe she tested his boundaries. And I 
think that of course she did that for the sake of the film. […] 
Erika: Did she do it because she thought that you wanted a conflict? 
V: I think so. But she did this several times, she provoked him several times. But he is not 
the kind of person who seeks conflict. For example, I told you about when she drives the 
car, she tries to cause a stir. I tell her: Sveta, don’t do that. 
She tries to help, to create some kind of conflict. But that’s not included in the film be-
cause it’s not real, she’s not genuine.  
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Valentina described how she generally tried to tone down or prevent this ten-
dency on the part of Svetlana. However, she did plant at least one seed regard-
ing the importance of conflict in a documentary. At one point she was con-
cerned about the documentary’s jovial tone: 

Erika: When you felt that it was mostly fun and happy, did you tell Svetlana that: We need 
some kind of [cross talk] 
Valentina: [cross talk] No, no. No, I don’t tell her that we need a conflict, no. I just say to 
her that it becomes a bit like these Soviet comedies, that used to be without any conflict. 
But of course, I tell her when we discuss, I don’t remember exactly, what conflict brings 
to a film. That it ought to be there somewhere.  
 

Considering Svetlana’s interests in the film (related to herself but also to Valen-
tina) in conjunction with Kurt’s interest in his relationship with Svetlana, one 
can quite easily anticipate a reaction from Svetlana, following the comment 
from Valentina, that went against Kurt’s interest. As demonstrated in the pre-
vious chapter, this actually happened.61 

Another example of when a filmmaker’s actions went against a subject’s 
interest can be found in Swag. Returning to his interests related his motives for 
participation, we note how Curre experienced how the message that he most 
urgently wanted to communicate through Swag was not actually articulated by 
the documentary (at least not to his satisfaction). This could have been a result 
of the filmmakers’ failure in identifying the particular interest. But, as we shall 
see, the filmmaker, Gustav, was well aware of Curre’s interest: 

But what he wanted to talk about most of all was Tjuvgods [Curre’s charitable associa-
tion]. The benefits with Tjuvgods as organization and place. And mention all the errors 
and loopholes present in the system. (Gustav) 
  

Although the filmmaker was aware of this particular motive for Curre’s partici-
pation, what was depicted in the documentary was at odds with the subject’s 
interest. I return to the balancing of interests that preceded this outcome in 
Section 6.6. 

Just as in the case with Anders, Valentina, and Gustav, filmmakers Per An-
ders, Ryszard, and Sebastian also demonstrated an awareness of interests relat-
ed to the subjects’ motives for their participation. I conclude this section with a 
quote by Sebastian, as yet another example of interest awareness. Besides the 
message related to BBW that Gunnar wanted to deliver, Sebastian recognised 
his wish to become successful within the entertainment industry: 

 
 
 
 
 

61 See Sections 5.5 and 5.6. 
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He wants to do film and those things. So, maybe it has helped him with that in some way. 
I don’t know. This thing with Talang,62 I think that it might be thanks to the documen-
tary. […] I guess it’s those kinds of things, that he becomes a bit more famous. And then 
I also believe that he, he really, he’s very much engaged in size awareness and those 
things. (Sebastian) 

 
Although the filmmakers demonstrated a relatively high degree of awareness of 
their subjects’ interests, it is quite apparent from the interviews that this aware-
ness was not always the result of explicit dialogue between the subject and 
filmmaker. Sebastian, for example, stated that he and Gunnar did not really talk 
about Gunnar’s vision or goals with respect to the documentary. The lack of 
communication between the filmmaker and the subject concerning the sub-
ject’s interests is likely to increase the risk of inadequacy when the filmmaker 
should weigh costs against interests to determine the strength of dependency 
duties. This may result in decisions being made based on the wrong assump-
tions.  

This introductory section has provided a number of examples of the 
filmmakers’ awareness of subject interests. These findings are further substanti-
ated during the course of the chapter. Each and every interest was not ad-
dressed or touched upon during the interviews, which indicate that the 
filmmakers were not fully aware of all of their subjects’ interests. However, I do 
not claim this as a fact. The following sections show that the filmmakers some-
times demonstrated attitudes or performed actions that were in harmony with 
their subjects’ interests, without those interests actually being articulated in the 
interview. Worth noting from the previous analysis is that interest awareness 
does not necessarily entail interest fulfilment. 

6.2 Dealing with intimacy and openness 

I begin this section by returning to an issue brought up in Section 3.3. Whilst 
discussing journalist Kenneth Tynan’s relationship to his sources, Keeble made 
the following observations: 

Tynan clearly had a substantial store of knowledge about his subjects drawn from his 
friendships and professional contacts with them: a major ethical dilemma he faced, then, 
was in deciding how much to ‘reveal’ without asking for specific permission or intruding 
on private, intimate matters. (Keeble, 2014, p. 533) 

 
 
 
 
 

62 A Swedish reality show, very similar to Britain’s got Talent. 
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The quote draws attention to the possible challenge that the filmmaker is faced 
with when deciding what to include or not to include in a mediated depiction. 
This is a challenge that arguably grows as the relationship develops, whilst trust 
tends to deepen and confidences are exchanged (see, for example, Buunk & 
Dijkstra, 2008). Several filmmakers included in the present study expressed 
some surprise when they described their subjects’ openness and how they were 
given close to unlimited access to their subjects’ lives and emotions. Two 
filmmakers reflected on this with the following: 

I perceived them as very open from the start, like: Hell yeah. More than I could have 
hoped for almost. Or, I don’t mean that it was, I mean, more than I would have believed, 
more like that. But, like everything else, it’s about getting a personal connection. (Per An-
ders) 
 
I felt that, with X being so open, sometimes I almost felt that X is media illiterate, that X 
doesn’t understand what X is really crea… (Filmmaker) 

 
Filmmaker Anders made similar observations when reflecting upon the record-
ing of the highly emotional scene in Sarah and Syleme: 

When I sat there, filming, I couldn’t really grasp that it was happening, actually. That they 
could be like that when the camera was in the room, that they could handle it like this. 
But this doctor, I had spoken to him beforehand, of course. And he had told me: I don’t 
want you to film this now, we’ll have to wait and see. So, I promised and I sat there in the 
room with my camera switched off and then they started talking and he turned to me and 
said: I think this feels okay, you can film if you want to, if it’s okay with Sarah. And I had 
Sarah’s permission. So, I turned on the camera and they started the conversation that led 
to this. (Anders) 
 

The filmmakers’ and the subjects’ expectations with respect to what the sub-
jects’ entrusted with the other party seem to slightly differ. While a possible 
sign of the filmmaker’s increased awareness that what the subject shares can be 
made public, this difference in attitude/expectation might also suggest that the 
two parties perceive of the relationship in somewhat different ways. An option-
al explanation is that the subject and the filmmaker assessed the controversy 
inherent to the sensitivity of a statement or behaviour in different ways. In any 
case, just like Kenneth Tynan, at some point all of the filmmakers in this study 
faced the challenge of deciding what to include in and what to leave out from 
the final documentary. Sebastian recalled how one version of The Big Love in-
cluded a scene where Gunnar was trying to install a lamp in his apartment:   

I had a scene that was quite fun, more humorous. He puts up a lamp next to his bed and 
it’s not going very well. It was a fun scene but it was a bit, it was on the verge of being at 
Gunnar’s expense. […] And then, it didn’t work out. (Sebastian) 
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The same challenge becomes apparent in all of the filmmakers’ interviews. 
Ryszard, Valentina, Anders, Gustav, and Per Anders all described how they 
toned down aspects of their subjects’ behaviours. In many cases, these consid-
erations are related to a subject’s personal integrity and ways in which he or she 
might be perceived by an audience. Consider the following extracts: 

Valentina: Sometimes, it was more sensitive for me than for her. She says: That’s good! 
Okay, should I show that or should I… Can you really say this? Okay, she dares. 
Erika: What kind of things could that be? 
V: It was a lot more than that banana they were rinsing.63 She showed many other magi-
cal rituals and it was so absurd, sometimes. […] And for viewers as well, you must con-
sider them. She asks me: Why didn’t you include this and that? And I have to explain to 
her that there must be limits to your stupidity [little laughter]. No, not stupidity, I mean if 
you believe in things, we can allow that door to be ajar, but not show the entire, what 
some surely would consider, “madness”.  

 
[…] we didn’t include everything because it’s misleading, when she loses her temper a bit 
too much and such things. Of course, as a filmmaker, I sometimes have to reason with 
myself: Is it right or wrong to leave this out, because I conceal something that is crucial to 
who this person is? 
But in this case, these were things that did not affect the film, so I felt: Okay. (Ryszard) 

 
In the second quote above we see how the filmmaker considered costs (Collins, 
2015) in his deliberation of what to include or not. He weighed his concern for 
the subject against his responsibility towards the film and its reality claims. In 
this particular case, costs were considered to be low and the decision was fairly 
straightforward. These quotes demonstrate the filmmaker’s caring attitudes 
towards the subject, which were accompanied by actions of care. Relating the 
above three quotes to subject interests, we see how Ryszard’s attitude and ac-
tion resonates with Maja’s interest in recognition/vindication, as he supportive-
ly responds to her fear of being exposed as “a crazy teacher”. Valentina’s atti-
tude and actions can also be seen as respecting Svetlana’s interest in increased 
status in her new home country, because she [Valentina] believes that too much 
focus on Svetlana’s magical rituals could jeopardize this interest. These are both 
examples of interests that were not recognised and/or explicitly articulated by 
the filmmaker in the interview, but where the filmmaker’s attitudes and actions 
corresponded with the interests expressed by the documentary subject. 

In the previous chapter, I highlighted Gunnar’s interest in being depicted 
as a positive person, which included his wish that the documentary be (more) 

 
 
 
 
 

63 This is in reference to a scene in the documentary where Svetlana and Kurt rinse banana peels 
with water to make their wishes come true. 
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humorous. He experienced parts of the documentary as sad and gloomy. The 
scene with the lamp, that Sebastian cut out, might have contributed to fulfilling 
this interest. Sebastian, however, acted in accordance with what he believed to 
be in Gunnar’s interest, by preserving his integrity by not being made fun of. 
This is an example of an interest that is determined objectively (see Collins, 
2015, p. 106). Given Sebastian’s role as a filmmaker, it is likely that he pos-
sessed some notion of how certain scenes would be received by the audience 
and their possible consequences. In this particular case, it might therefore be 
relevant to determine the interest objectively (see Section 3.3.1), since the antic-
ipated consequence could have jeopardized Gunnar’s integrity without fulfilling 
his interest in the production of light-hearted depiction, by invoking to a laugh-
ing at him, instead of the audience laughing with him. From this perspective, 
Sebastian’s action could be interpreted as care, even if this action did not fulfil a 
subjectively-determined interest. Sebastian actually first included the scene, 
because he found it to be funny. Removing it thus involved a cost; a cost that 
was considered motivated in relation to Gunnar’s supposed interest. However, 
every dilemma of this sort did not fall out for the subject’s (supposed) ad-
vantage. When this is the case, a question of costs is the general issue to con-
sider. I will return to this later on in this chapter, when we consider costs in 
more detail (see Section 6.6). 

As stated by Sebastian, the documentary editing process is linked to moral 
deliberation. For both Ryszard and Sebastian, their responsibility is enhanced 
by the intimacy or openness of an encounter: 

When you’re editing, sometimes you almost feel like you are stealing a piece of someone’s 
life. You have caught something extremely personal on camera that you can sit and watch 
and consider to include in a film. Then the question is: Do I have the right to use it in a 
context where this scene would contribute to twist reality or do…how truthful do I have 
to be when this person gives me the feeling that he allows me to shoot something very 
personal, very real? Then I feel that my responsibility is bigger, not to distort the picture 
of this person when the film is shown by saying something, commenting the scene or 
place it in a context that makes it misleading, gives it a sense of… (Ryszard) 

 
What was so interesting with Gunnar was that he was completely honest in front of the 
camera. 100 percent honest. He did no acting at all. It felt like. Or, that’s how it was. But 
that’s also what makes you feel this big responsibility, the fact that he’s so very honest and 
that you don’t want to hurt him. (Sebastian)  

 
As was touched upon in the previous two statements by Ryszard (see pages 
155, 156), the choice of what to include or not is not only a matter of direct 
concern for the subject. It is also a question of whether the documentary is true 
to reality. An early version of The Big Love started with Gunnar riding an electric 
wheelchair through Stockholm. Referring to its signalling function, Sebastian 
chose to re-edit this version. In the final documentary, the same scene appears 
some 15 minutes into the film, when the viewer is aware of that Gunnar 
worked as an assistant to a woman who was in need of an electric wheelchair. 
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One version starts with Gunnar riding an electric wheelchair, this creates a completely dif-
ferent premise. You think: Okay, this guy has some kind of disability. […] Those are the 
kind of things you grapple with during editing: What kind of tone do I set by placing this 
scene ahead of that one? (Sebastian) 

 
As indicated by Sebastian (and consistent with the reasoning in the introducto-
ry chapters of this thesis), all of the filmmakers in this study acknowledge doc-
umentary’s relation to reality and the responsibility that this entails: 

I actually believe that documentary film was a kind of freeloader for many years, particu-
larly in relation to journalism where you have quite strong demands for truth and respon-
sibility as to what you tell about people. Since documentary film often has been placed 
somewhere in between fiction and journalism, you have allowed storytelling techniques 
that, that for me, only appear confusing or… I see the need for a film form where you 
have the time to depict a course of events in a personal fashion, but that still aims for 
some kind of true picture of the reality that you depict. (Ryszard) 
 

This section has identified subject openness as a potential ethical challenge. 
This challenge was dealt with by the filmmakers by close and thoughtful con-
sideration of what they should include in the documentary and what they 
should not include. This was seen to involve a balancing of the subjects’ (pre-
sumed) interests against costs generated by the filmmaker’s obligations to reali-
ty and the film itself. The filmmakers described their subjects as being surpris-
ingly open and some thought that their responsibility as filmmaker was en-
hanced by the openness and intimacy of their encounters with their subjects. 

6.3 The relationship 

In Chapter 5, I examined the subject-filmmaker relationship from the perspec-
tive of the subject. In this section, I consider different aspects of the relation-
ship from the point of view of the filmmaker. I explore how filmmakers regard 
their relationship to the people they film, and examine aspects of negotiation 
and agency that are present within this relationship. I begin by attending to the 
value of the subject-filmmaker relationship. As previously stated, ‘relationship 
importance’ only applies to relationships that have value for their participants 
(Collins, 2015, p. 10). Several factors in the documentary subject-filmmaker 
relationship were found to establish relationship importance on behalf of the 
subject (see 5.8.2). In the previous chapter, I further suggested the subject-
filmmaker relationship demonstrates strong network characteristics (Ahrne, 
2014). One indication of this was the way in which positive consequences of 
the relationship appeared in the form of access to the subject. The subjects 
attested to how trust and commitment grew as the relationship evolved. Based 
on this, we can trace (objective) value to the filmmaker of the relationship (see 
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Collins, 2015, p. 41), visible as access to information and situations. But what 
do the filmmakers themselves have to say about this? For Gustav and his col-
league, the importance of trust and relationship building became apparent in 
the early stages of shooting Swag. Having introduced their idea to the members 
of the Tjuvgods organization, they sensed that some of the potential partici-
pants were sceptical towards the documentary project. This resulted in a change 
of approach: 

Gustav: And then I remember him saying: We don’t want you to come here and regard us 
as some bloody UFO:s.  
UFO:s, I remember that he used that wording.  
Erika: How did that affect you? 
G: It made…after that we were there for two weeks without picking up our cameras. 
That was when we realized that we might have to be. 
 

The filmmakers realized the importance of establishing a relationship and 
building trust to establish openness and gain access to the subjects. 

The filmmaker’s obvious interest in making the documentary affects the 
relationship with the subject. A conviction that unites the filmmakers in this 
study is a belief in the importance of the filmmaker-subject relationship to the 
actual documentary. Two of the filmmakers spoke of the importance of the 
relationship between themselves and their subjects: 64 

It’s the most important thing. That’s what creates scenes. Because, to get something from 
the other person, he or she must feel safe with you. Enough to get angry in front of the 
camera, sad or whatever it is. Or show emotions! That’s what makes the film rise above a 
certain degree of incomprehensiveness. Suddenly, it gets closer to the ones watching, 
makes them understand what you are talking about, I believe. (Ryszard) 
 
It’s very important. Extremely important. If we hadn’t had a good relationship, it 
wouldn’t have worked out. It’s not possible. Then you can’t film. […] If they don’t feel 
comfortable and relaxed during the shooting it won’t turn out any good. Not in this type 
of film at least, documentaries. I guess it’s different with investigative journalism, then 
you shouldn’t have such a good relationship to the people you record, I guess. But in this 
case, when you live really close to someone that’s extremely vulnerable and hardly have 
any clothes on. Goes to the bathroom once in a while and that… (Anders) 

   
Valentina let the conflict between Svetlana and Kurt exemplify the importance 
of a trusting relationship between filmmaker and documentary subject:  

 
 
 
 
 

64 Also consider the quote by Per Anders in Section 6.2.  
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Erika: The relationship between you and the people you film, how important is it to the 
actual film? 
Valentina: I think it’s very important. You don’t plan this type of film […], it’s more like 
improvisation and therefore you have to come very close to the people you film, to feel 
that they dare to be themselves. Like with that conflict, for example, we were present but 
he still dares to be himself, throw everything and run off. That’s trust.  
 

When we consider these quotes together with the subject accounts in Chapter 
5, we note that the relationship is a precondition for making a good documen-
tary, which establishes relationship value on behalf of the filmmaker. The 
quotes from Ryszard and Valentina, moreover, support the previously 
acknowledged notion of the significance of the subjects’ emotional expression 
within factual storytelling (see Section 3.1). The filmmakers’ accounts indicate 
that the relationship between the filmmaker and subject is key to accessing the 
subjects’ emotions.  

In the previous chapter, I found trust to be an important subject interest 
related to the subject-filmmaker relationship. As we have seen, the filmmakers 
also highlighted the importance of trust and how the subject needs to feel safe 
with the filmmaker. Besides emerging as a potential moral challenge, strategies 
connected to building trust can be regarded as a caring attitude directed at a 
subject interest. But how did the filmmakers act to fulfil this interest? All of the 
filmmakers claimed to have offered their subjects a preview of the documen-
tary before the official screening; a measure of establishing trust which is clearly 
of an organizational character (see 3.4). The circumstances surrounding the 
actual preview, however, differed. This is also one of only a few points where 
the statements (or recollections) of some of the filmmakers and subjects di-
verge. While Sebastian and Anders considered it to be important that their 
subjects watch a preview by themselves, the filmmakers behind Swag chose to 
screen the preview at the charity organization’s premises.65 This decision may 
have caused Curre to perceive the preview as the first public presentation of 
the finished film, rather than constituting a stage at which he could try still 
influence the end result. Per Anders remembers that he showed a more or less 
final version of The Mink Farmers to Niklas and Göran. He cannot recall exactly 
what was added or removed after the preview. I told him about Niklas’ disap-
pointment when he saw the scene where the image of the leader of the Sweden 
Democrats was included in the broadcast documentary; something which Ni-
klas claimed was not present at the preview: 

 
 
 
 
 

65 There were exceptions to this where the filmmakers arranged private previews for two subjects 
who could not attend the preview at Tjuvgods. 
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Per Anders: Okay, yes, it might have been like that. I shouldn’t say that it’s wrong. It’s 
possible that some images were missing that… 
Erika: Because I know that he reacted to that connection. 
PA: Okay, that’s strange since they are talking about Jimmie Åkesson [leader of the Swe-
den Democrats]. […] Well, I might remember it wrongly, maybe it was…but it was no 
rough cut. It’s possible that there were some minor things, that I added some images. I 
can’t really recall the context where that image occurred. 

 
Per Anders dismisses Niklas’ idea that the particular scene which displayed an 
image of Jimmie Åkesson [leader of the Sweden Democrats] was deliberately 
omitted from the preview of the documentary. Regardless of the presence of 
intent or not, Niklas perceived the inclusion of this scene in the broadcast ver-
sion of the documentary as a betrayal of trust. It also interfered with his interest 
concerning the consequences of the documentary.   

Kurt found it difficult to remember whether he had viewed any rushes of 
the documentary before the premier. Valentina, on the other hand, says that 
she did not only send the film to Svetlana and Kurt beforehand, but she also 
made additional effort regarding possibly delicate scenes, which she showed her 
subjects at an early stage. Ryszard and Anders also stated that they had let the 
subjects see bits and pieces during the filmmaking process: 

[…] the scene with Sigge [the doctor], where she sits and cries, I showed it to her quite 
early on and said: This is powerful, I would love to have this in the film. But before we 
build the film around this scene – because actually, the whole film is very much built 
around that scene. It’s starts the film, creates some kind of anticipation that: Okay, how 
will this end? It sets a tone, some seriousness, this scene. But I wanted her to see it quite 
immediately, to hear her thoughts about it. (Anders) 
 

I asked what Anders would have done had Sarah said that she did not want the 
scene included in the film. He answered that he might have tried to convince 
her at first:  

But had she been dead certain and said that: I would never want this. Then I wouldn’t 
have put any effort into editing it but would’ve had to compose the film differently. Yes, 
then it would not have been included in the film. (Anders) 

 
Whilst Anders’ action ensures that he would avoid the cost of re-editing the 
film at a later stage, it also opened up the potential incurrence of the high cost 
of having to abandon a key scene. His action in this case was thus an obvious 
action of care, which was directed at Sarah’s interests in integrity and the 
maintenance of a trusting relationship. Had the filmmaker waited and showed 
the scene as part of the finished film, it is likely that it would have been subject 
to a higher threshold for Sarah to ask him to remove it. Anders’ action thus 
also encouraged agency, an aspect found to be of importance to the subject 
experience of participation (see Section 5.8.3).  
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6.3.1 Relationship characteristics 
When I characterised the subject-filmmaker relationship in Chapter 5, based on 
subject accounts and a number of assumed preconditions (one being the goal 
attached to the relationship), I concluded that the relationship is shaped by the 
relational forms of organization and network (see Section 5.8.2). Network char-
acteristics were found to be particularly salient in this context. I now comple-
ment this picture with the filmmakers’ accounts. Previously in this chapter, I 
mentioned how some of the filmmakers were surprised by their subjects’ 
openness. I suggested that this might be a sign that the subject and filmmaker 
perceive the relationship in somewhat different ways. The degree of trust and 
openness in a relationship can be related to what kind of relationship it is. You 
are likely to both expect more openness but also to be more generous with 
your own thoughts and emotions in an intimate relationship. As previously 
mentioned, trust and vulnerability are the common currency of such relation-
ships (Zelizer, 2005). Being well-known characteristics, these traits are likely to 
be part of peoples’ expectations in intimate relationships. The subjects’ demon-
stration of trust and vulnerability in providing the filmmakers with extensive 
access can be interpreted as behaviour that can be associated with a relationship 
such as friendship. To some extent, it might also be connected to preconcep-
tions about the documentary relationship: subjects are expected to open up to a 
filmmaker. However, trust can less readily be connected to expectations of the 
documentary relationship than to expectations of an intimate relationship as 
such. Compared to the therapist-client relation, recognised as a relationship 
where trust is known to be cherished and rewarded, the filmmaker-subject 
relationship does not have such obvious institutional connotations that imply 
that trust is more or less built into the relationship.  

The filmmakers included in this study demonstrated somewhat different 
attitudes towards their relationship with their documentary subjects. Whilst all 
of them, as demonstrated above, attested to the importance of a close relation-
ship, their views on that relationship varied. While two filmmakers spoke about 
the relationship in terms of friendship,66 two filmmakers did not approach the 
relationship in such terms. Two filmmakers, in fact, positioned themselves as 
clearly against such a classification. One of them explains this position: 

Erika: What kind of relationship do you want to have to the people you film? 
Anders: I think that for me, it’s good to have a relationship that’s very… How shall I put 
it? Where you get along very well during the recording process. But it’s not often that I 

 
 
 
 
 

66 Among these are Valentina who was acquainted with her subjects prior to the filmmaking 
project. 
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really befriend someone, I think. Have good contact and have a good relation also after-
wards, I think that’s a good thing, so that you can contact each other now and then. 
Sometimes I send an email to see how these children are doing and to get a greeting. But 
I don’t socialize with anyone, not like that. I think that’s good, in a way, that you maintain 
some kind of distance. 
E: And why is that? 
A: Well, partly since this is a job, in some way. And also because it’s quite heavy, difficult 
stuff. If you really devote yourself, with heart and soul, then it may be quite tough when 
you are to part [from each other] and it might not end well. 
 

However, the nature of the relationship can make distinctions such as that 
between friendship and a professional relationship difficult, especially for the 
subject who, unlike the filmmaker, is not situated in his/her profession and for 
whom participating in a documentary is likely to be a novel experience. A ma-
jority of the subjects expressed that they did not know what to expect from the 
process. The intimacy of the process might, therefore, come as a surprise to 
them — signalling a relationship that goes beyond the professional. As seen in 
Chapter 5, several subjects appeared to value aspects of the relationship that 
went beyond the mere filmmaking process. To some filmmakers, these aspects 
appeared as a particularly important part of the process. Ryszard believed that 
mutual openness is crucial to creating an atmosphere that feels safe and forgiv-
ing during the filmmaking process. By not trying to hide his own doubts and 
limitations he indicated his desire to pave a way for subjects where they could 
share their fears and anxiety whether they concern the topic at hand or the film 
itself: 

Personally, I feel that when I meet another person, openness depends on that you talk 
about, not only what you’re good at but also, what you’re not as good at. What shortcom-
ings you have as a person. And that you show your emotions about it, it’s not just talking. 
You can be concerned about that it doesn’t work out really well today. Then Maja might 
ask ‘What’s wrong, Ryszard?’ and I’ll tell her ‘Today is not a really good day, we haven’t 
filmed anything that works’, or something like that. And she’ll go: ‘Is it me, is it me?’. ‘No, 
no, no, I’m just tired’. During that kind of conversation, you feel that you are…. Eventu-
ally, you’ll get to the point where you say to each other ‘How are you today?’ ‘Well, I’m 
not really on top.’. And I can say that as well, as a filmmaker. (Ryszard) 

 
I interpret Ryszard’s attitude as a way of building trust but also as an effort to 
even out the balance of power between himself, as the filmmaker, and the sub-
ject. By sharing his worries around the filmmaking process, he downplays his 
role as a professional, thereby diminishing the distance between himself and his 
subject.   

For Valentina, combining the shooting with everyday activities was part 
of making the documentary experience as comfortable as possible for Kurt, 
because she acknowledged his interest in privacy. At the same time, such 
measures were also taken out of concern for the film: 
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Of course, you grow really tired of one another during this time. I think that he got tired 
of us, as well. He’s not a very social person, it was way too much for him. That’s why I 
tried to avoid: Film, film, film. Instead sometimes, it was just like any day, you have a cup 
of coffee together. Because if you do this kind of film, intimate and close to one another, 
you have to understand what kind of people they are. How you can film him in such a 
way that he remains himself. So that he doesn’t get stressed out or so. (Valentina) 

 
The extent of the documentary process, i.e. the time that it consumes, causes 
filmmakers to be present during difficult moments in the lives of their docu-
mentary subjects. Gustav, Ryszard, and Per Anders described how they experi-
enced situations that required them to step out of their professional roles. For 
Ryszard and Per Anders, such situations were primarily about communicating 
their support during tough situations in the subjects’ lives. Gustav and his 
filmmaking colleague experienced situations that prompted them to act. On 
one occasion, one of the documentary subjects threatened to take his life: 

Gustav: […] we run after him and try to find ways to help him, we cross the threshold of 
being filmmakers, step in and say: Can’t we… I don’t know what we suggest, maybe that 
he should come home with us or something like that [cross talk] 
Erika: [cross talk] Do you turn off the camera? 
G: Yes, we turn off the camera and run after him, but he wants to be by himself. He basi-
cally says that he will go and kill himself. 
 

The longstanding dilemma of when to stop documenting and intervene in the 
unfolding situation (that has occupied factual storytellers within disparate gen-
res (see, for example, Aufderheide et al., 2009; Smith, 2008)) was made palpably 
clear in this scene. 

In the preceding chapter, I pointed to the importance of time and scope 
to personal relationships. Filmmaker Per Anders, who was quite distant from 
his subjects as regards to their values and political opinions, expresses this ten-
dency clearly: 

Per Anders: I still stay in touch with them. It’s the same with almost all the documentary 
subjects that I have filmed, that’s how it turns out. 
Erika: Why is that? 
PA: Well, I think it’s human nature, that if you socialise with people you always learn to 
like something about them. 
 

Despite some of the filmmakers’ reluctance towards describing the relationship 
in terms of friendship, its indistinct preconditions, high degree of openness and 
trust, and signs of reciprocity are all characteristic traits of a relationship with 
strong network attributes, such as friendship. The time and scope of the docu-
mentary filmmaking process further strengthen the probability of a close rela-
tion developing. The filmmakers who stated that they did not want to become 
friends with the people they film have both experienced the imbalance that 
might arise in this matter: 
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It has happened with people I’ve shot that they really want to associate afterwards. They 
got in touch really often and that kind of stuff. Which I felt got a bit strange because it 
wasn’t really, we didn’t really know each other like that. But I think they noticed, after a 
while, that I didn’t really respond to that. And they respected that. (Anders) 

 
It has happened that people confuse my job with some kind of friendship. That they take 
me for a mate or a friend. Because I ask them such personal questions and… I have told 
myself, long ago, that I have to remind people that I’m there to do a job, that it’s not… It 
got confusing for me as well, am I a friend or who am I to these people, in the end? 
(Ryszard) 

 
Previous experience and an awareness of the fact that “this is a job” seem to 
have taught these filmmakers not to confuse the relationship with friendship, 
although the challenge remained obviously apparent.  

For the subjects, on the other hand, this is a new kind of relation, which 
makes it difficult for them to know what to expect if it is not made explicit. 
Several subjects in the present study seemed to have very little idea about what 
to expect from the process. A complicating factor is that the professional rela-
tionship tends to be explicit, while possible friendship is not. Scholars support 
the notion of ambiguity that might accompany friendship and affect expecta-
tions and power balance (Ahrne, 2014, pp. 76–115; Wiseman, 1986, p. 192). 
There are clear examples of this in this study, particularly with regards to expec-
tations. This vagueness that existed with respect to expectations can be related 
to the element’s network characteristics, in combination with the possible lack 
of institutional preconceptions attached to the occupation. Compared to news 
journalism, more detailed institutional expectations accompany the relationship 
between journalist and source than that between documentary maker and sub-
ject.67 The long tradition behind the occupation, the iconic view of the journal-
ist, and regulations connected to the profession reinforce these conceptions. 
Within the production of documentary and extensive narrative formats, public 
expectations concerning the relationship between storyteller and subject are 
vaguer (see Nash, 2009; Ricketson, 2014; Sanders, 2012). This can be attributed 
to absence of frameworks that regulate the activity but also to the heterogeneity 
of documentary forms as well as to the large degree of subjectivity that is inevi-
tably present in a more extensive relationship.  

Returning to the last two quotes, we note that Anders did not explicitly 
declare what kind of relationship he experienced or desired, but, rather, he 
merely signalled this to the subjects. Ryszard, on the other hand, had a more 
explicit approach to these matters: 

 
 
 
 
 

67 See, for example, Revers (2014) for an account of journalistic professionalism in relation to 
sources. 
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Ryszard: This feeling, that this person expects friendship from me, I have to tell him/her 
that: ‘Remember that I’m here chiefly to make a film. That I’m here as a filmmaker.’ 
Erika: Do you say that to their face? 
R: Yes, I say it. I’ve done films where I ended up, in some way, becoming friends with 
people. We still associate, years after the filming. But right there, when we were shooting, 
I had to tell them that: ‘I’m here to make a film.’ 
E: Why is that important? 
R: To make it clear. Also, so that I won’t feel fake. Of course, I use some of my skills, or 
how to put it, to come close to a person. But that shouldn’t be confused with that I do it 
to befriend that person. I do it so that he or she should feel sufficiently safe and relaxed 
so that I can make a good film. Not to earn this person’s friendship. There’s a difference. 
 

Ryszard acknowledged the necessity of highlighting the professional aspects of 
the relation so as not to obtain his subject’s compliance on false premises. But 
he also acted in this way so as to keep his conscience clear. The struggle he 
connected to this issue, supported by the example provided by Anders, demon-
strates the necessity of awareness about this concern on behalf of the filmmak-
er. Since the conditions for friendship seem to be present in the process, taking 
an active and explicit stance on this issue may well be necessary to remind the 
subject of the components of the documentary situation that separate the rela-
tionship from traditional friendship. This includes the fact that a documentary 
will be produced at the end of the relationship and that the filmmaker’s respon-
sibilities are not with the subjects alone, but also with the viewers, funders, and 
the film itself. Organizational characteristics might then prove a possible key to 
overcome some of the suggested pitfalls of the dual relationship (see Kramer, 
1995; Malcolm, 1990/2012; Nash, 2009; Ricketson, 2014). On this note, we see 
an additional benefit of the release form, despite of its inconclusiveness, in 
terms of it being a reminder of the relationship’s professional frame. 

The previous discussion touched upon the issue of what happens when 
the documentary is completed and the formal goals of the relationship have 
been accomplished. I will now elaborate on this issue. All of the filmmakers in 
this study had some contact with their subjects after the film was complete. 
Hibberd et al. (2000) have highlighted the importance of the notion of ‘after-
care’; suggesting that a filmmaker’s or producer’s responsibilities do not end 
when the camera stops rolling but extends beyond the initial broadcast of the 
film. An obvious example of aftercare that was found in the present study was 
present in the case of The Mink Farmers. Per Anders phoned Niklas the day 
after the broadcast to enquire about reactions to the film. He also got in touch 
with Niklas prior to the re-run of the film the following year. Niklas evidently 
appreciated these actions, because he remarked on their good relationship and 
the phone call in the same breath. Relating this issue to care ethics, we note 
that such action can be interpreted as a measure at fulfilling the subject’s rela-
tional interest which is indexed to a particular filmmaker. It is possible that 
these actions were of particular importance to re-establishing trust in the case 
of Niklas, since he felt somewhat betrayed by the scene which included the 
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image of the Sweden Democrat’s leader. The fact that the filmmaker’s engage-
ment did not come to an end with the finished documentary served to balance 
this impression. Sebastian also viewed filmmaking as a responsibility that does 
not end with the completion of the documentary: 

He only received positive reactions to the film, which was fun. It might have been differ-
ent had he gotten really bad reactions, then you would have been sad and tried to be sup-
portive, in some way. Since you feel your responsibility in this very exposed situation. 
(Sebastian) 

 
In contrast to the sentiment expressed in the quotes above, Richard and Rees 
(2011) observed in their study of journalists a pattern of “wrapping up and 
moving on” once an interview was concluded. No particular attention was paid 
by the journalists who were included in their study to “downstream effects”. 
There were exceptions to this tendency: documentary makers (who made up a 
small proportion of their research sample) sometimes stayed in touch with their 
subjects for years after the completion of the project (Richard & Rees, 2011, 
pp. 856–857). These attitudes reflect the previously-addressed notion of jour-
nalists’ professional distance to their subjects/sources (see Section 3.1.1).  

6.3.2 Negotiation and subject agency 
Friendship is often described as a symmetric relationship where power is not 
salient (Ahrne, 2014, p. 110). This understanding is, however, nuanced when 
we consider possible asymmetry in intimate relationships (Ahrne, 2014; Zelizer, 
2005). The rationale behind such states is often access to resources or connec-
tions (Ahrne, 2014). The knowledge previously referred to as a basis for inti-
macy (Zelizer, 2005) is one source of power. Used in the wrong way, detailed 
knowledge about another person has the potential to affect the balance of 
power in a relationship. This reflection relates back to my discussion of access 
and openness in the previous sections, where I drew attention to how relational 
elements are intertwined and affect one another. The challenges with relation-
ships where the forms of elements can be associated with more than one type 
of relationship (crossing boundaries between several types of relationships) 
become clear when we consider the possible consequences of such a disposi-
tion. For example, this may include intimacy that is combined with an organiza-
tional hierarchy or unequal access to resources. 

 One condition that needs to be met if a relationship to be sustainable is 
mutual dependence. A complicating factor is that dependence tends to be une-
qual (Ahrne, 2014, p. 21). Dependence is closely connected to power; the per-
son who is most dependent tends to have less power. Dependence can come in 
different forms: economic, social, and emotional dependence and should not 
necessarily be construed as something bad (Collins, 2015, p. 147). Ahrne de-
scribes dependence within relationships as when people “need each other more 
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than they need others for certain purposes.” (2014, p. 21). This description can 
be related to Collins’ dependency principle. It is these types of relationships 
that are likely to generate either well-placed or best-placed duties (see Collins, 
2015, pp. 146–149). How strong these duties are, amounts to the kind of inter-
ests that are involved. The subject-filmmaker relationship involves obvious 
examples of mutual dependence. The filmmaker is dependent on the subject 
for access and connections during the production process, as well as for the 
subject’s verdict concerning the process and the film as a whole. Gunnar de-
scribed how he helped unlock the door into the BBW-world for Sebastian. In a 
similar fashion, the mink farmers, Niklas and Göran, were filmmaker Per An-
ders’ ticket to a world that had rarely been depicted from the inside: 

The first or second time I met them they said that I could shoot the skinning. […] that’s 
when they kill them. When they gas them and take the skin, the fur of them. It’s around 
this time of the year, in November. And I’ve never seen that before, that it has been 
filmed. So, I became, how should I put it, I saw an opportunity to open up the door to a 
world that I, and many others, had never experienced. (Per Anders) 

 
However, the filmmaker’s dependence on the subject for access and connec-
tions is strongest during, and particularly in the beginning of, the filmmaking 
process. Once the material has been gathered, then the significance of these 
factors diminishes and the filmmaker’s connections (and dependence) to 
broadcasters, and sometimes to editors, become increasingly important. Addi-
tionally, the filmmaker now holds the key to what was once the subject’s sole 
asset — the material. The power structure between filmmaker and documen-
tary subject has been frequently addressed within the field of documentary 
ethics (for example, Aufderheide, 2012; Nichols, 1991; Rughani, 2013), alt-
hough rarely against the backdrop of empirical material that has included the 
subjects’ experiences. Reflecting on the power balance between filmmaker and 
subject, filmmaker Gustav stated that:  

There is a power shift during the process. In the beginning […], almost all power is with 
the filmed [the subject]. But in the end, almost all power is with the filmmaker. (Gustav) 

 
This statement refers to access to resources and connections as well as to ac-
cess to knowledge about the subject. As the filming progresses, the filmmaker’s 
access to resources (equipment), connections (broadcasting companies) and 
knowledge ([recorded] information about the subject) becomes all the more 
apparent. One might, however, oppose this statement by pointing to an issue 
that was mentioned by one of the filmmakers when discussing the terms of 
filmmaking; namely, if a subject withdraws at the end of the process, then a 
significant amount of time and resources spent by the filmmaker is wasted. 
From this perspective, one can argue that the subject’s power grows as the 
process progresses. A condition for the use of this power is an awareness of the 
right to withdraw from the process, and that this right is not negotiated away 
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through signing a consent form. But there is an additional aspect to this that 
strengthens the filmmaker Gustav’s perception of a power shift. We return to 
what the subject Niklas said earlier: 

Oh well, at that time he had already been filming for such a long time that it would have 
felt strange to say: No, we won’t agree to that. (Niklas) 

 
A similar attitude was recognised amongst the other subjects and was affirmed 
by some of the filmmakers. Such statements highlight an important aspect of 
the subject-filmmaker relationship: commitment. While the subject’s power 
arguably grows in step with the unfolding of the process (given the right to 
withdraw), commitment to the film and the filmmaker deepens as the invest-
ments (made by each party) increase and the relationship evolves. This became 
obvious in the previous chapter when Svetlana, who was acquainted with Val-
entina prior to the process, partly saw her participation as a way to help her 
friend. Svetlana’s attitude strengthens the notion that a subject’s commitment 
to the film and the filmmaker is likely to grow with the relationship. Gustav 
continued his reasoning about the end of the filmmaking process by reflecting 
on the possibility of a subject withdrawing their participation: 

They can pull out then, but it’s… But that becomes much more sensitive because then I 
as a filmmaker have invested an enormous amount of time and money and energy into 
something that… (Gustav)  

  
Even if the subject has the formal right to withdraw, Gustav considers that the 
probability of this happening decreases in response to the subject’s increased 
commitment to the filmmaker. 

The hierarchy in the filmmaker-subject relation does not appear to be 
based on coercion as much as it is based on access to know-how and resources 
(see 5.8.2). The hierarchy might or might not be addressed at the start of the 
process or regulated by a consent form, but either way, it seems evident to both 
parties who is in charge. This fact is likely to have consequences for one of the 
issues brought up in Chapter 5 and found to affect the subject’s experience; 
namely, agency. Human agency is not only dependent on individual factors, but 
should be understood in relation to a social and material world (Goller & 
Harteis, 2017, p. 89). In the context of documentary participation, this includes 
the filmmaker and the process of documentary filmmaking. The filmmakers in 
this study demonstrated different attitudes and actions with respect to subject 
agency. I touched upon this issue previously in this chapter when I discussed 
trust. One way for the filmmaker to encourage subject agency is to allow the 
subject to view the documentary before it is presented to the public. However, 
the efficacy of such a measure is dependent on several factors: the condition 
under which it is screened, what is shown (bits and pieces, a rough cut, the 
finished film) and, not least, the communication preceding the screening. One 
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filmmaker recollected how he explained the preconditions for the process to 
the subjects: 

I was very clear about that at the outset, that you will not be able to say that this should 
be cut out or something like that. On the other hand, you can, I want everything to be 
fact-, that I don’t say anything…now I don’t have any voice over here, but that I haven’t 
edited together anything that you, so that it comes out wrong. When it comes to facts. 
(Per Anders) 

 
Ryszard advocated a similar approach: 

Some people ask: Do I have the right to remove certain things? Then I say: Well, we can 
discuss it but you don’t have the right. I’m sorry, I can’t give you the right to say: Remove 
this. Because then you might want to remove the whole film. (Ryszard) 

 
All of the filmmakers did not work in the same way with issues of veto and 
participation. Some reasoned like Per Anders or Ryszard, while others were 
open to a greater degree of participant influence. Anders made it clear to Sarah 
that he would meet her demands if she wanted anything excluded from the 
film. His attitude towards approaching documentary subjects was also one that 
paved the way for subject agency: 

I believe that I thought: How would I have wanted to be approached if I was in this situa-
tion? Would I be okay with if someone just opened the door and said: Uh, can we film 
here? I wouldn’t like that at all, wouldn’t agree to it. But if it’s a more step-by-step ap-
proach then you have time to think. And also, I’ve always, with everyone I’ve filmed, said 
to them that we do this on the condition that you can pull out whenever you want to. 
(Anders) 

 
Per Anders and Valentina viewed this issue somewhat differently: 

Per Anders: If [the subjects] would say, at least I think that’s how it works, I don’t think 
that SVT could have shown it if they would have said: No, we won’t agree to this. That’s 
how I’ve perceived it. 
Erika: Is that something you worry about? 
PA: No, it’s more like an incentive to do them justice. As I see it. And, I mean, for the 
person in the documentary it’s better than a formal agreement. 
E: But do you talk about it beforehand, do you tell them…. (cross talk) 
PA: (cross talk) No, I don’t. 
E: Is that a deliberate choice, not to tell? 
PA: No, but it’s not, it’s more like…. No, of course I don’t tell them. If I’ve put two years 
of work into something, of course I don’t want to give someone, or make it easier for 
them to put a spanner in the works. 

 
During his work with The Mink Farmers, Per Anders was not aware of that the 
subject had the right to withdraw their cooperation and veto the film at a late 
stage:  
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To be completely honest, I wasn’t aware of this until I got involved in the project I’m 
working with right now because that’s a high-risk project, that it’s like that. I actually 
didn’t know that before, that you can… During the work with The Mink Farmers, I didn’t 
know. That it’s, that you can say: No, I don’t want to do this. After the film is done. (Per 
Anders) 

 
The consent form that was drawn up between Valentina and the documentary 
subjects did not approach the issue of withdrawal. Valentina believes that sub-
jects have a strong responsibility to consider their obligations before participa-
tion commences, so as to avoid harming the filmmaker by abandoning the 
project. Communication concerning the project and its conditions was nothing 
that she promoted. In fact, she took an opposing stance to this: 

Erika: So you asked: ‘Can I shoot and make a documentary about you?’  
It wasn’t more specific than that? 
Valentina: Yes. No, no because it’s a documentary. I really don’t think that you should 
plant any ideas in their minds. Because then they start to think: Ah, maybe we should do 
like this, we have to show this or that scene.  
Svetlana works like that. Maybe not Kurt. But you could feel that he also started to get 
ideas. It’s better not to say anything. 
E: But how can they know what they agree to? 
V: Because they watched the film after. [prior to the public screening]  
 

Gustav is one of the filmmakers who believed in communication and open 
dialogue, since he wished to avoid a situation where the subjects might have felt 
let down by his representation of their lives. However, he experienced some 
difficulties with this approach during the process of producing Swag. This issue 
was also reflected in Curre’s narrative (see Section 5.3). Gustav reflected on the 
challenges related to transparency vis-à-vis his subjects: 

I wonder what you should do differently, that’s the question. Because it’s not complete-
ly…in the way that we didn’t know when we were filming… Then we still tried to, we 
didn’t know what kind of film it would turn out to be, so I guess that we still communi-
cated what we thought it would be. It’s not until the editing process that we realize: this is 
how it has to be for it to become a good film, at least considering the material we’ve cre-
ated. (Gustav) 

 
Gustav acknowledged a challenge that was mentioned by several other 
filmmakers in this study. Five out of the six described how their initial vi-
sion/idea for the documentary changed during the filming process. This cir-
cumstance risks impeding on their subjects’ agency and places high demands 
on filmmakers with respect to their ongoing dialogue with subjects. For Anders 
and Ryszard, the solution was to communicate this to their subjects:  

There’s always some kind of frame, and I tell them the ambition with the film. You have 
to tell them what qualities and values you’re after, as best you can, rather than some kind 
of plot, I believe. What message you want to send and what feeling you want to convey. 
(Anders) 
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Ryszard: It’s not that I have one clear vision of how the film will turn out. I fumble as 
much in the dark, or more, as the people I film.  
Erika: Are you open about the fumbling? 
R: Yes, yes. Absolutely. 

 
Sebastian reported that he did not talk to Gunnar about these things. He did, 
however, mention several occasions where he explained to Gunnar why he 
wanted to film particular scenes or in other ways communicated his vision for 
the film. However, as seen in the subjects’ accounts in Chapter 5 as well as in 
the quotes by Gustav and Valentina, this topic of conversation between the 
filmmaker and subject was far from given. The same is true when regarding 
having a conversation about the possible consequences of the film for the par-
ticipating subjects. While a majority of the filmmakers did not appear to have 
talked to their subjects about the possible consequences of their documentary 
participation, Anders saw this as a crucial issue that demanded that it be spoken 
of: 

Anders: […] I have better knowledge than her about the exposure of this and how it 
might affect her life. Not in every single way, but in some ways you know that there might 
be many people who watch this and want to contact her, who get in touch for various 
reasons. And she might be labelled this “cancer girl” or something like that, among 
friends or people around her. Many things can happen when you get involved in some-
thing like this, that you may not think about. So, we talked about that. I talked to both Sa-
rah and Syleme about it. I always try to have a conversation where I talk about possible 
consequences.  
Erika: Do you talk about that from the start? 
A: Yes, yes always. At the start and then I usually remind them during the process and be-
fore the broadcast, so that they are aware of what might happen immediately after the 
broadcast. 
[…] 
E: Why are these conversations important to you? 
A: Because, my conscience, as well. I really don’t want to feel afterwards that I have…that 
they in some way feel that they have gotten into something they didn’t know how it might 
turn out, or possibly could make them feel bad. And that I would feel afterwards: Ah, I’ve 
made a great film that people really like, but the people in it feel really bad. I would never 
be able to live with that. Never, ever. 
 

Anders’ attitude and actions are grounded in a concern for his subject as well as 
his own conscience. By inviting Sarah to reflect upon the possible consequenc-
es of her participation, he increases the possibilities that she will engage in ef-
fective agentic action. Per Anders stated that he was worried about the possible 
consequences for the subjects in The Mink Farmers and chose to inform the 
Mink Farmers’ Association about his concerns, rather than discussing this in 
detail with the subjects – a caring measure, but not an action that encouraged 
subject agency. 
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Because agency is partly dependent on external factors (Goller & Harteis, 
2017, p. 89), the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes are likely to have had an 
impact on their subjects’ agency beliefs and/or agency competence. The 
somewhat indistinct and changeable nature of the process reduced the possibil-
ity of the subject exercising their agency. Such challenges can, arguably, be bal-
anced by continuous dialogue. Engaging in communication about the vision for 
the documentary and the consequences that might follow from participation is 
an obvious way of encouraging agency. As demonstrated, extensive dialogue 
was actually present in one of the cases, while others showed some degree of 
dialogue. In yet other cases, this kind of communication was absent. 

6.4 Managing emotion in documentary filmmaking 

Throughout this and the previous chapter, I have emphasised the connection 
between relational aspects and the film itself. I have presented a number of 
examples that demonstrate the filmmakers’ belief in such a correlation, as well 
as subject accounts confirming this. The filmmakers were found to apply dif-
ferent measures (talking, sharing, listening, comforting) to build trust and create 
an atmosphere where their subjects could feel safe enough to open up in front 
of the camera and the filmmaker. At the same time, it is possible to discern the 
filmmakers’ genuine care for the documentary subjects, if we understand this 
care as not necessarily related to the documentary process or the finished film. 
These tendencies are not necessarily contradictory, since emotion management 
tends to include embodied emotional experience (Erickson & Stacey, 2013, p. 
188). Emotional investment thus emerges as a twofold strategy: as a measure to 
elicit a good story and a way of caring for the documentary subject. Similar 
tendencies have been reported in other studies, although more frequently in the 
form of exceptions than as a rule or as a significant source of conflict to the 
journalist/filmmaker in question (see Jukes, 2017, p. 210; Richards & Rees, 
2011, p. 856). In Section 6.3.1, I showed how one of the filmmakers reasoned 
around the topic of friendship. I return to this quote, as an example of emotion 
management: 

Of course, I use some of my skills, or how to put it, to come close to a person. But that 
shouldn’t be confused with that I do it to befriend that person. I do it so that he or she 
should feel sufficiently safe and relaxed so that I can make a good film. Not to earn this 
person’s friendship. There’s a difference. (Ryszard) 

 
In this extract, we see how emotion management is used to create a pleasant 
atmosphere for the subject, as well as to facilitate access and dialogue that was 
believed would benefit the documentary.  
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The director of Svetlana and Kurt, Valentina, is a striking example of how 
filmmakers work with/attend to their subjects emotionally. Several times dur-
ing our interview, Valentina returned to how she ‘read’ Kurt and subsequently 
adjusted her own behaviour and the filmmaking process in order to make him 
feel comfortable and to diminish the risk that he would withdraw from the 
project: 

[…] we talked a bit and he didn’t want to, but then he gave in: ‘Oh well.’ I told him: ‘We 
will avoid being at your place and filming all the time.’ Then we tried to create an atmos-
phere…we baked the pasties he likes, we went for a ride with the snow scooter or took a 
swim, so that it won’t just be annoying. It’s not only filmmaking, it’s ordinary life and in 
between we can shoot some things, so that should be his experience. And, also, so that he 
wouldn’t feel lonely, my husband often accompanied me. He just stood next to the cam-
era and pretended to assist me, but I think that this made Kurt feel a little bit less alone in 
that situation […] (Valentina) 

 
Svetlana pushed him quite a bit. Maybe she didn’t realize but, for example, when we ar-
rived, she said: ‘Wow, so nice that you’re here! Let’s begin!’ And I can see how he starts to 
[shrinks back], almost under the table. I say: ‘Sveta, be quiet.’ I hide the camera where he 
won’t notice it that much. We start by eating pasties, maybe have a beer, he starts to relax: 
‘We are going to shoot today, but not that much, you can have a walk somewhere.’ […] 
It’s psychology. (Valentina)   

 
In Chapter 5, I identified privacy (primarily privacy from the camera) as one of 
Kurt’s important interests. The quotes above demonstrate the filmmaker’s 
obvious awareness of this interest and how she engaged in emotion manage-
ment to attend to this interest. Although the filmmaker had much to gain from 
employing the attitude and actions demonstrated in the two quotes, at the same 
time, they also provide an example of the potential of emotional labour 
(Hochschild, 1983/2012, p. 9) in relation to the subject’s interests. The same 
can be said about several of the relationships that are examined in this thesis. 
Consider, for example, the extent to which Sarah appreciated the personal ges-
tures that the filmmaker made (5.4), even though the filmmaker in question 
obviously did not intend to establish deep friendship with this young girl. As 
suggested by Mahrouse (2015, p. 223), the fact that one party actively works to 
establish an emotional bond does not necessarily imply dishonesty, but it might 
suggest that the two parties have different motives for the encounter.  

What was striking in my interviews with the documentary filmmakers was 
how they acknowledged their own emotions as part of their occupational con-
text. Anders described how he was emotionally affected by the histories of the 
people who he depicts and stated this as one reason as to why he does not want 
to become too close to his documentary subjects. Gustav, Valentina, Sebastian, 
Ryszard, and Per Anders all expressed how, or recalled situations where, they 
were emotionally affected or engaged by the documentary experience. These 
experiences were either related to the participating subjects or to the project as 
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a whole. Consider the vocabulary with which Gustav referred to the documen-
tary process and the finished film: 

Me as a filmmaker, I have put so much time, love and energy into something…. […] I 
guess that the feeling surrounding many processes is that you have invested so much that 
it would feel like, well, ripping your heart out if you were not allowed to show it. (Gustav) 
 

These sentiments can be contrasted to studies where journalists demonstrate 
ambiguity regarding their acknowledgement of the emotional aspects of their 
occupation (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 218; Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 863). Gustav 
was far from ambiguous with respect to his emotional involvement in his work. 
I will expand on this in the following section. 

6.5 Feeling ethics 

Whilst the filmmakers made frequent reference to reality and recognized the 
documentary’s responsibility towards reality, one of the most salient patterns in 
the interviews with the filmmakers is their reference to subjectivity. 

I realised right from the start that this is a minefield in some way. Since there are so many 
mixed emotions on both sides. And I have really tried to avoid including any personal 
values whatsoever, but just, just to provide the true picture, as I experienced it. (Per An-
ders) 

 
While articulating an ambition not to judge or evaluate, Per Anders recognizes 
that the depiction he conveyed in the documentary was grounded in his own 
experience. Similar reasoning was employed by another filmmaker: 

I hope, and it’s my ambition, that it’s some kind of image of reality, but then of course it’s 
filtered through me. I think that’s unavoidable. I think that it’s very difficult to create an 
exact copy of reality. We all have our own understanding of truth, how we perceive 
things, so I think it’s somewhat naïve to believe that you are telling a completely true sto-
ry. (Anders)  

 
Recognizing his responsibility towards reality does not seem to encompass a 
quest for an objectivity that is understood as “just the facts” (see Section 3.1.1). 
Gustav even regarded claims of objectivity to stand in the way of his attempts 
at accessing reality in terms of its complexity:  

[…] you might be allowed access to someone else’s view of reality which creates perspec-
tive: ‘Okay, you regard it in this way, you do not claim to be objective.’ It has a value 
which is different from the objective, and it’s really important to maintain this perspec-
tive, this view of something. Okay, now I’m going to deepen my own experience of reality 
through your experience of reality. (Gustav) 
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Acknowledging subjectivity also appeared to allow for emotion and concern 
about the participating subjects: 

Valentina: When you watch a documentary, you feel the person who made it. […] You 
[the filmmaker] are there. It’s in your hand. Especially in the editing process, when the 
material is gathered. What will be the angle? No one knows, only I know. I have power. 
Erika: Is it difficult to have that power, does it entail responsibility? 
V: Yes, yes, definitely. But it’s also interaction, for example, I would never harm someone, 
because I love them. They are incredibly nice people. You want to make it as gentle as 
possible: Show them, but do not hurt them. 

 
The above statements stand in contrast to several Swedish and international 
studies of journalistic ideals (Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Richards & Rees, 
2011; Wiik, 2012). Even though journalists might no longer believe in the fea-
sibility of pure objectivity, the ideal lingers and gently permeates the profession. 
Holding on to ideals of objectivity, journalists have been found to resist the 
involvement and/or articulation of emotions in relation to their craft (Ham-
marlin, 2015, p. 215; Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 863). This has been motivated 
with the argument that opening up for subjectivity and emotion would com-
promise impartiality (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 860). Differences in attitudes 
can, however, be discerned, which are, in part, related to genre/format. There 
tends to be a greater acceptance towards subjectivity and emotion within exten-
sive narrative formats, such as documentary and journalistic reportage, than 
within news reporting (Jungstrand, 2013; Keeble, 2014; Wahl-Jorgensen, 
2013a). For the filmmakers in this study, their chosen craft, not the least its 
moral aspects, has a clear emotional dimension: 

Erika: How do you navigate this kind of situation; do you have any [cross talk] 
Ryszard: [cross talk] In the end, it’s my own conscience that decides. The bigger picture. I 
don’t know. It’s a feeling that: Have I hurt someone by making this film? 

 
Gustav: We cut out the worst things, when she’s the most… But in that case as well, I 
think I have a feeling for it, I don’t know. We must have discussed a lot, but it’s more of a 
feeling, I get an “un-feeling” when I sense: Now she says something that, I won’t be able 
to stand up for this. So, we have removed a lot when editing. 
 
Anders: I think that I could sense quite quickly when something was moving in the wrong 
direction.  
Erika: How do you mean “the wrong direction”? 
A: Some kind of feeling, you might notice that, now they want to be left alone. Or, okay, 
this interview, it’s time to wrap it up now. Or, even if you have decided to shoot Tuesday, 
two a ‘clock, and when you get there it’s a different mood in the room. Then you have to 
feel if: Okay, it’s not working right now, we’ll have to do it later. Or not at all. 
 

The quotes above demonstrate how the filmmakers did not only acknowledge 
their own emotional responses; they also ascribe a great deal of importance to 
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affective signals in their moral deliberation. It is relevant how a particular situa-
tion or decision made them feel. 

Yngvesson has criticised the separation between personal and profession-
al morals in the context of journalism. Moral responsibility is fundamental to 
every human being and, thus, transcends role boundaries: “A journalist should 
be able to defend personally the moral she defends as a professional.”68 
(Yngvesson, 2008, p. 60). One journalist who took part in the study by Rich-
ards and Rees alternatively talked about herself as “the broadcaster” [3rd per-
son] and “I/me” [1st person] as a way of maintaining a sense of professional 
detachment. This journalist described how these two personas had different 
ways of responding to encounters. While the “I/me” might engage emotional-
ly, the persona of “the broadcaster” never would (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 
860). Such reasoning stands in stark contrast to the idea of a combined person-
al-professional morality. In addition to Richards and Rees, Hammarlin also has 
found that references to professional ideals, such as ‘objectivity’, are often used 
to discharge journalists from personal responsibility (Hammarlin, 2015, p. 207-
208; Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 865). The accounts of the documentary 
filmmakers included in this study demonstrate different attitudes: 

Erika: Do you follow any ethical guidelines for your own work, or do you take it more as 
you go? 
Valentina: The only thing I have is that I’m a kind person. I can’t hurt or humiliate some-
one; I don’t have it in me. […] Before, when I worked for television and was filming, this 
woman said: ‘I don’t want to talk no more.’ A journalist could say: ‘One last question, it’s 
important.’ I could enter the frame and say: ‘That was the last question, you don’t have to 
say more.’ I can see that a person has said all that she can manage. This might be bad, be-
cause you say that a good journalist is able to push quite hard, it might be more of a hu-
mane trait in me that says: ‘Now you stop, there has to be limits, she doesn’t want to say 
more.’ Many journalists say: ‘Only one last question.’ But I can’t watch that as a human 
being, not as an artist, but as a human being.  

 
For Valentina, her morality is not separated between a professional and per-
sonal self, but, instead, attached to her as human being. The concrete actions 
that Valentina reported on can, of course, be related to the kind of factual sto-
rytelling that one is engaged in and the professional ideals and mission that are 
related to a particular format or genre. Significant to note here, however, is the 
particular attitude towards morality that is represented. 

 
 
 
 
 

68 Author’s translation from Swedish. 
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6.6 Costs and conflicting duties 

In this section, I consider ‘costs’ and the role that they play in documentary 
filmmakers’ moral deliberations. I also pay attention to responsibilities with the 
potential to compete with dependency duties towards subjects — so-called 
‘conflicting duties’. One condition for dependency duties is that a moral agent’s 
calculation of the cost for fulfilling a particular interest is not too high (Collins, 
2015, p. 12). When deciding whether a cost is too high (or not), not only costs 
to the agent are considered. Costs and benefits to both the agent and the recip-
ient, in this case the filmmaker and the documentary subject, should be calcu-
lated. If the resulting cost to the agent for carrying out a particular measure is 
considered to be too high, then the measure does not generate a care ethical 
duty (Collins, 2015, p. 110). In care ethics, the only costs that are considered 
are those for the agent and the recipient. However, duties towards other parties 
can be found to compete with care ethical duties towards a recipient. Depend-
ency duties towards an audience or a financier are examples of duties that could 
conflict with a storyteller’s duties towards a subject. These duties should then 
be weighed against dependency duties towards the subject. I devote this section 
to examining the costs and possible conflicting duties that can be traced in the 
filmmakers’ reasoning.  

Previous studies have identified a number of obligations that filmmakers 
have towards multiple parties (see Aufderheide et al., 2009; Gross et al., 1988; 
Ruby, 1979/2005), which highlight the risk of conflicting loyalties. One issue 
which possesses the potential to generate high cost is the filmmaker’s devotion 
towards the film itself. Based on this responsibility, filmmakers sometimes 
experience costs that are related to the competition between what they consider 
to be the best for the documentary and their subject’s interests. Within this responsi-
bility lies the previously-mentioned ambition (see 6.2) to stay true to reali-
ty/perceived reality, something which might be categorised as an obligation in 
itself. Ryszard’s narrative, for example, reported on how it was necessary to 
consider costs related to omitting a particular scene from the documentary out 
of care for a subject. One of these costs is incurred by upholding an honest 
relationship between the documentary and reality. When Per Anders described 
his decisions concerning what to include in the film and what not to include, he 
referred to his ambition to not choose sides (mink farmers versus animal rights 
activists), but, instead, to act as a ‘fly on the wall’ and let the audience form 
their own opinion. If anything, he experienced that he held back slightly with 
regards to his inclusion of the scenes which depicted the subject’s drinking and 
political discussions. This description stands in opposition to how Niklas [the 
subject] experienced the final result of the film and also in opposition to his 
interest in other people’s reactions to the documentary. As can be seen in the 
following quote, Per Anders was aware of the controversy inherent to this de-
piction: 
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Per Anders: I was there, showed them the film before it was broadcast and they applaud-
ed themselves and thought that it was really good. It was actually quite a nervous thing, to 
show it.  
Erika: It was? 
PA: Yes, it was. Since they are so very open. Both in terms of what they say and that they 
open up a bottle in front of the camera and things like that. 
 

In this instance, the filmmaker prioritized his obligations to the film, to reality, 
and also to the audience (which could, but does not necessarily, qualify as a 
conflicting duty), over and above his subjects’ interests. The cost of excluding 
parts that could have served to mitigate possible consequences with respect to 
his subjects’ actions and opinions was perceived as too high. Due to differing 
appreciations of value, the dependency principle is neutral about the precise 
costs that constrain dependency duties (Collins, 2015, p. 111). The present 
examination does not strive to determine whether a particular cost outweighs 
dependency duties but, instead, it examines the costs involved in filmmakers’ 
deliberations concerning their duties towards their documentary subjects. Fur-
thermore, it is necessary to note that dependency duties are forward-looking 
imperatives. This implies that the resultant value of costs and benefits should 
be measured in terms of likelihood/probability (Collins, 2015, p. 111). If a 
measure is likely to cause harm to a documentary subject or is likely to generate 
a high cost to a filmmaker, it is these potential costs (or benefits) that ought to 
be considered. Linked to the example above, we argue that even if a filmmaker 
cannot foresee the exact consequences of participation, he or she is still ex-
pected to take consequences into consideration when engaging in moral delib-
eration. 

In Section 6.2, I mentioned that several filmmakers chose to exclude 
scenes or tone down certain aspects of the film out of concern for the docu-
mentary subjects. One such example was when Sebastian removed a scene 
where Gunnar was installing a lamp, a scene which ran the risk of being hu-
morous, but at Gunnar’s expense. On another occasion, Sebastian chose a 
different path, instead of removing a scene. There is a scene in The Big Love 
which shows Gunnar trying to introduce his BBW club in front of an audience. 
The atmosphere is tense and the audience does not seem to grasp what he is 
aiming at. Gunnar described the scene as very difficult for him to watch and 
recalled that he and Sebastian had actually discussed omitting this scene from 
the film. In the end, the scene remained in the film, thereby challenging Gun-
nar’s interest in being part of a light-hearted, humorous film and being present-
ed as a positive person, as opposed to a character who someone might pity. 
Compared to the “lamp scene”, the cost of removing this particular scene 
would have been too high, according to Sebastian: 

Erika: Gunnar said that it was a bit tough to watch that scene. 
Sebastian: I can well understand that. 
E: Did you talk about that? 
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S: It’s difficult, since he’s part of that connection, Statisternas riksdag.69 So it’s, he’s friends 
with them. But at the same time, they are having fun at his expense. 
E: Did you perceive it as if he wanted to have that scene removed? 
S: No, no, not to that extent. There were other people who felt that it was too much, that 
people would switch channels because it’s too heavy. So, there were people who saw it 
from that perspective as well. But I felt that it was important. 
E: Why was that? 
S: Because it says so much about his personality and this [idea of] a ceiling in Sweden. 
Like, if you’re too different, that people think it’s weird to stand out. To me, it [the scene] 
said very much about those things. And the way he is, that he didn’t quit. He stood there 
and they weren’t that into it, but he continued, he didn’t give up. I think it shows what a 
strong person he is, and that he has confidence in himself. And it also said something, like 
micro, about how society works. If you stand out too much, people will think you’re 
strange. The Jante law.70 So to me, it was really important. 

 
Obligations towards Gunnar and towards the documentary’s audience gave way 
in favour for obligations to the film and its message. Whilst the scene ran coun-
ter to some of Gunnar’s subjective interests, the filmmaker perceived that it 
fulfilled one (objective) interest by emphasizing parts of Gunnar’s personality 
that Sebastian found admirable. Here, we are confronted by the question of 
how interests should be determined (and weighed against each other); subjec-
tively, objectively, or by means of a combination of the two? 

Obligations towards the film are informed by different aspects of the 
documentary. As demonstrated, such obligations can involve costs connected 
to the perceived truthfulness of the depiction, but also, as in the case of Sebas-
tian, related to the filmmaker’s vision and/or message. Other aspects related to 
obligations towards the film, which can collide/conflict with dependency duties 
towards the subject, are aesthetic or dramaturgical aspects. Gustav was well 
aware of what message Curre wanted Swag to communicate, yet he chose to 
take the documentary in a different direction. 

Gustav: What he wanted to tell most of all was why Tjuvgods [the charity association], as 
a place and organization, is important. And all of the errors and gaps that exist in the sys-
tem. […] And those are things that we wanted to show as well and tried to include, but 
every time we included something like that, the film got worse. […] But I guess that we 
didn’t try in the right way. […] 
Erika: How do you reason about the fact that he wanted one thing, and you chose to do 
something else? 
G: Well, it’s difficult. I remember that I thought: At least this film is better for him and 
for Tjuvgods than no film at all. That was very clear. And I also remember that back then, 

 
 
 
 
 

69 Statisternas riksdag connects production companies with extras, actors, and audiences. 
70 The Jante law refers to an informal social rule which can be explained as: You are not to think 
that you are anything special, or better than anyone else. 
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we found it impossible to make the film that he wanted. […] So, it boiled down to: It is 
either no film, because we don’t manage to do this, or it is this film and at least it’s better 
than no film at all. 

 
Gustav was torn between his obligations towards the subject and the film itself. 
He took some measures to try to fulfil Curre’s interest, but in the end, he found 
that doing so generated too high a cost. Looking back upon the situation as a 
more experienced filmmaker, Gustav suggested that he could have acted differ-
ently and would have been able to fulfil Curre’s interest at a lower cost. At the 
time, however, he did not recognize that this was possible.  

The importance of ‘interest awareness’ becomes evident in the examples 
that I have examined in this section. High interest awareness increases the pos-
sibility for the filmmaker to make well-informed considerations involving costs 
and benefits for both parties. 

The filmmakers’ considerations were not only related to costs and con-
flicting duties. It is also possible to derive certain actions and attitudes to the 
perceived importance of a subject interest. When Sarah asked Anders to stop 
filming and to not include scenes in the film where her stomach problems were 
obvious (see 5.4), he immediately respected her requests. However, when Sarah 
opposed his filming in her room or during the shooting of the scene where she 
sat by the sea in wintertime (see 5.4), he was a lot more persistent with his re-
quests to continue filming. The same tendency can be observed in relation to 
The Mink Farmers, where the request to not film family members was immedi-
ately respected, while other subject interests were negotiated or sometimes had 
to be left unfulfilled. Gunnar’s interest in being part of a humorous film com-
pared to the risk that he would be made fun of is another example of how the 
filmmakers weighed the importance of subject interests, one against the other. 
As previously expressed by both Ryszard and Sebastian, the more intimate or 
vulnerable the situation, the bigger the filmmaker’s responsibility.    

A final example of how the film itself competes with dependency duties 
towards the subject by generating costs to the filmmaker, can be observed in 
the occasion where Svetlana and Kurt experienced a conflict in front of the 
camera. The situation interfered with Kurt’s interest in his relationship with 
Svetlana as well as his interest in privacy. In Section 6.1, I described how Val-
entina had actually planted a seed with Svetlana suggesting that conflict was 
important to the documentary. Being aware of Svetlana’s interests in the film 
and the filmmaker, this can be seen as prioritizing the film over Kurt’s interests. 
Both Kurt and Valentina perceived that Svetlana’s behaviour in the conflict 
situation was enhanced by the filmmaker’s presence. One way of respecting the 
subject’s interests could have involved Valentina removing herself from the 
scene when the situation started to escalate. However, such an action would 
have come with a cost; i.e., challenging the filmmaker’s responsibility towards 
the film. 
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Thus far, I have discussed the film and reality (related to these the audience) 
as generating costs that might conflict with filmmakers’ dependency duties 
towards the subject. I now move on to another factor which possesses the 
potential to compete with these duties; namely, the filmmaker’s obligations 
towards their funders and/or broadcasters. Just as obligations towards an audience 
may (but does not necessarily) qualify as dependency duties that can conflict 
with the filmmaker’s dependency duties towards the subject, the same holds for 
obligations towards funders. Previous research has identified obligations to-
wards funders as one of a filmmaker’s responsibilities (see Aufderheide et al., 
2009; Gross et al., 1988). The financial circumstances that surrounded the 
filmmaking process differed between the filmmakers included in this study. 
Common to all of the filmmakers was the fact that they received some financial 
support from SVT, which was agreed upon prior to the process or at a later 
stage. All of the filmmakers recognised some kind of obligation towards SVT, 
although this was made apparent to varying degrees during their work with the 
particular documentary. Sebastian commenced the work with The Big Love on 
his own, relying on private investments, and did not make an agreement with 
SVT until a rough cut was completed. Although he resisted the thought that 
closer collaboration with SVT would have affected the documentary, he recog-
nised the existence of the dependency relationship: 

Erika: If SVT would’ve been part of the project from the start, do you think you would’ve 
felt a greater pressure? 
Sebastian: Yes, I think so. But I don’t believe it would have altered the film that much, 
since we got the material we needed. You never know, but I don’t think it would have. 
But of course, it would have been greater pressure, if you have already received money: 
Hell, this has to become something. 

 
Whilst discussing his responsibilities as a filmmaker, Sebastian expressed his 
multiple duties quite clearly: 

First and foremost, towards the person you are filming. Since it’s this person’s life. That’s 
what’s most important. Then, secondly, it has to become a film. You can’t return to your 
funders, if you have received money to make a film, and tell them: Sorry, it didn’t work 
out. (Sebastian) 
 

In addition to receiving some funding from SVT, Svetlana and Kurt was also 
part-financed by the regional centre Filmpool Nord. Valentina supported the 
idea that filmmakers need to adapt to their funders’ wishes:  

[…] there were some scenes that I didn’t want to include but they [representatives from 
Filmpool Nord] said: ‘No, no this is the kind of scene you have to include in the film.’ 
Since they were funders you think: Okay, maybe you have to. (Valentina) 
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Valentina remarked that SVT had surprisingly few objections to Svetlana and 
Kurt. However, she made some adjustments to the broadcast format, which she 
would not have done had her film been an independent production: 

I should have made it a much slower film. […] It was slightly over one hour and I had to 
cut it to 57 minutes. What happens is that you don’t show her entire reaction, you cut. I 
don’t like it, I wanted to include her reaction. It was a bit like cutting in my heart. It didn’t 
turn out exactly the way I wanted it to. (Valentina) 

 
Notice, once again, the affectively-charged simile “It was a bit like cutting in my 
heart” that was used by the filmmaker in relation to the filmmaking process. 

A majority of the filmmakers expressed similar experiences as those at-
tested to by Sebastian and Valentina. They recognized a responsibility towards 
their funders but they did not experience any major disagreements that de-
manded that they make significant adjustments to their work. However, one of 
the filmmakers provided a different account. He experienced that SVT held 
opinions about the content and the editing that came to affect his story. The 
filmmaker, who wishes to remain anonymous with regards to this particular 
issue, expressed some surprise and disappointment over what he saw as at-
tempts by SVT to influence, not just the form, but also the content of the doc-
umentary. The filmmaker did not satisfy all of the requirements set out by SVT, 
but he stated that he satisfied more than he would have wanted to. He ex-
plained why he made the concessions that he made partly with reference to 
filmmakers’ dependence on SVT. In this particular case, the demands from 
SVT did not compete with the subject’s interests. It is thus difficult to speculate 
on the extent to which the filmmaker’s obligations towards SVT challenged his 
dependency duties towards the subject. 

Subjects Niklas and Curre both mentioned SVT as acting as a possible 
competitor to their interests, suggesting that the filmmakers had to adapt to 
SVT’s wishes and commitments. The filmmakers, however, denied such claims. 
I asked Per Anders about an occasion that was brought up by Niklas that was 
interpreted as a request from SVT: 

Per Anders: No, I did it because I felt that it was important to show that there were some 
minks that were bitten, for the credibility of the film. […] It was, well, if it’s me he calls 
SVT, I guess it’s right. 
Erika: So there were no demands from SVT that you had to show a bitten mink? 
PA: No, no, absolutely not. It was more that I, I told him that for the film to be credible I 
have to include that as well, exactly as it is. And we did mention that very few were in-
jured or bitten.  

 
According to Per Anders, the decision to film a mink that had been bitten was 
primarily determined by his responsibilities towards reality (the audience), and 
not by a sense of responsibility to his funders. 
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The accounts discussed above demonstrate no examples where duties to-
wards funders explicitly challenged the filmmakers’ dependency duties towards 
their subjects. However, the recognition of their obligation towards funders 
that emerges from the filmmakers’ accounts makes such a scenario likely if 
there was to be a conflict of interest. Anders further described how structural 
circumstances within the Swedish documentary sector contributes to the doc-
umentary filmmaker being quite dependent on a particular actor in the field: 

You are very dependent upon SVT because they are the only ones that pay, really. If you 
turn to the commercial channels you have to have a sponsor: A company, organization or 
something that pays for your film. Because they hardly pay anything, it’s more like a win-
dow for you to show your film. (Anders) 

 
Supporting this image of documentary filmmakers’ dependence on SVT is the 
fact that two of the filmmakers included in this study expressed a certain degree 
of hesitancy when criticizing SVT, with one of the filmmakers wishing to re-
main anonymous in this context. 

Summarizing this section about costs and conflicting duties, I note that 
there are particular obligations that compete with filmmakers’ dependency 
duties towards their documentary subjects. Obligations towards the film and 
reality (related to these and possibly overlapping, a duty towards the audience) 
were most likely to generate costs conflicting with dependency duties. 
Filmmakers reported on a more or less explicit balancing between these obliga-
tions. The outcome of this balancing was sometimes to the advantage of the 
subject’s interests and at other times not. The ultimate outcome was a function 
of calculating the costs that were involved and the perceived significance of 
subject interests. While obligations towards funders can be described as a pos-
sible conflicting dependency duty, based on the filmmakers’ accounts we found 
no obvious examples that demonstrated this type of competition in the exam-
ined cases. Wilkins and Coleman have found that journalists combine care for 
sources/subjects with professional duties such as a duty towards the truth 
(Wilkins, 2010). Based on the cases included in the present study, a similar pat-
tern emerges. Obligations towards the film, reality, funders, and to some extent 
duties towards an audience, exist alongside each other, and have the potential 
to compete with the filmmakers’ dependency duties towards a subject. Either 
by generating costs or by qualifying as conflicting dependency duties. 

Summary 

In summarizing this chapter that has revolved around the filmmaker’s actions, 
attitudes, and moral challenges related to documentary filmmaking, I highlight a 
number of key findings. I began this chapter by examining interest awareness, 
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which was found to be relatively high among the filmmakers included in this 
study. The filmmakers’ understanding of their subjects’ interests was, however, 
not necessarily explicitly communicated or confirmed with their subjects. Atti-
tudes and actions which respected those interests (and/or were influenced by 
concern for the interest-bearer) were demonstrated by all of the filmmakers, to 
varying degrees. Examples of this can be found in terms of the adjustment of 
representation as well as the adjustment of the filmmaking process, with re-
gards to subject interests. However, attitudes and actions that ran counter to 
subject interests were also present in the material. 

The issue of what to include in the documentary with respect to partici-
pating subjects emerged as one challenge that was present in the filmmakers’ 
accounts of their work. This issue generated additional concerns, for example, 
concerns as to what to exclude from the film without compromising with obli-
gations to reality and to the film itself. 

Relationship value was confirmed based, chiefly, on the correlation be-
tween relation and access/trust. Trust, however, was also identified as a source 
of moral challenges. The most common measure that was taken to establish a 
trusting relationship was for the filmmaker to set up a preview of the documen-
tary. This way of establishing trust can be categorised as an organizational form 
of transparency. The circumstances surrounding the previews differed for each 
case. It was suggested that the circumstances in which the preview was set up 
was of importance, given the effectiveness of the measure in fulfilling subject 
interests and promoting agency. The relationship between filmmaker and sub-
ject was characterised by a duality (network/organization), an observation that 
was also described in Chapter 5. Compared to the documentary subjects, the 
filmmakers demonstrated a greater awareness of the balancing that takes place 
between a professional relationship and friendship, although all of the 
filmmakers did not object to establishing friendship with the subject. Intimate 
and/or reciprocal gestures and actions were, to some extent, regarded as part of 
the profession, although a majority of the filmmakers occasionally stepped out 
of their professional roles in relation to their subjects. For a majority of the 
filmmakers, their responsibility did not end with the finished documentary, but 
extended to providing some amount of aftercare for their subjects (see Hibberd 
et al., 2000). The organizational communication and clarity about the circum-
stances in which the documentary previews were shown varied. It was not nec-
essarily explicitly communicated between filmmaker and subject whether it was 
the final cut that was to be previewed and whether the subject could come with 
objections to the film. These factors were related to possibilities of subject 
agency. There exists a mutual dependency in the subject-filmmaker relation-
ship, which is paired with a hierarchy that is determined by factors such as access 
to know-how and resources, and ultimately commitment. The potential to exercise 
subject agency can be linked to factors such as the filmmakers’ communication 
and clarity concerning subject influence. Attitudes towards such measures dif-
fered among the filmmakers, concerning both (i) the conditions for the sub-



 

 185 

ject’s withdrawal from the film and the subject’s power of veto and (ii) the 
communication around possible consequences of the subject’s participation. 
The general impression was that dialogue and clear and open communication 
on these issues was far from given.  

Turning to the emotional dimensions of documentary filmmaking, I 
found clear signs of emotion management in the filmmakers’ attitudes and their 
actions. Emotional investment appeared as a twofold strategy implemented for 
the benefit of the film and the documentary subject. Although the filmmakers 
admitted to being bound to a strong obligation towards reality, there was unan-
imous recognition of the subjective nature of their craft. Moral judgement was, 
furthermore, closely connected to affective signals and personal and profes-
sional morality were largely interlinked with each other. Besides an obligation 
towards reality, the filmmakers recognised a responsibility towards the film 
itself, both of which were found to sometimes compete with dependency duties 
towards the documentary subject by generating costs. Obligations towards 
funders was also recognised as a possible conflicting duty, although it was not a 
prominent challenge to dependency duties in the cases that were examined. 
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7. The Challenge and Potential of Intimacy 
and Emotion 

In this third and final empirical chapter, I correlate the findings from Chapter 5 
and Chapter 6 with each other so as to enable an examination of the ethical and 
moral challenges of documentary filmmaking, based on subject and filmmaker 
accounts. The chapter addresses parts of Research Question 3, including its 
associated sub-questions. We thus address the validity of dependency duties; 
the significance of relational forms; and the moral significance of the filmmak-
ers’ actions and attitudes regarding emotion and subjectivity. Claims about 
these issues presuppose access to the perspectives of both subjects and 
filmmakers, which have been gained during the course of the preceding chap-
ters. Parts of Question 3 concern the significance of the findings to the ethics 
of factual storytelling, as well as to the scholarly field of media ethics. A more 
detailed discussion of these dimensions is provided in Chapter 8. 

In Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, I explored the care ethical concept of ‘rela-
tionship importance’ in relation to the subjects and filmmakers, respectively. I 
also examined the factors important interests, costs, and conflicting duties, in relation 
to subject participation and documentary filmmaking. In Section 7.1, I bring 
these findings together and discuss them in the light of ‘dependency duties’ (see 
Section 3.3). The objective of this examination is to determine the strength and 
validity of dependency duties in the present context, and suggest whether the 
relationship between the subject and filmmaker be treated as moral paradigm. 
This is a foundational step for a continued discussion of factual storytelling in 
relation to an ethics of care. As outlined earlier, relationship importance, and 
the obligations that follow from it, only apply to relationships that have value 
to their participants (Collins, 2015, p. 10). Relationships are not considered to 
be valuable as such. Accordingly, all relationships do not give rise to moral 
duties. A condition that the subject-filmmaker relationship must meet if it is to 
generate dependency duties is that it has value for the participants in the rela-
tionship. Relationship importance is not the only factor that we need to take 
into consideration when we assess dependency duties. To determine the 
strength of such duties, an agent’s position as well-placed or best-placed is of 
further importance (Collins, 2015, pp. 2, 100). The consideration of relational 
forms (Ahrne, 2014) proves relevant in such a determination. 

Having established the relevance of dependency duties in Section 7.1, I 
proceed to explore the experience of participation in relation to care by closely 
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examining four of the cases introduced in this thesis. Relating the subjects’ 
experiences to the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes, I identify factors that 
promote and/or counteract care in the contexts examined. A detailed discus-
sion of the moral significance of relational forms and the duality of the subject-
filmmaker relation results from this process.  

The third area that I treat in the present chapter is the aspects of ‘subjec-
tivity’ and ‘emotion’. In the light of the findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6, 
these concepts are contrasted to traditional journalistic ideas of ‘objectivity’ and 
are regarded from a care ethics perspective. In Section 3.1, I highlighted a 
number of genre-related (and contextual) differences in attitudes and actions 
related to objectivity, subjectivity, and emotions. These differences make it 
particularly relevant to approach these issues from a genre where an ‘objectivity 
of just the facts’ is not necessarily the norm, and as we consider the moral sig-
nificance of subjectivity and emotion in relation to the subjects’ experiences. In 
Sections 7.3 and 7.4, the findings of this study are used to address the dichot-
omy of objectivity-subjectivity/emotion and to generally contribute to the dis-
cussion of the significance of these factors within media production. Further 
insight is provided by regarding these factors from the perspective of relational 
ethics. The premise of such analysis is not the claim that traditional objectivity 
is the dominating ideal within all areas of factual storytelling, nor do I claim 
that it has disappeared and has been replaced by a general recognition of the 
subjective and emotional dimensions of the craft. Instead, I refer to studies that 
confirm the continuous presence of such an ideal so as to contrast with the 
findings of the present study and, relying on research that questions classic 
objectivity, indicate their potential moral significance by placing my findings in 
dialogue with an ethics of care.  

7.1 The validity and strength of dependency duties 

Based on the findings in Chapter 5, we can claim that several factors in the 
documentary subject-filmmaker relationship contribute to establishing relation-
ship value on behalf of the subject. Apart from the instrumental value of positive 
consequences, the relationship was found to be of extrinsic non-instrumental 
value to some participants. A relationship can have extrinsic non-instrumental 
value by standing in a value-generating relationship to something that the par-
ticipant values (Collins, 2015, pp. 40–41). This can be seen in the case of Kurt, 
when we consider his relationship with the filmmaker Valentina. A breakdown 
in their relationship would also affect Svetlana, a third party of significance to 
Kurt. Relationship value was present in yet another way: all of the subjects, 
even those who did not report on any positive consequences of their participa-
tion, expressed their appreciation of their relationship with the filmmaker, to 
varying degrees. 
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To a majority of the filmmakers in the study, a good relationship with the 
subject appeared as a precondition for making a good documentary (see Chap-
ter 6). A trusting relation between filmmaker and subject was emphasised as 
being key to the successful performance of their craft. These impressions are 
strengthened when they are considered alongside the subjects’ accounts of how 
trust grew with the relationship, which, in turn, generated increased access and 
openness. Gunnar and Maja expressed this point quite clearly:  

I trusted, I mean, it wasn’t that I placed blind trust in him just like that but it was more 
like we built trust. It took some time before I let him shoot at my mum’s place for exam-
ple [...] (Gunnar)  
 
That the film turned out this sympathetic and good as I think it did is almost entirely be-
cause the filmmaker Ryszard and I got along so well. Or rather that I feel complete trust 
in him and respect for him. And that we somehow sensed each other and that I felt com-
pletely, completely safe in all the situations he was filming, completely safe. And had faith 
that this will become something sympathetic and good. I was certain about that. And it’s 
all about that. Had it been a filmmaker with whom I felt insecure, it would never have 
worked, it wouldn’t have worked. (Maja) 

 
Based on the above observations, attribution of relationship importance to the 
relationship between the subject and documentary filmmaker in the cases ex-
amined here is justified. The same is true within forms of factual storytelling 
where similar conditions apply, including circumstances where storytellers are 
dependent on subjects/sources for access and/or information; where subjects 
are part of the process both as participants and as motifs for a mediated narra-
tive; and subjects/sources have motives for their participation.71 This implies 
that the relationship ought to be treated as a moral paradigm — something that 
is valued, preserved, and promoted — and that this relationship gives rise to 
substantial duties (Collins, 2015, p. 10). But, we may ask, what are the strength 
of these duties? 

Returning to the subject interests that were identified in Chapter 5, sever-
al of these interests were related to the actual documentary whilst others were 
related to the process of documentary filmmaking. Being responsible for both 
the filming process and the documentary film itself, filmmakers are likely to be 
at least well-placed to fulfil or go some way to fulfilling some or all of these 
interests. The examples provided in Chapter 6, where the filmmakers’ attitudes 
and actions positively corresponded with the subjects’ interests, serve to 
strengthen this argument. However, as previously noted, filmmakers’ duties are 
not unconditional. To be well-placed, the measures that an agent must take to 

 
 
 
 
 

71 Note that these are not the only grounds for determining relationship importance. 
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fulfil an interest should not be considered to be too costly. Chapter 6 provided 
several examples of where the subject’s interests were downplayed. When this 
was the case, the downplaying of the subject’s interests was generally motivated 
with reference to reality and/or to the film itself. These were recognised as 
aspects which had the potential to generate high costs for the documentary 
filmmakers who participated in this study. Care ethics does not provide any 
guidance for determining how other duties are to be weighed against depend-
ency duties. However, if we take a particularly detailed look at the filmmakers’ 
dependency duties towards their subjects, we notice a number of things that 
might prove helpful in determining the strength of these duties. If the measures 
that an agent must take to fulfil an interest would realise less cost to the agent 
and the recipient than any other agent’s measure, then the agent ought to be 
considered best-placed (Collins, 2015, p. 103). Filmmakers are, sometimes, 
obliged by virtue of their best-placed duties to take measures in response to 
their subjects’ interests. Primarily, two circumstances are of relevance here. One 
is the character of the subject’s interests: With respect to communicating a 
message; other peoples’ reactions to the documentary;72 and issues relating to 
privacy/integrity during the process, it seems fair to suppose that the measures 
that the filmmaker must take to fulfil these interests would often be the most 
efficient of any agent’s measures. This would make the filmmaker best-placed, 
given that the measure is not too costly. To illustrate the second circumstance, 
I return to the nature of the subject-filmmaker relationship. 

I have mentioned the relevance of the relationship to aspects of openness 
and access. These aspects belong to the relational element of consequences, 
which is one of several elements in the subject-filmmaker relationship that 
demonstrate network characteristics, thereby bringing the subject-filmmaker 
closer to an intimate relationship (see Ahrne, 2014). The duality that was found 
(in this study) in the relationship, based on the presence of traits associated 
with professional and personal relationships, affects care ethical duties in sever-
al ways. These include enhancing some of the subjects’ important interests and 
making the filmmaker a stronger candidate for best-placed duties, due to the 
presence of intimacy. Although personal and non-personal relationships both 
have the capacity to generate dependency duties, a personal relationship is 
more likely to generate best-placed duties based on the likelihood that “[...] one 
personal relative’s [family, friends, spouses] fulfilling relationship duties has a 
certain kind of significance to the other personal relative that the same duties, 

 
 
 
 
 

72 See Section 6.6. Even if a filmmaker cannot foresee the exact consequences of a subject’s 
participation, he or she is still expected to consider likely consequences in his/her moral delibera-
tion. 
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discharged by someone else, would not.” (Collins, 2015, p. 146). In Chapter 5, I 
showed how some subject interests could be indexed to the filmmaker as a 
person, in the sense that a trusting and somewhat personal relationship with the 
filmmaker, just as a person, was appreciated by a majority of the subjects. Such 
interests are unlikely to be efficiently fulfilled by any other agent than the 
filmmaker. The nature of the relationship between subject and filmmaker thus 
makes it a candidate for weightier duties than had it remained a strictly profes-
sional relationship. 

However, notwithstanding the above, I have emphasised how the dual 
nature of the relationship can affect subjects’ interests in terms of vulnerability. 
This is the case since its dual nature, whilst increasing the subjects’ dependence 
on the filmmaker, also increases the significance of other interests, such as the 
preservation of trust (see 5.8.2). Several examples illustrating this were present-
ed in Chapter 5: 

We had a good relationship, the whole time. Honest with each other and we never said no 
to him. I understood from him that he appreciated that. He filmed, filmed and filmed; 
there were never any problems. (Niklas)  
 
At that point I just felt: Get out of the classroom, right away. But I didn’t say that because 
they were so kind and sympathetic. (Maja) 
 
The more we got to know each other it was like…film what the heck you want, you have 
access to all of it. (Sarah) 

 
These quotes illustrate the link between an open and/or trusting relationship, on 
the one hand, and vulnerability related to access, on the other. 

Whilst the nature of the relationship generated risks in terms of increased 
dependence the relationship may also, by virtue of its importance and the trust 
and dependence present between subject and filmmaker, allow the filmmaker 
to fulfil interests in a more efficient manner than if the personal component 
had been missing, (as it is in strictly professional relationships, per definition). 
This aspect is aptly illustrated by Collins when she reflects over dependency 
relations: 

Many dependency relations are good for us and valuable to us. They are necessary for, 
and indeed constitute, deeply important human goods. We thus shouldn’t necessarily 
think that the aim of the directives of care ethics – or of the dependency principle – is to 
end all dependence. (Collins, 2015, p. 147) 
 

Consequently, the dual relationship between subject and filmmaker can be 
described as a ethically problematic (encouraging openness, increasing vulnera-
bility and dependence) since it generates stronger duties on behalf of the 
filmmaker than had the relationship been a strictly professional relationship. At 
the same time, the dual relationship can be regarded as a possibility if we take 
into consideration its potential to encourage care and to increase the value and 
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efficiency of the filmmakers’ attendance to important interests. For example, 
we saw in Chapter 6 how the filmmakers referred to their feelings for the sub-
ject and/or the intimacy of the material that they were filming whilst expressing 
caring attitudes. The nature of the relationship and the fact that filmmakers are 
likely to be best-placed to fulfil a large part of their subjects’ interests related to 
the documentary and the filmmaking process further motivates why a filmmak-
er would subject himself to higher costs in moral deliberation. 

7.2 Assessing the experience in relation to care 

Chapter 6 provided several examples where the filmmakers expressed caring 
attitudes and actions. We also were provided with situations where the subjects’ 
interests, for various reasons, were downplayed. We will now re-visit some of 
these cases and relate the filmmakers’ attitudes and actions to their subjects’ 
experiences of participation. I use four cases to identify factors that affect the 
filmmaker’s attendance to subject interests and thus, the possible fulfilment of 
dependency duties (see Collins, 2015, pp. 10—11, 100). The nature of the rela-
tionship between the subject and filmmaker is identified as crucial in this re-
spect.  

The Mink Farmers and Swag are examples of where one or more of the 
subjects’ interests remained unfulfilled. In The Mink Farmers the subject Niklas’ 
main goal, and an important interest related to the documentary, was to pro-
vide an honest picture of the much-debated mink farming industry. While this 
interest was largely fulfilled, it was not Niklas’ only interest attached to the 
documentary. A major source of disappointment for Niklas was his colleagues’ 
reactions to the documentary. In Chapter 5, we note that these reactions were 
connected to the drinking and political discussions that featured in the film (see 
5.2). Niklas’ interest related to other people’s (primarily his colleagues’) reac-
tions was not fulfilled. This resulted in a number of practical and emotional 
setbacks. How can this be linked to the filmmaker’s attitudes and actions? Per 
Anders [the filmmaker] was aware of the controversy of both the topic and its 
depiction and surprised by the openness of his documentary subjects, with 
respect to their farm work and their seemingly carefree attitude towards dis-
cussing politics and having a drink [during working hours] in front of the cam-
era (see 6.2). Per Anders expressed some concern regarding the possible conse-
quences of the documentary. His focus on this matter, however, was based on 
his fear of possible attacks on the farm or the farmers by their antagonists, and 
not based on the potential consequences related to reactions from within the 
farming community. 

Should Per Anders have anticipated the reactions from Niklas’ colleagues 
and adjusted the documentary with regard to the possible consequences related 
to other peoples’ reactions to the documentary? I will consider this question 
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from a care ethics point of view. Care encompasses the expected value of a 
measure (Collins, 2015, p. 111). Even if the filmmaker cannot be certain what 
the most efficient way to fulfil a particular interest is, he or she has an obliga-
tion to anticipate the consequences of his/her actions. Note that (i) the 
filmmaker’s potential awareness of the controversy, (ii) the possible impact that 
his depiction may have, (iii) his power over the final result, and (iv) the previ-
ously-confirmed relationship importance make him well-placed (at the least) to 
meet the present interest. One way of caring in the particular context would 
have included a discussion of the possible consequences of the film with Ni-
klas. Note that Niklas appears to have been somewhat taken by surprise by his 
colleagues’ negative reactions to the film. Even though Niklas applauded the 
documentary at first glance, his impression changed with his insight into how 
other people (his colleagues in the farming community) viewed it. 

With respect to the preview of the documentary, it is unclear how much 
material was missing (compared to the version that was broadcast) when the 
farmers viewed it at the farm (see 5.2, 6.3). Niklas claimed that a significant 
scene was absent in the preview and later added to the broadcast version; a 
scene that could have brought his attention to how he might be perceived fol-
lowing the documentary’s public broadcast. If Niklas is correct in his claim that 
the scene which included an image of the leader of the Sweden Democrats 
party was omitted from the preview of the documentary (and intentionally 
added to the broadcast version), then his agency, and his possibility to attend to 
his own interests, was reduced. Increased communication around possible con-
sequences, as well as clarity concerning the preview, may have been two ways 
of going some way towards fulfilling one of Niklas’ important interests. In 
addition, taking such measures would function to encourage agency, an aspect 
found to be important to the subject’s experience.  

However, Per Anders’ opinion is that he had already toned down the 
drinking scenes. The costs related to reality and to the finished film were thus 
regarded as too high if further adjustments were to be made. Because the calcu-
lation of costs to the agent is a crucial part in the establishment of dependency 
duties (Collins, 2015), such costs can serve to offset the filmmaker’s duties 
towards the subject. A fair balancing of benefits and costs, however, presup-
poses that all circumstances are known. Whilst Per Anders showed an aware-
ness of Niklas’ interest with regards to an honest depiction of mink farming, it 
is less evident whether he recognised Niklas’ interest related to other peoples’ 
(Niklas’ colleagues’) reactions to the film. A lack of awareness of this interest 
may have affected Per Anders’ priorities and the cost that he considered justi-
fied. The fact that the subject’s own behaviour (drinking during working hours 
and expressing arguably controversial political opinions in front of the camera) 
contributed to his interest being unfulfilled can, moreover, have  functioned as 
a defeater (see Collins, 2015, pp. 101, 122). 

With regards to the circumstances surrounding the case of The Mink 
Farmers, we must briefly consider the limits of a storyteller’s responsibilities 
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towards his or her subjects. Instead of attempting to define all and every aspect 
of media ethics, the approach that I have taken in this thesis follows in the 
footsteps of scholars such as Couldry (2010) and Yngvesson (2006). I thus 
advocate a view of media ethics where what we do with and within the media 
should be compatible with the moral standards that inform our every-day lives. 
The framework of care ethics supports such a view by providing a principle 
that has bearing on professional and personal circumstances. Several compo-
nents within care ethics offset the risk of furthering an approach where the 
storyteller is obliged to accommodate every wish or interest of a subject. 
Among these components, we find cost, conflicting duty, and relationship importance, 
as well as the (perceived) strength of the subject’s interests (Collins, 2015). All of 
these factors have been frequently referred to in this thesis. It is thus possible 
that storytellers possess far-reaching responsibilities towards their sub-
jects/sources, even responsibilities that extend to the consequences that a 
broadcast or published depiction may give rise to, in addition to any distress 
that may be caused by the process. However, these responsibilities are never 
unconditional; they are situational and relative to the factors previously men-
tioned, as explained in my discussion of The Mink Farmers. 

Swag was another example where a subject’s interest remained unfulfilled. 
In this case, it is not a question of whether the filmmaker recognised the par-
ticular interest or not. In fact, Gustav was well-aware of the message that Curre 
wanted to communicate in the documentary. For Curre, his most important 
interest attached to the documentary was to display his and the organization’s 
way of working with ex-convicts. The result of the documentary, as he regarded 
it, was more of a human-interest story, which left this interest (communicating 
a particular message) unfulfilled (see 5.3). According to the filmmaker, the cost 
of fulfilling Curre’s interest would have prevented the film from being com-
pleted. This is an extensive cost, even more so when we consider the subject’s 
additional interest in the visibility of the organization. In his deliberation, the 
filmmaker weighed in the benefits and costs to both himself and the subject. 
He concluded that the documentary that was eventually created was better for 
both of them than no documentary at all. However, measures could have been 
taken so as to increase the chances of interest fulfilment. Engaging in proper 
communication during the project around the filmmaker’s vision (and how it 
changed over time) and his struggles with satisfying the subject’s interest (the 
message) could have been a measure for the filmmaker to take which would 
have been in accordance with Curre’s interest. Such a measure (engaging in 
proper communication) would have informed an awareness of where the film 
was heading and would have encouraged further dialogue on this issue. I have 
previously indicated the importance of the circumstances in which the preview 
of the documentary took place (see Section 6.3). Just as in the case of The Mink 
Farmers, a lack of clarity was noted in relation to the preview of Swag. What 
Gustav described as a ‘preview’ of the finished documentary, i.e., prior to color 
grading, audio mixing and final editing, Curre seemed to perceive as the first 
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public screening of the finished documentary. Increased clarity (e.g. via com-
munication and choice of location) concerning the preview was a possible way 
for the filmmaker to demonstrate a caring act which would have been in ac-
cordance with the subject’s interest, allowing for objections and suggestions to 
be made. The measures suggested above, communication regarding the vision and 
the documentary message as well as clarity concerning the circumstances sur-
rounding the preview, could have encouraged further agentic action; thereby 
diminishing the discrepancy between agency beliefs and agency competence 
that was discerned in the subject narrative (see Section 5.3; Goller & Harteis, 
2017). This, in turn, would have been a way fulfilling the subject’s interest in 
the documentary’s message, as indicated by the subject himself (see 5.3). 

We now turn to the two cases where the subjects appeared to have had 
the most positive experiences of the documentary process as well as the fin-
ished film. I call attention to similarities with regards to the filmmakers’ atti-
tudes and actions in these cases, which, to some extent, stand in contrast to the 
attitudes and actions described in the specific situations emphasised above. 
Sarah (Sarah and Syleme) and Maja (Hello Swede) both reported that their experi-
ences of participation were not only positive but appeared to have functioned 
as empowering experiences (see 5.1 and 5.4). Common to these cases is that the 
subjects’ interests related to the documentary and to their participation were 
fulfilled to a great extent. Sarah and Maja both described being involved in a 
process that was typified by deep trust and openness towards the filmmaker. 
This openness, however, was not unconditional: present in both narratives was 
a strong sense of agency. Both Maja and Sarah interfered with the filmmaking 
process by occasionally opposing to continuation of filming or by opposing the 
inclusion of particular scenes. In addition to viewing the preview, the filmmak-
ers displayed further transparency by inviting the subjects to view selected 
scenes during the filmmaking process. Both Maja and Sarah reported on a 
sense of being able to have a say in the process. Transparency was further in-
creased by the filmmakers’ attitudes towards communication. Ryszard shared 
with his subject some of the difficulties that he faced and his deliberations con-
cerning the process. Anders maintained a continuous dialogue with his subject 
concerning the conditions for her participation and the possible consequences 
of the documentary. Both recognized the importance of sharing their vision for 
the documentary, even as it changed during the process. The filmmakers’ atti-
tudes and actions related to transparency during the process, gave this relational 
element some degree of organization (see Ahrne, 2014). 

These two cases stand out for yet another reason. Filmmakers Anders 
and Ryszard were the ones who most clearly expressed reluctance towards 
making friends with the documentary subjects. Despite this, both appear to 
have come exceptionally close to the subjects in their films. Maja and Sarah 
confirmed to the presence of high degrees of trust and satisfaction when they 
referred to their relationship with their respective filmmakers. An awareness of 
and clear signalling to the subject that they were in (primarily) a professional 
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relationship was a possible reason behind their satisfaction that both laid the 
foundation for a pleasant experience for the subject and allowed the filmmak-
ers to get close to their subjects. Is clarity (on the filmmaker’s part) a means of 
gaining trust? I have previously identified the indistinct nature of the subject-
filmmaker relationship and the subject’s difficulty in knowing what to expect 
from the relationship (see 5.8.2 and 6.3.1). If it is the case, as indicated by 
Ryszard (see 6.3.1), that one reason why a filmmaker may wish to maintain the 
boundaries between friendship and a professional relationship is to avoid gain-
ing trust and access on false premises, then such an attitude and/or behaviour 
should be considered an attitude/act of care. 

Considering the two cases discussed here, what is striking is the presence 
of organization in the relationship between the filmmaker and subject. While 
highlighting the duality present in the subject-filmmaker relationship, I have 
emphasised its strong network characteristics. Although such characteristics 
were certainly present in the cases of Maja and Sarah, among other things 
through reciprocity, trust, and openness, these two relationships also include 
clear signs of organization. Clarity concerning the conditions for the filming 
process and the relationship, as well as organized control through a sharing of 
filmed material are examples of this. These observations strengthen Ahrne’s 
suggestion about organized control as a possible way to build trust (2014, p. 
49). Moreover, organizational characteristics, including some amount of clarity 
concerning the process and/or its possible consequences and the presence of 
organized control are ways of encouraging agency, since they allow subjects to 
relate to, and possibly oppose, aspects of the process and/or the final result. 
These circumstances increase the possibility for subjects to safeguard their own 
interests. Compare this to the two cases presented at the beginning of this sec-
tion, where a lack of communication and a lack of transparency were found to 
contribute to the negative aspects of the subjects’ experiences. Care entails 
attending to interests (Collins, 2015). Communication and clarity appeared as 
ways of facilitating and promoting care by enabling increased agent awareness 
of interests. Making the dependent aware of the challenges and circumstances 
that are connected to participation comes forth as an additional way of revering 
subject interests, particularly if such measures are combined with encouraging 
agency. Some amount of organization in the relationship between subject and 
filmmaker thus appears to increase the likelihood of an ethical process. This 
finding provides a key to the ethics of encounters with a professional frame but 
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that demonstrate strong network characteristics, such as that between subject 
and storyteller within long-form factual storytelling.73 

7.3 Revisiting objectivity 

When they spoke about the documentary, several of the interviewed subjects 
expressed an interest in authenticity and the production of a depiction that 
corresponded with their view of what was real. This interest was sometimes 
considered more important than the inclusion/exclusion of intimate or contro-
versial scenes. This was particularly the case if the scene was related to any of 
the subject’s reasons for their participation, for example, the communication of 
a certain message (see Section 5.8.1). The filmmakers’ emphasis on the subjec-
tive aspect of their craft (Section 6.5) is a possible ground for discrepancy with 
respect to subjects’ interest in a depiction that they perceive as faithful to reality. 
In a majority of the examined cases, however, the subject’s and the filmmaker’s 
view of reality (as it was represented in the documentary) appears to coincide. 
One exception to this tendency was The Mink Farmers, where aspects of the 
depiction were seen by the subject as slightly twisted or exaggerated; a descrip-
tion that the filmmaker opposes.74 

The filmmakers’ preoccupation with the question of what to include in 
the documentary and how this would be done (described in Chapter 6) was 
motivated and dealt with in several ways. While they expressed a vision where 
they claimed that they wished to stay true to reality, they seemed well aware 
that this goal was not straightforward. One filmmaker described the idea of 
creating a completely true story as naïve, another saw objectivity as obfuscating 
any reality that had been accessed through another human being. The editing 
process emerged as a process of moral balancing, involving a responsibility 
towards the subject and the film itself, and an obligation towards reality. The 

 
 
 
 
 

73 Two films are not discussed in the present section: Svetlana and Kurt and The Big Love. The case 
of The Big Love, in particular, supports the main argument about duality, given a sufficient level of 
organization, as a possible way of promoting care; i.e., the fulfilment of dependency duties, in the 
context of long-form factual storytelling. However, since these cases are not as explicit in this 
aspect and, as in Svetlana and Kurt, the filmmaker and subjects had a relation prior to the docu-
mentary project, they were not used here to further my argument. However, we should note that 
the findings related to these two cases do not run counter to the suggestions that I have made 
that were based on my analysis of the four cases that are discussed in this section. 
74 A large part of the documentary — most importantly, the depiction of mink farming — was 
consistent with the subject’s view of reality, however. 
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result of such balancing was sometimes made manifest in an expression of care 
for the subject. On other occasions the costs were considered to be too high or 
other duties were prioritized. Contrary to the concerns that have been ex-
pressed by journalists with respect to subjectivity and attachment (see Ham-
marlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; B. Richards & Rees, 2011), the filmmakers’ concern 
for their subjects did not amount to a complete acquiescence and adherence to 
their subjects’ interests. These observations reflect those made by Wilkins and 
Coleman, who found that journalists blend care for their subjects and their 
organizations with duties such as truth-telling and avoiding harm (Wilkins, 
2010, p. 35). These findings form the basis for their recommendation of care 
informed by duty within journalism. This position is also endorsed by the care 
ethics approach as argued for by Collins, including the role of defeaters (Collins, 
2015). 

 Recognising the subjective element that is involved in the creation of a 
factual story makes the responsibility that rests with the individual storyteller all 
the more apparent. This responsibility was unanimously acknowledged by the 
filmmakers in this study and was generally regarded as extending beyond the 
completion of the documentary. I suggest that their attitude towards subjectivi-
ty is essential to allow filmmakers to acknowledge emotion (their own emotions 
and those of the subject) in their moral reasoning. The concern that emotional 
consideration for an interviewee poses a threat to professionalism in terms of 
objectivity and neutrality, as expressed by several journalists in previous studies 
(Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Richards & Rees, 2011) is illustrative of a divi-
sion between a personal morality and professional morality (see 6.5 and Rich-
ards & Rees, 2011; Yngvesson, 2008). Questioning such division, I argue that 
we regard filmmakers’ recognition of subjectivity and their attention to the 
emotional dimensions of morality as assets. This finding reflects a core argu-
ment proposed by Steiner and Okrusch (2006) in their promotion of care ethics 
within a media context. Rather than posing a threat to ethical journalism, care 
and empathy enable the journalist to be both an ethical decision-maker and a 
moral agent (Steiner & Okrusch, 2006, pp. 111–115).75 

One challenge that has been raised by scholars in relation to the tradition-
al understanding of journalistic objectivity is that journalists run the risk of 
embracing the idea that there is only one way of telling a story (Hammarlin, 
2015; Richards & Rees, 2011; Ward, 2019), and that a (subjective) emotion like 
empathy may ‘contaminate’ an objective report (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 863). 
Richards and Rees argue that: 

 
 
 
 
 

75 See also Wilkins (2010). 
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The clearest observable expression of simple positivistic belief in objectivity is the notion 
of the ‘story’, as a taken-for-granted imperative. Yet this, we have suggested, is actually at 
odds with the principle of ‘objectivity’, in that it demands an intuitive (and implicitly emo-
tional) engagement with the subject matter. (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 864). 
 

A majority of the filmmakers in this study explicitly included emotions into the 
equation when balancing issues such as a responsibility towards reality against 
respect for their subjects’ interests (see 6.5). If we were to rigidly support the 
ideals of objectivity and detachment, then the documentaries resulting from 
such deliberations would be inevitably contaminated. However, if we employ a 
line of reasoning where emotions such as compassion and empathy are seen as 
vital elements in guiding ethical decision-making (see Ward, 2019), then allow-
ing for emotion to inform their moral deliberation and recognising the subjec-
tive nature of their craft once again appear as creating a necessary condition for 
ethical factual storytelling. This reasoning can be transferred to other forms of 
factual storytelling than the observational documentary. Within the context of a 
‘slow ethics’ of journalism, Thomas encourages emotional investment as an 
ethical strategy, thereby making room for nuances and contradictions (Thomas, 
2016, p. 484). These are the kind of values, as previously suggested, that suffer 
if classic notions of objectivity are slavishly adhered to (Hammarlin, 2015; 
Richards & Rees, 2011). Thomas argues that both the encounter and the story 
have things to gain if the storyteller abandons his/her distant perspective 
(Thomas, 2016, pp. 483–484). A similar reflection was voiced by one of the 
Swedish journalists in Hammarlin’s study. The journalist suggested that some 
amount of empathy could actually benefit journalistic storytelling, by encourag-
ing the journalist to consider alternative perspectives (Hammarlin, 2015, pp. 
217–218). There are examples in the present study that suggest that this obser-
vation is accurate. The filmmakers’ encounters with their documentary subjects 
went beyond the mere telling of a story. The interviews showed how several 
filmmakers allowed themselves to be emotionally engaged in their subjects. 
Although some of them expressed a wish to retain some amount of distance 
from their subject. This engagement appears to have contributed to a desire to 
do their subjects justice and to an increased ability to attend to their subjects’ 
interests. Arguably, this led to a more nuanced storytelling. Consider Anders’ 
reasoning around his depiction of Sarah’s mother in the documentary (dis-
cussed in Section 6.1): 

Anders: […] I guess it was a somewhat deliberate choice not to show her [Syleme’s] be-
trayal there at the end of it. You could say that it was. 
Erika: Did Sarah have any thoughts about that? 
A: No, I think that she thought it was a good decision because she didn’t want her mom 
portrayed that way. I think that she rather wanted her mom to come forth as slightly bet-
ter than she was. At the same time, I felt that I didn’t really want to… I had gotten to 
know Syleme well enough to know what kind of person she really is, that she really cared 
about Sarah, deep down. 
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The filmmaker’s relationship with the documentary subjects allowed him to see 
nuances in Syleme’s behaviour that were reflected in the final documentary. At 
the same time, he was able to attend to one of Sarah’s interests. From a care 
ethics perspective, the crucial ability to read and understand other peoples’ 
interests benefits from engaging our emotional capabilities (see Yngvesson, 
2008, pp. 59–60). In the following section, I examine these aspects more close-
ly. 

7.4 Emotional literacy 

The filmmakers in this study were found to pay attention to the interests and 
feelings of their documentary subjects as well as to their own emotional signals 
(see Chapter 6). Their attentiveness to these aspects did not necessarily replace 
consideration of other responsibilities, such as their obligation towards reality 
and the film itself. This observation supports a core argument proposed by 
Richards and Rees, who emphasise that subjective feelings do not necessarily 
stand in opposition to the reporter’s judgment (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 865). 
Furthermore, Arlie Hochschild highlights the role that feelings play in “objec-
tive” reflection: 

The word objective, according to the Random House Dictionary, means “free from personal 
feelings”. Yet, ironically, we need feeling in order to reflect on the external or “objective” 
world. Taking feelings into account as clues and then correcting for them may be our best 
shot at objectivity. Like hearing or seeing, feeling provides a useful set of clues in figuring 
out what is real (1983/2012, p. 31). 

 
Hochschild’s argument underlines the problem with the tension between objec-
tivity and emotion found amongst journalists (and problematized in the previ-
ous section (also see 3.3)). The above remarks express a quite different conclu-
sion compared to that made by many of the journalists in the studies that I 
have referred to throughout this thesis (Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Rich-
ards & Rees, 2011). I thus suggest that objective storytelling demands that the 
storyteller pay attention to emotion. Besides overthrowing the notion that these 
concepts stand in binary opposition to one another, recognising the role of 
emotion would provide more than one reason for emotional literacy within 
factual storytelling. The findings in the present thesis support such an argu-
ment. Apart from paying attention to their subjects’ emotions, storytellers benefit 
from using their own emotions to understand their subjects (and act in ways that 
reflect this understanding). The practice of caring attitudes and actions in the 
context of long-form factual storytelling requires a developed understanding of 
one’s own and others people’s emotions and, thus, recognition of the presence 
of subjectivity.  
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Several findings in Chapters 5 and 6 point to the relevance of emotion 
within the context of documentary filmmaking. Its importance is manifested at 
different levels. The examination of the subject experience in Chapter 5 estab-
lished participation in a documentary film as an emotional experience. I sug-
gested that the subject’s relationship with the filmmaker was crucial to this 
experience. The relevance of this finding is strengthened and extended to other 
genres of factual storytelling, if we regard it against the backdrop of other re-
search that has highlighted the significance of the emotional expression of sub-
jects/sources within journalism (see Pantti, 2010; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). The 
furtherance of a positive experience on behalf of the documentary subject, 
demands that the filmmaker find ways to relate and respond to the emotional 
and relational dimensions of participation. In Chapter 6, I presented examples 
of how the filmmakers engaged in emotion management. Valentina, Ryszard, 
and Anders adjusted the film process and their own behaviour, in order to 
further the subject experience. To some extent, such measures were also taken 
since they were believed to benefit the finished film. This fact does not neces-
sarily contradict the potential of emotion management in relation to the sub-
ject’s interests (see 6.4). In contrast to attitudes found among journalists 
(Hammarlin, 2015; Jukes, 2017; Richards & Rees, 2011), the filmmakers in this 
study allowed for emotion in their moral deliberation.  

In Chapter 5, I provided a number of examples of the documentary sub-
jects’ appreciation of a trusting, and somewhat intimate, relationship with the 
documentary filmmaker. I also discovered disappointment when trust and 
openness were not perceived to be rewarded. Managing a relationship is a prac-
tice that is firmly linked to a person’s emotional capabilities, for example, being 
capable of showing responsiveness to another person’s needs. The importance 
of the relationship to the subject experience, together with the challenges that 
come with this and with the dual nature of the relationship, suggest that emo-
tional literacy is vital to the creation of conditions for an ethical encounter – if 
the storyteller is to be able to both transgress and uphold relational boundaries 
in a perceptive manner (see 7.1). Despite examples of discontent concerning 
aspects of the process, the finished documentary, or its consequences, the gen-
eral experience of their participation among the documentary subjects in this 
study was positive. 

Richards and Rees have identified two aspects that stand in the way of the 
deployment of emotional literacy in journalism (Richards & Rees, 2011). One is 
journalists’ confusion about ‘objectivity’. These scholars found this confusion 
to extend to journalists’ understanding of the concept as well as to the relation-
ship between ‘objectivity’ and ‘emotion’ (Richards & Rees, 2011, pp. 863–864). 
These are aspects that were discussed in the previous section. The other aspect 
that is thought to affect the implementation of an emotional literacy agenda 
within journalism is the lack of attention that journalists pay to downstream 
influences, i.e., the potential impact that a story may have on their sources or 
their audience, after publication: “While journalists cannot be held responsible 
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for the feelings of the public, nor of those whom they have encountered when 
reporting, they could consider more how their own reports may influence those 
feelings, and whether different ways of framing reports may have different 
downstream effects.” (Richards & Rees, 2011, pp. 864–865). Although many of 
the journalists who took part in Richards and Rees’ study showed sensitivity to 
their sources during the interview situation, a lot less thought was given to their 
sources in relation to the mediated representation and its possible aftermaths 
(Richards & Rees, 2011). The findings of the present study, once again, suggest 
that a different approach is adopted by documentary filmmakers. I found that a 
majority of the interviewed filmmakers paid attention to downstream effects 
related to the subject and recognised a connection between a trusting and inti-
mate encounter and their responsibility with respect to the resulting representa-
tion (see Section 6.2). Similarly, the filmmakers’ care did not come to an end 
with the finished film, but also extended to its consequences. An example of 
the filmmakers’ attention to downstream effects is their concern with the pos-
sible consequences of their documentary subjects’ participation. Communica-
tion about these issues by the filmmakers with their subjects was, however, 
limited. Only one filmmaker in the present study appears to have had extensive 
and continuous dialogue with their subjects about the possible consequences of 
participation. In a few cases, the lack of communication concerning these is-
sues is suggested to have affected the subjects’ experience of participation (see 
Section 7.1.2). Hibberd et al. (2000) have suggested that aftercare is crucial to 
responsible storytelling, particularly when covering sensitive and/or intimate 
topics (2000, p. 69). Their argument is supported by what occurred in The Mink 
Farmers, where the filmmaker’s extended engagement was regarded as signifi-
cant to the subject. The filmmaker’s manifestation of aftercare is believed to 
have contributed to the subject’s rendering of his participation in the documen-
tary as a mainly positive experience, despite the subject’s dissatisfaction with 
certain aspects of the process, the final result, and some of the film’s conse-
quences. 

I have briefly touched upon the connection between emotional literacy 
and care ethics. Before summarizing this chapter, I now return to this discus-
sion and present an argument in favour of emotional literacy from a care ethics 
perspective. An example from the case of Sarah and Syleme will serve as starting 
point for this discussion. Sarah described an open relationship with the 
filmmaker where either party could challenge and question the other (see Sec-
tion 5.4). Sarah recalled a few situations where the filmmaker questioned her 
decisions and/or slightly pressured her to do certain things for the film. How-
ever, Sarah did not seem to have been bothered by this. In fact, rather the op-
posite response was noted in how she reported that she appreciated their 
straightforward communication. Significant here are the kind of situations 
where the filmmaker pressured her and the situations where he did not. In 
Section 5.4, I provided a lengthy description of one situation where Sarah op-
posed to being filmed, but where the filmmaker persisted in continuing the 
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shoot. I described how Sarah recounted her experience of the situation and the 
argument that took place with a smile on her face. I repeat part of her narration 
below:  

So, he sits there and films and then I just: ‘I’m cold, we’ll have to go inside.’ And he: 
‘Damn, now we’ll have to start from the beginning, you have to sit still.’ And I go: ‘Okay.’ 
Sitting there, really grumpy. And then I go: ‘It’s enough now.’ Finally, he gets annoyed 
with me (little laughter) and just: ‘If you just sit still for five minutes, we’ll go wherever 
you want after that.’ And I go: ‘But I can’t sit still because my face hurts’ (little laughter). 
And he: ‘Just a wee bit.’ And I sit there, really grumpy, and then: ‘No, I don’t want to do 
this anymore.’ And he: ‘Okay, let’s go.’ But he got his scene in the end. It was, well, it was 
really nice. Afterwards, I’m really happy for it, but I was so damn angry. Really bitter. He 
just: ‘Don’t be so damn grumpy now.’ And I: ‘But I’m cold.’ He was like: ‘Yeah, I get 
that.’ So soft! It was, it was that kind of relation, I could say to him: ‘I’m really pissed off 
with you.’ And he just: ‘Whatever. You want a coke?’ So damn soft. (Sarah) 
 

The extract indicates that some degree of pressure was exerted by the filmmak-
er in this particular situation. This can be contrasted with another situation that 
was retold by Sarah. Regarding the medical complications that accompanied her 
disease and Sarah’s reluctance towards showing these complications in front of 
the camera, her narration prompted a rather different approach on behalf of 
the filmmaker:  

There were moments, and then I could say… You know, those things that you really 
don’t want to be caught on tape. Like, you get a lot of problems with your stomach and 
things like that. And that was a bit embarrassing, that they [the doctors] should come in 
and press on your stomach. No, I didn’t want that. Then I just: ‘No, I think you have to 
get out now’. And he: ‘Yes, I’ll leave’. He knew where to draw the line. I felt that no one 
needed to know about those complications. (Sarah) 
 

In this second extract, there are no signs of persuasion being exerted on Sarah. 
While the first situation did not relate to any of Sarah’s interests, the second 
situation is immediately connected to her interest in integrity. Let me relate this 
to the filmmaker’s attitude and the way in which he referred to his sense of 
sensibility in his deliberations on matters like these: 

Anders: I believe that I could sense rather quickly when something was heading in the 
wrong direction. 
Erika: How do you mean “the wrong direction”? 
A: It’s just a feeling. You might perceive that they want to be left alone. Or: Okay, this in-
terview, it is time to wrap it up right now. 

 
The filmmaker practiced emotional literacy by paying attention to his own 
emotional signals so that he could read and respond to his subject’s interest. 
His behaviour was effectively adjusted to the perceived importance of that 
interest. Being able to read others and be attentive to your own emotions and 
the emotions of others is part of being able to fulfil our moral duties towards 
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other people. Being able to respond to other people’s important interests (par-
ticularly emotional interests) involves emotion management: 

If dependency principle is true, all moral agents should be closely attentive to the complex 
details of situations they find themselves in, in order to establish whether or not they are 
well-placed, and (if they are well-placed) whether they or some other agent is best-placed. 
This will require attention to others’ important interests, to what measures oneself and 
others have for fulfilling them, to whether those others are likely to actually discharge a 
duty if they have one, and so on. These inferences are largely about the psyches of other 
agents – and situations in which important emotional interests are at stake will require in-
ferences about the psyche of the dependent, as well. Making these inferences, in order to 
actually apply the principle, will require sympathy and deliberation from all agents who 
have reason to believe they might have a dependency duty in that context. (Collins, 2015, 
p. 142) 

 
The dependency principle can be interpreted as encouraging emotional literacy. 
This argument gains further strength in the present context when we consider 
that the interests related to participation in a documentary are not necessarily 
the interests that you might expect. As argued in Section 5.8.1, the subject’s 
main concern was not always with scenes or situations that could, arguably, be 
categorized as the most intimate and/or controversial. As long as these scenes 
were regarded as authentic and/or related to the motives behind the subject’s 
participation or the desired message of the documentary, then these scenes 
were acceptable. This finding enhances the importance that close and emotion-
ally-informed inferences be made by the filmmaker if the filmmaker is to read 
and respond to their subject’s important interests. 

Summary 

I began this chapter with an examination of the validity and strength of de-
pendency duties based on documentary subject and filmmaker accounts. By 
bringing the findings of the previous empirical chapters (Chapters 5 and 6) 
together, I confirmed the existence of relationship value on behalf of both 
subject and filmmaker. One of the basic conditions for dependency duties was 
thereby fulfilled, thereby verifying the status of the filmmaker-subject relation-
ship as a moral paradigm and as a relationship that gives rise to weighty duties. 
To determine the strength of the filmmakers’ dependency duties in the present 
context, I collated the following factors: (i) the subject’s important interests, (ii) 
the filmmaker’s costs, and (iii) the nature of the subject-filmmaker relationship. 
The subject’s interests that related to the documentary and the dual nature of 
the subject-filmmaker relationship established the filmmaker as likely to be at 
least well-placed, sometimes best-placed, to fulfil subjects’ interests. Provided 
that the filmmaker’s costs related to fulfilling an interest were not too high.  
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Dwelling on the nature of the subject-filmmaker relationship, I suggested 
that the duality present in the relationship be regarded as an ethical challenge 
whilst simultaneously enabling ethical practice. While possibly increasing chal-
lenges such as subject vulnerability and dependence, the presence of network 
characteristics appeared to encourage and enable the provision of efficient care 
on behalf of the filmmaker. The presence of organization (at least to a suffi-
cient degree) was, however, stated as a condition for relational duality to qualify 
as an ethical asset. 

In the final sections of this chapter, I directed the reader’s attention to the 
putative dichotomy between ‘subjectivity’/emotion and ‘objectivity’ within 
factual storytelling. I argued that recognition of the subjective and emotional 
dimensions of the craft of factual storytelling neither caused the filmmakers in 
this study to deny a link between their film and an outside world, nor did it 
entail absolute compliance to subject interests. What emerged from this analysis 
was that we were able to observe a balancing between care for subjects, obliga-
tions towards reality, and the film itself. The filmmakers’ recognition of the 
subjective elements that are inherent to factual storytelling, including the insight 
that there is more than one way to tell a story, positively corresponded with a 
sense of personal responsibility. Instead of posing a threat to ethical factual 
storytelling, subjectivity and emotion appeared as potential assets, encouraging 
the consideration and balancing between relational responsibilities and, possi-
bly, conflicting obligations. The emotional engagement that emerged in a ma-
jority of the filmmakers’ accounts allowed for an increased understanding of 
the subjects’ interests. At the same time, emotional engagement proved to be 
beneficial for the film, since it enabled more complex and nuanced storytelling. 
Following on these finding, I provided a discussion of emotional literacy within 
factual storytelling. Based on examples from the study, I illustrated the link 
between care ethics and emotional literacy, in the context of long-form factual 
storytelling. The findings suggest that receptiveness towards one’s own and 
other people’s emotions furthers the (efficient) provision of care through atti-
tudes and actions. These findings thus support the picture of emotional literacy 
as a valuable, and viable, path towards ethical factual storytelling. 
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8. Concluding Discussion 

The main aim of the present study was to add to our understanding of the ethi-
cal and moral challenges related to the creation of mediated depictions of real-
life people. This was achieved by approaching this area with relational and 
emotional perspectives and with the theoretical framework of care ethics. 
Closely connected to this aim was my investigation into the relevance of care 
ethics within a media context. The research questions that were answered in 
this thesis addressed (i) the documentary subject experience; (ii) the filmmakers’ 
actions and attitudes; and (iii) the validity of dependency duties. Furthermore, 
the research questions addressed the significance of relational forms to the 
subject-filmmaker relationship and the filmmakers’ attitudes towards emotion 
and subjectivity in the context of making a documentary. 

The encounter between the storyteller and subject/source lies at the heart 
of factual storytelling. The storyteller’s access to peoples’ stories and experienc-
es is key to journalism and documentary filmmaking. The legitimacy of the 
practice is dependent on fair and accurate depictions, but also on the nature of 
these encounters and the traces that they leave behind. Codes of ethics and 
scholarly work often emphasise that storytellers must consider and protect their 
subjects/sources, particularly those who are deemed to be vulnerable (see 1.2 
and 2.2.3). This point is rarely specified or anchored in empirical analysis that 
takes the subject experience into account, however. By paying attention to the 
accounts of both the subject and the storyteller, I explored how documentary 
subjects’ experiences and storytellers’ actions and attitudes relate to one anoth-
er. What emerges is a trusting relation that is valued by both parties. I also not-
ed that affective signals and emotion management are important aspects of a 
filmmaker’s moral conduct. The emotion work that was involved in filmmak-
ers’ moral deliberation is often implicit in professional accounts (Wahl-
Jorgensen, 2019, pp. 60–62), and the presence of emotion and subjectivity are 
merely obfuscated by ideals that cultivate objective and detached reporting. In 
this thesis, I have argued that to foster moral practice, claims concerning the 
relational and emotional dimensions of factual storytelling need to be further 
acknowledged and addressed within the profession and thoroughly examined 
by media scholars.  

Knowledge about subjects/sources is typically restricted to who they are, 
in terms of, for example, elite sources and marginalised groups. To reach a 
deeper understanding of this area, it is necessary that we apply methods and 
theoretical perspectives that encourage us to dwell on the participant experi-
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ence. The methodological and theoretical contributions of the present study are 
closely linked to this experience, because the care ethical framework employed 
in this study highlights the need for a thick and context-oriented research 
methodology, that is able to capture and illuminate (sometimes) elusive con-
cepts such as ‘experience’ and ‘emotion’. With reference to the insights gained 
from the present study, I am convinced that an increased understanding of the 
subject experience can provide us with new knowledge about the practice of 
factual storytelling. Paying in-depth attention to the experiences of documen-
tary subjects allowed me to explore the nature of the subject-storyteller rela-
tionship and confirm its importance. By placing the subjects’ experiences in 
dialogue with the filmmakers’ actions and attitudes, I have demonstrated the 
potential of emotional and subjective aspects to the moral dimensions of factu-
al storytelling; thereby taking a step towards uncovering the significance and 
meaning of emotional literacy in this context. One argument that has been 
made in the present thesis is that a possible key to the identification and under-
standing of the role of relational and emotional aspects within factual storytell-
ing is to approach media ethics from a theoretical perspective that brings these 
dimensions to the fore. Applying the perspective of care ethics has allowed me 
to not only establish the importance of these relationships, it has also enabled 
an argument as to their ethical significance with respect to the practice of factu-
al storytelling. Likewise, by directing attention to the subjects’ interests, care 
ethics has made it possible to make an empirically and theoretically grounded 
argument as to why emotions and subjectivity are of crucial importance to the 
practice of factual storytelling.  

The empirical focus of the study has been on the storyteller-subject en-
counter, in the context of the observational television documentary format. 
Following the interdisciplinary framework established in Chapters 1 and 2, the 
empirical material was approached and discussed in relation to previous re-
search on journalism and documentary ethics. By recognizing what is common 
to formats where other people’s experiences are turned into mediated narra-
tives and highlighting a number of related ethical challenges, valuable empirical 
and theoretical knowledge from adjacent fields was made available to the pre-
sent study. This move allowed me to regard journalism ethics in a different 
light. Insights from the present study can be brought to different forms of 
factual storytelling based on the nature of the production process, the encoun-
ter as premise, as well as the discussion of storytelling, ‘subjectivi-
ty’/’objectivity’ and emotion (see Section 3.1). I return to this claim in the final 
section, however, it should be born in mind throughout this chapter. Before 
moving on to discuss and contextualise my findings, I will briefly review the 
answers to the research questions. 

Following the argument that the perspective of the subject/source is vital 
to the ethics of factual storytelling, my first research question addressed the 
experience of participating in a television documentary (Chapter 5): How do 
documentary subjects render the experience of participation, as approached through care ethics 



 

 207 

and the concept of ‘important interests’, and which factors are key to their experience? The 
experience of participation was accessed by means of a narrative emotion anal-
ysis (Kleres, 2011) and via the care ethics concept of ‘important interests’ (Col-
lins, 2015). A range of important interests were elicited from the subject narra-
tives. These interests were related to the filmmaking process, the finished doc-
umentary, and the consequences of the documentary. My analysis revealed that 
interests tend to be individual or, if an interest was common to several subjects 
(for example, an interest in authenticity), then the significance of the interest 
differed with the context. Relationship importance was further confirmed on 
behalf of the subject. The relationship between the subject and the filmmaker 
was found to demonstrate organizational characteristics and network character-
istics; indicative of its dual nature. An additional finding was that participation 
appeared as an emotionally-charged experience. Finally, agency was identified 
as significant to the subject experience.  

In Chapter 6, my focus shifted to the documentary filmmakers. The 
filmmaker perspective was addressed in Research Question 2: Which challenges do 
filmmakers articulate in relation to documentary filmmaking, with emphasis on moral obliga-
tions towards documentary subjects, and which actions/attitudes accompany their accounts? 

a) What is the role of emotion in these actions and attitudes? 
One challenge that was experienced by the interviewed filmmakers was 

the question of what to include in/exclude from the documentary with regard 
to the subjects’ interests. This question was weighed against costs and conflict-
ing duties, related to the filmmaker’s obligation to reality and the film itself. 
When following a line of reasoning that is informed by a care ethics framework, 
important interests are a crucial part of such deliberations. The filmmakers 
demonstrated considerable awareness of their subjects’ important interests and, 
to various degrees, applied caring attitudes and acted in agreement with those 
interests. However, attitudes and actions that conflicted with the subjects’ in-
terests were also present in the material. Relationship value was established on 
behalf of the filmmaker; primarily based on the connection between a trusting 
relationship and extensive access. The trusting relationship between filmmaker 
and subject did, however, emerge as a potential challenge. The dual relationship 
that was initially identified in Chapter 5 was confirmed in Chapter 6. One dif-
ference between the filmmakers and their subjects was that the filmmakers 
demonstrated an increased awareness of the balancing between a professional 
relationship and friendship compared to the participating subjects. Signs of 
emotion management were present in the filmmakers’ attitudes and actions, 
and intimate/reciprocal gestures were considered to be part of the profession. 
Emotional investment appeared as a twofold strategy, which was applied for 
the benefit of the film as well as for the documentary subjects. Moral judgment 
was further closely connected to affective signals. While not denying documen-
tary format’s relation to reality, the filmmakers emphasised the subjective na-
ture of their craft.   
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Research Question 3 was responded to in Chapter 7, where the results of 
the two preceding chapters were brought into dialogue with each other:  
 

What is the validity of ‘dependency duties’ in relation to the subject-filmmaker encounter, 
and what implications do these duties have for the ethics of factual storytelling and the 
scholarly domain of media ethics? 
a) How does potential ‘relational duality’ affect the filmmaker’s ‘dependency du-

ties’ and the capacity of fulfilling these duties?  
b) What is the moral significance of the filmmaker’s attitudes towards emotion 

and subjectivity in relation to their craft, when accessed through an ethics of 
care?  What insights can be brought to media practice and the domain of media 
ethics? 

 
Chapter 7 began by my establishing relationship importance in the filmmaker-
subject relationship, thereby confirming it as being subject to dependency du-
ties. Examining the strength of these duties, I found that the filmmakers tended 
to have, at least, well-placed, and sometimes best-placed, duties towards the 
subject. These circumstances were partly based on the dual nature of the rela-
tionship. I suggested that the dual relationship between the filmmaker and the 
subject should be seen not only as an ethical challenge, but also as a circum-
stance which could potentially facilitate moral practice. This, however, presup-
poses the presence of sufficient organizational traits, including communication 
and clarity. The filmmakers’ attitudes towards emotion and subjectivity were 
then discussed and I suggested that they constitute a potential asset since they 
allow for the filmmaker to (i) pay attention to the subject’s interests, (ii) engage 
in informed moral deliberation, and (iii) occupy himself/herself in nuanced 
storytelling. These aspects were not found to distract the filmmaker from con-
sidering costs and potential conflicting duties. Based on the findings, emotional 
literacy was related to the core values of care ethics and emphasised as some-
thing essential to the craft of factual storytelling. 

8.1 The ethical potential of emotion and relational duality 

Stories about people who have been wronged by the media are brought to our 
attention at regular intervals. Accounts that testify to a pleasant or even em-
powering experience of media participation tend to be rarer. One aim of the 
present study was to dig deep into the experience of media participation to 
understand which factors shape the experience, whether they be positive or 
negative. Following a care ethics framework, we now see that knowledge about 
the subject experience and the relationship between storyteller and subject is 
crucial to understanding the ethics of factual storytelling. Current dominant 
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approaches to media ethics, favouring deontological or institutional perspec-
tives, have left these aspects somewhat neglected (see Section 3.2).  

Throughout this thesis, I have anchored much of my reasoning in the 
emerging research on the emotional dimensions of the media. I have argued 
that scholarly accounts that draw our attention to textual manifestations of 
emotion raise questions concerning the role of emotion in the production of 
media texts. This is particularly the case with regards to the ethical significance 
that these issues have in relation to the encounter between the storyteller and 
their subjects/sources. If it is the case that journalism is moving in an increas-
ingly emotional direction (see Wahl-Jorgensen, 2016), then we ask: What ethical 
implications might fall out from this epistemological position? The alleged 
ambiguity between the journalistic ideals of objectivity and the emotion-
al/subjective aspects of the craft enhances the need for a close and thoughtful 
empirical examination of these issues. In this section, I provide a discussion of 
my results in the context of this gap in current research.  

My research suggests that there is good reason for us to regard the expe-
rience of participating in a documentary as an emotional experience. The sub-
jects’ narratives were accompanied by emotional expressions and several of the 
subjects’ interests are of an emotional character. Moreover, the relationship 
between subject and filmmaker was found to show traces of both a profession-
al relationship and a more intimate relationship (friendship). This is a state of 
affairs which require values like reciprocity and trust to be active and endorsed 
within the relationship. A number of informal aspects of the relationship were 
also appreciated by documentary subjects.  

Instead of instinctively promoting a sense of detachment or warning 
against ‘false friendship’ (see Section 1.1.1), the possible consequences of a dual 
relationship between storyteller and subject can be better understood when it is 
regarded through the lens of care ethics. The results of this study indicate that, 
while generating challenges attached to the act of representation, relational 
duality offers a potential for ethical storytelling that might be lost if one merely 
pursued ideas of detachment. Counter to recommendations against entering 
into a friendly relationship with one’s subject (generally based on encounters 
between journalists and elite sources), the context that has been examined in 
this study has proved to display no small number of network characteristics 
(Ahrne, 2014). These characteristics further filmmaker’s recognition of their 
subject’s interests, which, in turn, allows for informed moral deliberation (Col-
lins, 2015). At the same time, the results of this study highlight the importance 
of the organizational aspects in the relationship between subject and storyteller, 
such as clarity regarding the conditions for participation, for example. These 
organizational aspects prevent the risk of trust and intimacy becoming a means 
to a good story, while disregarding subject’s interests (see 7.2). 

The nature of the relationship, together with the care ethics understand-
ing of well-placed and best-placed duties (Collins, 2015, p. 146), indicate that 
there is a moral responsibility that is connected to the extent and intimacy of a 
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relationship. From this, it follows that long-form genres may have stronger 
dependency duties towards their subjects than those that spring from a brief 
encounter for a 60-second news story. With the rewards that are granted in the 
form of access and trust (that follow from a deep and lengthy relationship with 
the subject) come obligations. As Malcolm (1990/2012) argued when she criti-
cised journalists’ deceitful relationships with their sources, the storyteller-
subject relationship is a foundation for stronger moral obligations than is gen-
erally acknowledged within media ethics. Even if it is dramatized more power-
fully in the context of long-form factual storytelling, all journalism that stems 
from encounters with subjects/sources relies on relationships that are poten-
tially subject to dependency duties.    

Once I confirmed the importance of the relationship, I proceeded to es-
tablish that the filmmaker-subject relationship is one that gives rise to depend-
ency duties. This entails that filmmakers have a duty to consider and, in many 
cases, respond to their subject’s important interests. Considering the character-
istics of the subject experience, as well as noting the role of emotion as a clue, 
sensitivity towards emotional signals can assist the filmmaker in identifying 
subject interests. The need to engage our emotional capabilities so as to both 
evaluate and discharge dependency duties is supported by the theory of care 
ethics (see Collins, 2015, p. 142). My study has shown that the filmmakers who 
were interviewed did engage in (more or less genuine) emotion management (as 
demonstrated in Chapter 6). For this behaviour to be moral, the purpose of 
filmmakers’ emotional labour needs to go beyond the mere telling of a story 
and extend itself to showing concern for the subject. This concern is manifest-
ed through caring attitudes and actions, with the intent of responding to sub-
jects’ important interests. A storyteller must possess emotional literacy if she is 
to be able to efficiently interpret, evaluate and, possibly respond to her subject’s 
interests. Since mere intent is not sufficient, according to care ethics (Collins, 
2015, pp. 74–75), concern must be combined with emotional literacy and, as I 
suggest in the following section, narrative competence. The combination of the two 
is necessary to facilitate the storyteller’s efforts in deciphering and fulfilling her 
subject’s important interests. 

(i) The filmmakers’ recognition of the subjective nature of their craft; (ii) 
their attention to emotional parameters in moral deliberation; and (iii) the exer-
cise of emotion management were factors found likely to benefit the subject 
experience, as well as the story (in terms of enhanced access and nuance). 
These factors were also found to pave the way for a merging of the filmmaker’s 
professional and personal morality by allowing for additional dimensions to be 
incorporated in the filmmaker’s moral deliberation. Therapeutic culture has 
been criticised for its propensity to free individuals from personal responsibility 
(see Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 853). However, in this thesis I have argued that 
turning to emotion within factual storytelling can counteract this propensity, by 
recognising that subjectivity and emotion have the potential to foster individual 
responsibility within media practice (also see Hammarlin, 2015; Yngvesson, 
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2008). It is, however, essential to emphasise that the findings in this thesis do 
not necessarily oppose demands for objectivity in factual storytelling. Recogni-
tion of the subjective nature of their craft did not make filmmakers deny that 
there is an immutable connection between the text and the outside world and 
that there is a responsibility that follows from this. Filmmakers can thus cherish 
subjectivity and emotional awareness in their way of working, as well as in me-
diated depictions, without violating the demands for objectivity as understood 
in SVT’s broadcasting charter. Among these demands is the storyteller’s obliga-
tions to truth and balanced reporting (see 2.2.3). The findings of this study 
reflect one of the key tenets of emotional literacy, namely: an awareness of the 
emotional states of one’s self and of others does not displace a clear assessment 
of the external world (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 865). What was, however, 
largely dismissed by the filmmakers was a sense of objectivity that was under-
stood in terms of ‘just the facts’.  

Rather than posing as an argument against objectivity, the results in this 
study suggest that we recognise subjectivity and emotion as being active in the 
process of making sense of the world (see Ward, 2019), and thus they should 
be seen as crucial aspects within factual storytelling. The findings support the 
notion that, to further ethical storytelling, the understanding of objectivity in 
factual storytelling should be expanded so as to allow for the presence of sub-
jectivity and emotional abilities (see Hammarlin, 2015 and Ward, 2019). Such 
an understanding could serve to enable a practice of care ethics, by encouraging 
filmmakers to pay close attention to their subject’s important interests. If jour-
nalism is currently moving away from a detached reporting of ‘just the facts’ 
towards an increasingly emotional mode of storytelling, then the recognition of 
the subjective dimensions of the work and of personal morals as integrated into 
a professional moral should accompany such a change. Upholding the idea of 
detachment in relation to one’s sources or subjects, while simultaneously aban-
doning the idea of detachment in the reporting process [as seen by the increas-
ingly ‘emotional’ nature of the reports], generates ethical risks.  

As I have emphasised in the present section, emotion emerges as clue to 
the experience of participation, to moral deliberation, and to responding to the 
subject’s interests. By applying a perspective that is informed by care ethics, I 
have been able to empirically demonstrate the importance of emotional literacy 
to long-form factual storytelling, based on the accounts of both subject and 
storyteller. In Chapter 3, I emphasised the value of emotion in the transmission 
of information and related this observation to the domain of factual storytell-
ing. Wahl-Jorgensen has previously argued that a strategic ritual of emotionality 
is present in journalistic expression and tends to be upheld through the emo-
tional experience of journalistic sources (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Given that 
emotional engagement/expression is outsourced to journalistic sources, there is 
reason to believe that participation as an emotional experience is neither limited 
to the informants in this study nor to just participants in documentaries. This 
observation should encourage others to explore the results of this study and 
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relate them to all other journalistic genres that involve relationships with sub-
jects/sources. 

8.2 Narrative competence in the storyteller – subject 
interaction 

Thus far, I have placed no small amount of focus on emotions, partly because 
of their contested status within journalism (as argued throughout the thesis). 
The call for emotional literacy within factual storytelling that has been made, 
for example, by Richards and Rees (2011), is supported by the present study. In 
this section, I suggest that emotional literacy should be combined with narra-
tive competence (see Sections 3.6 and 4.3.1). To understand emotions is to 
better understand people’s needs. If emotional literacy is defined as the ability to 
understand, express, and manage our own emotions, as well as to listen and 
respond to the emotions of others (Steiner, 2003, p. 35; Weare, 2004, p. 2), we 
now ask: How do we achieve emotional literacy? One suggestion is that such a 
skill can be cultivated by acquiring narrative competence. By skilfully attending 
to the narratives (verbal and non-verbal dimensions) of subjects, storytellers 
may increase the likelihood of acknowledging the presence of and understand-
ing the content of emotions and interests. In terms of care ethics, such 
measures spur on well-founded moral deliberation. Suggestions to include emo-
tional literacy into journalism training (see Richard & Rees, 2011) could benefit 
from being supplemented by narrative competence. Besides emphasizing the 
different dimensions and nuances that are inherent to human narratives (see 
Section 4.3), this measure could be seen as a concrete, and therefore feasible, 
path towards obtaining emotional literacy. Narrative competence among factual 
storytellers should thus not only refer to an ability to narrate a compelling story 
to an audience, but also include the capacity to read and respond to the needs 
of the people whom they are telling stories about.  

As demonstrated in this thesis, long-form factual storytelling, for exam-
ple, observational documentary, tends to be extensive in terms of the length 
and depth of the encounter between the storyteller and the subject. Such en-
counters set the stage for continuous and complex communication (verbal and 
non-verbal). In the present study, communication between the storyteller and 
the subject was sometimes found to be lacking and/or deficient in some way. I 
suggested that this would have consequences for the subject’s experience of 
participation. Since narrative competence is understood to include attentiveness 
to when information or knowledge is insufficient for me, as a storyteller, to 
interpret and act upon, the cultivation of such competence would, besides 
providing access to emotions, benefit informed deliberation in the domain of 
care ethics. Narrative competence, the ability to understand and act on other 
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peoples’ stories, including their silences and behaviour (see Charon, 2001), will 
increase the storyteller’s emotional literacy and the ability to show effective care 
within the context of factual storytelling. 

With this suggestion, I am bound to acknowledge emotional literacy and 
narrative competence as professional skills. An argument that was put forth 
against emotional literacy, by journalists in the study by Richards and Rees, was 
their belief that it could not be taught (Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 861). But note 
that neither emotional literacy nor narrative competence, however, are natural 
skills. They are competences that can be taught and developed (Richards & 
Brown, 2002, p. 99; Richards & Rees, 2011, p. 865). Consider the narrative 
emotion analysis that was applied in this thesis to identify the subject’s im-
portant interests (developed in Section 4.3.1). This is an example of a systemat-
ic way of accessing further dimensions of other people’s narratives, and a 
scholarly step in the direction which, I propose, media practice should take. I 
thus encourage that an emotional literacy agenda be included in professional 
training and that it be acknowledged as vital to ethically sound factual storytell-
ing. Although some attention to the relational and emotional dimensions of the 
practice would most likely benefit practitioners within all forms of factual sto-
rytelling, based on the results of this study, I particularly want to emphasize the 
importance of these dimensions within extensive factual formats. I do so be-
cause they amount to relationships between the storyteller and the subject of 
significant length and depth, and involve emotional investment on behalf of the 
subject. This type of storytelling offers exceptional possibilities for moral prac-
tice through a perceptive and sensitive building of relationships that enables the 
storyteller to pay close attention to the subject’s interests. 

8.3 The value of care in media ethics 

Take a minute to consider how many of the stories that we encounter on our 
electronic screens and in writing grow out of relationships between a storyteller 
and a subject/source. The ability to convey a story is merely one of the skills a 
journalist or a documentarian must possess. The process of collecting material 
generally puts a practitioner’s relational capabilities to the test. The pitfalls gen-
erated by the facts that trust and intimacy can become means to an end, and 
that the end may entail public disclosure of confidences, are too rarely placed 
under scrutiny. Throughout this thesis, I have emphasised the ethical signifi-
cance of the relationship between the storyteller and the subject/source. As a 
result of prevailing deontological and procedural attitudes to media ethics, this 
aspect has been largely overlooked (see Sections 3.2). One of the most im-
portant contributions that is made by this thesis is the examination and valida-
tion of an ethics of care approach within media ethics. This is true because it 
challenges and supplements current understandings within the field. The core 
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of the care ethics perspective that is applied in the thesis is the principle that 
valuable relationships generate responsibilities (see Collins, 2015). By examining the 
accounts of documentary filmmakers and participating subjects, I have high-
lighted several factors that add value to the storyteller-subject relationship. 
Based on these factors, I confirmed the presence of ‘relationship importance’ in 
the examined cases. By establishing filmmakers as likely to be well-placed or 
best-placed to respond to their subject’s interests, I have further strengthened 
the validity of the concept of ‘dependency duties’ in the context of factual sto-
rytelling. In the following, I further clarify how the care ethics approach has 
contributed to the study, and why care ethics constitutes a much-needed per-
spective within the scholarly field of media ethics.  

As previously argued (see Chapter 1 and Chapter 3), the relational em-
phasis of care ethics encourages media scholars to direct their attention to the 
perspective of the subject/source. Placing the participant’s interests at the cen-
tre of ethical reflection is to acknowledge the relational responsibility of occu-
pations that are dependent on other people’s stories and experiences. In the 
present study, care ethics enabled me to make the finding that subjects have 
interests that are related to the documentary process and the finished film, as well 
as to its consequences. Following the dependency principle, storytellers have a 
duty to consider their subject’s interests in relation to their practice. The greater 
the storyteller’s awareness of those interests is, the sounder the balancing 
against costs and conflicting duties (see Collins, 2015). A care ethics approach 
encourages the researcher to transcend the common view of the journalist as 
autonomous, detached from her sources, and neutral to consequences, and 
embrace the idea that this view be complemented with that of a practitioner 
who carefully considers her subject’s interests. Expanding the focus of media 
ethics to allow the practitioner to pay attention to the experiences of her sub-
jects/sources paves the way for an informed discussion of how the multiple 
responsibilities attached to factual storytelling ought to be weighed and bal-
anced against each other. I have demonstrated how this theoretical perspective 
can be applied in the context of observational documentary filmmaking. I claim 
that a similar approach is appropriate to all genres of factual storytelling that 
rely on relationships with actual people. 

Previous studies have acknowledged subjects’/sources’ attempts to nego-
tiate their participation in a documentary or a news report (Delofski, 2009; 
Forsberg, 2015; Nash, 2009; Palmer, 2017). Similar tendencies were observed in 
the present study, although the extent, as well as the result of such efforts, var-
ied between the interviewed subjects (see Chapter 5). The significance of agency 
was acknowledged when a care ethics perspective was applied to the experience 
of participating in a documentary. Encouraging subject agency can be part of 
the ambition to endorse the subject’s interests. Firstly, as a measure to increase 
the likelihood of interest fulfilment through the expressing of interests and 
secondly, by enabling subjects themselves to act in harmony with their inter-
ests. Care ethics allowed me to emphasise that morality, in the context of factu-
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al storytelling, ought to be regarded as subjective and context specific – note 
that the subjects did not have the same important interests and these interests 
cannot be expected to be fulfilled by one standardized measure. Furthermore, 
important interests might not be the ones that appear as the most obvious. I 
therefore suggested that storytellers cultivate their narrative competence in 
order to increase their emotional literacy and their ability to understand and 
respond to their subject’s interests. Such measures would not only benefit par-
ticipating subjects but also contribute to ethical practice within factual storytell-
ing, by indicating when or under which circumstances the subject’s interests 
ought to be superseded. Couldry, Madianou and Pinchevski advocate that me-
dia ethics cultivate reflection upon whether the media we now have is con-
sistent with the lives we want to lead (2013, p. 4). The present thesis demon-
strate that relational concerns need to be granted an obvious place in such re-
flection. Rather than deter journalists and documentary filmmakers from telling 
a painful or controversial story, the perspectives that are presented in this study 
can help storytellers answer the question: How can I tell this story without causing 
unnecessary harm? Even if dependency duties sometimes may be defeated, an 
ethics of care reminds practitioners that priorities always should be weighed 
against the interests of participating subjects. 

At the start of the thesis, I identified a research gap that can be summa-
rized in the following observation: Dominant theoretical and genre-based assumptions 
of media ethics have resulted in a failure to take relational and emotional dimensions of medi-
ated production into account. In the wake of this omission, the experience of sub-
jects/sources has remained largely unexplored. In this context, the results of 
this thesis show that it is high time that care ethics be incorporated into media 
ethics. At the heart of the care ethics approach that is explored in this study is a 
new way of considering the relationship between storytellers and sub-
jects/sources. Even if they are manifested more intensely within long-form 
genres, all journalism that emerges from the encounter with subjects/sources 
relies on these relationships. The present study opens up a somewhat unex-
plored area for research projects which challenge journalists and researchers 
alike to start taking the important interests of their subjects and sources into 
account. It further encourages a continued exploration of the participant expe-
rience in relation to the storyteller’s actions and attitudes, so that we can in-
crease our understanding of how to safeguard against credible and autonomous 
journalism being carried out at the expense of our subjects and sources. 

Final remarks 

An important contribution that this thesis makes to the research area lies in the 
design of the study. An interdisciplinary approach to media ethics was decided 
on, in response to the heterogeneity of the journalistic profession as well as the 
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porous boundaries that exist between various forms of factual storytelling. 
Several of the main findings and contributions in this thesis can be attributed to 
the aforementioned strategy. Key to this strategy was the choice of the observa-
tional documentary as my empirical context, which was treated as an example 
of long-form factual storytelling. The opening chapters of the thesis established 
this view by discussing what is common to different forms of factual storytell-
ing, with particular emphasis on the production process and the storyteller-
subject encounter. The observational documentary proved to be a valuable 
empirical context, because it enabled my examination of essential ethical di-
mensions of factual storytelling that I believed to be more manifest within ex-
tensive formats. Crucial among these was the relationship between storyteller 
and subject. This relationship has rarely been subjected to in-depth attention 
within the domain of journalism ethics. When assessed through a care ethics 
framework, the empirical results generated insights that I claim are valuable to 
all forms of mediated factual storytelling that relies on establishing and main-
taining relationships with subjects/sources. 

The interdisciplinary approach described above also extended to the theo-
retical framework of the study. While the relational perspective is mainly a 
product of research within documentary ethics, the emotional focus is inspired by 
journalism research, and was subsequently applied to media ethics. Moreover, 
scholars from the fields of political theory (Stephanie Collins, in particular) and 
organization studies (Göran Ahrne) have contributed to the arguments that I pre-
sent here with valuable theoretical perspectives. Taken together, these perspec-
tives enabled a mapping out of an in-depth understanding of the nature of the 
storyteller-subject relationship and its ethical significance, thus offering insights 
that have been previously missing within journalism studies and documentary 
studies. 

Not all areas of journalism/factual storytelling abide equally strictly to no-
tions of objectivity, in its positivistic sense. My examination of (a fraction of) 
factual storytelling where such ideal is not necessarily the norm (see 3.1.1) has 
enabled the exploration of possible limitations and possibilities that are tied to 
ideals of objectivity and subjectivity, from an ethical perspective. I hope that 
this thesis will inspire insight into the potential of subjectivity and emotion that 
will be found to be useful within journalism studies, as well as documentary 
studies. Findings such as those concerning the subject’s interests and the observa-
tion that recognising subjectivity and allowing emotions to become part of moral deliberation 
does not necessarily conflict with the consideration of other obligations related to the practice of 
factual storytelling, can benefit (the study of) a variety of journalistic genres. Par-
ticularly against the backdrop of recent findings within the area of affective 
media studies that emphasize the presence of emotional labour within journal-
istic practices. 
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Dokumentära skildringar av faktiska personer medför ett svårnavigerat ansvar 
gentemot människan och berättelsen. Denna avhandling tar relationen mellan 
berättare och medverkande som utgångspunkt för en interdisciplinär under-
sökning av de etiska och moraliska utmaningar som uppstår i samband med 
medierade skildringar av människors erfarenheter. Enligt omsorgsetiken manar 
relationen till moraliskt ansvar (Collins, 2015). Inom medieetiken har frågor om 
journalistens relationella ansvar hamnat i bakvattnet av en pliktetisk diskurs och 
diskussioner kring en reglerad yrkesetik. Genom att belysa gemensamma utma-
ningar inom olika former av dokumentärt berättande, breddar avhandlingen 
den empiriska och teoretiska grund på vilken etik i dokumentärt berättande 
traditionellt har studerats. Utöver att lyfta in medverkandes upplevelser i den 
medieetiska diskussionen, undersöker avhandlingen relevansen av ett omsorgs-
etiskt perspektiv inom dokumentärt berättande. 

Genom en intervjubaserad fallstudie av dokumentärfilmare och medver-
kande i dokumentärer som sänts av Sveriges Television undersöker avhandling-
en filmares moraliska överväganden och handlingar såväl som medverkandes 
upplevelser av att vara med i en dokumentärfilm. Genom ett omsorgsetiskt 
ramverk placeras relationen mellan filmare och medverkande i centrum. Den 
moraliska betydelsen av emotionella och subjektiva dimensioner av dokumen-
tärt berättande diskuteras med utgångspunkt i det empiriska materialet och 
tidigare forskning inom journalistisk etik och dokumentärfilmsetik.  

Studien visar att relationella faktorer har stor betydelse för de medver-
kandes upplevelser. Relationen mellan filmare och medverkande präglas av tillit 
och bär drag av en professionell relation men också av en mer intim relation 
såsom vänskap. Denna dualitet identifieras som en etisk utmaning samtidigt 
som den, ur ett omsorgsetiskt perspektiv, skapar förutsättningar för väl under-
byggda moraliska överväganden. Studien visar även att filmares moraliska över-
väganden är starkt knutna till emotionella signaler. ”Emotional labor” 
(Hochschild 1983/2012) framstår som en del av yrkesrollen som syftar till att 
göra den medverkandes upplevelse så smärtfri som möjligt, men också till att 
skapa förutsättningar för en starkare berättelse. Baserat på studiens resultat och 
tidigare forskning som pekar på att medverkande i medier i allt högre grad an-
vänds för att framkalla känslor hos publiken (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019), argumen-
terar avhandlingen för att relationella och emotionella aspekter bör ges större 
utrymme inom medieetiken. I forskning såväl som i dess praktiska tillämpning. 
Inlemmandet av en omsorgsetik i medieetiken är ett steg i en sådan riktning. 
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nate the ethical challenges which face documentary filmmakers and how these chal-
lenges can be dealt with.  
 
The project will consist of a total of up to 20 interviews with filmmakers and documen-
tary film subjects. The interviews will be analysed and constitute the empirical basis of 
the dissertation and for any possible academic conference presentations and articles 
which may be produced in connection with the dissertation research project. Parts of 
the interviews may be cited in the dissertation. 
 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary and you may withdraw your 
participation at any time that you may wish to. The information that has already been 
collected might nonetheless be used; however, it will be made anonymous, so it will not 
be possible to connect you to the project. 
 
Erika Walukiewicz 
Doctoral candidate in journalism 
Department of Media Studies 
Stockholm University 
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Appendix B: Interview guide subjects 

Background 
How did you and XXX come into contact with each other? 
Why are you part of this documentary? 
Were you concerned about anything when you agreed to participate in the documen-
tary? 
Was this a legitimate concern? 
 
Relationship to the media 
Do you watch a lot of documentaries? 
What type of documentaries do you watch? 
Have you been on TV before? In what context? 
 
Vision 
Why do you think XXX wanted to do a documentary film about you? 
Why did you want to be in the documentary? 
What did you want to show in the film? 
What kind of film did it become, according to you? 
 
The experience of participation 

a) Before the documentary filming started 
How did you feel when you were asked to participate? 
Tell me about your first conversation. 
Was it clear to you from the beginning that the film would be broadcast on 
SVT? 
Did that influence your decision to agree to participate? 

b) During filming of the documentary 
How long did filming take? 
How did it feel to have the camera present? 
Did you ever ask them to stop filming at any stage? 
Which is your favourite scene? Why is it your favourite scene? 
What happened when it was being recorded? 
Are there any scenes that you don’t like? 
Tell me when these scenes were recorded. 
Were there many occasions when XXX asked you to talk about certain things 
or do certain things? 

c) After filming the documentary 
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Tell me about the first time that you saw the film. 
What did you think about the response to the film? 
What has it meant to you, being part of the documentary? 
Has your participation had any consequences? 
How did you and the filmmaker talk about the consequences the film might 
have? 
Have you read any comments on the internet or elsewhere about the docu-
mentary or about yourself? 

 
Questions about the specific documentary film (examples provided below) 
What do you think about seeing yourself on film? 
How did it feel having people follow you around for XXX weeks/months? 
How did it feel allowing the filmmaker and the camera to be close to you? 
How was it to view scene XXX? 
Does the film show an honest/accurate view of that period of your life? 
Was there anything in the film which you wished that you would have said should not 
be included? 
Was there anything else which you wished was included in the film? 
What do you think of the documentary? 
 
Representations/self-representation 
How would you describe yourself? 
What image do people get of you from the documentary? 
Do you recognise yourself in the documentary? 
What kind of reactions have you had from: 

a) people who you know (for example, family members, school friends)? 
b) strangers who have seen the film? 

Which words or contexts would you have used to talk about yourself and the situation 
where XXX? 
How has your image of yourself been influenced by the documentary filming? 
 
Relationship with the filmmaker 
How would you describe the relationship between you and the filmmaker? 
Why do you believe that you got along with each other/did not get along with each 
other? 
How important was this relationship with respect to your participation? 
Have you been in contact with the filmmaker since the documentary was complet-
ed/aired? 
 
Communication 
Did you and the filmmaker discuss a lot of things during the process? 
Were there any times when you did not understand what you were doing or why you 
were doing something? 
Did you talk about this? Did you understand once you had talked about it? 



 

 233 

Were there any times when you had different ideas? Tell us about them. 
Was it difficult for you to explain what your ideas were? Examples. 
Was participating in the documentary like you though it would be? 
 
Influence/consent 
Did you sign any papers regarding your participation? 
Before filming, did you and the filmmaker talk about what kind of film it would be? 
Did you feel that the filmmaker had firm ideas about how the film would turn out? 
Did you offer up any questions or opinions during the process? Give examples. 
How did you present your opinion/vision for the film? 
Were you able to view the film before it was screened/broadcast? 
What opinions did you then have/suggestions for change? 
Did the filmmaker take your opinions/suggestions into account? 
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Appendix C: Interview guide filmmakers 

Background 
What is your professional background? 
Do you have any qualifications in this area? 
What training in ethics did you undergo during your education? 
How many documentaries have you made? 
How do you decide on a choice of topic/person that you will film? 
What research did you make in preparation for this documentary? 
How do you view the relationship between documentary and journalism? 
Do you have any role-models in the field? 
 
Vision 
How did you and XXX come into contact with each other? 
Why did you want to make a documentary about XXX? 
Was it difficult to get XXX to participate? 
How did you describe the project to XXX? 
What vison did you have for the film when you started? 
What happened to this vision once you began working on the project? 
Does your film serve a higher purpose? What it is? 
How important is it for you that this purpose is understood? 
 
Finance/production 
How was the project financed? 
Did the financers have any specific wishes/demands? 
What kind of responsibility do you feel towards the financers? 
When did you contact SVT? 
Did SVT place any specific demands on the film? 
Did you receive any ethical guidelines to follow? 
Did you and SVT discuss any possible ethical dilemmas related to the project? 
Was it important for you that the film be broadcast by SVT? Why? 
Who edited the film? What influence did this have on the film? 
How did you talk about the editing process? Did you have any rules to follow? 
 
Relationship with the participant(s) 
What kind of relationship do you want with those who you are filming? 
How would you describe the relationship between you and XXX? 
What do you do to build trust between yourself and the person who you are depicting? 
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How much of yourself do you share with subjects? 
How important is the relationship between you and the participant for the documen-
tary? 
Do you stay in contact with your subjects once the film is completed? 
 
Questions about the specific film (examples below) 
What is your favourite scene in the documentary? Why? 
Are there any scenes that you are not so happy with? 
Did you have a script? How detailed was it? 
How would you describe yourself as a director? 
How often did you encourage the participants to do something or talk about certain 
things? 
The film addresses a very difficult topic. What was your thinking on this? 
Did you remove anything because it was too intimate/controversial/private? 
What did you think that XXX thought about having a camera present? 
Were there any moments when XXX asked to stop filming? 
The film opens with a powerful and raw scene, what was your thinking behind this? 
 
Representation 
Which sides of the topic did you want to highlight? Why? 
Which aspects of the participant did you want to highlight? Why? 
Do you believe that the image that the documentary provides of XXX is the same as 
XXX’s image of themselves? 
What reactions have you received from your audience? 
What consequences did you think the film might have for XXX? 
What responsibility do you have with respect to the people who are depicted in the 
film? 
 
Communication 
Did you talk about what it might entail by being part of a documentary film? 
Did you talk to the participants about the possible consequences of being part of the 
documentary? 
Was it important for you that the participants understood what you were doing and 
why you were doing what you did? How so? 
Were there any times when you had different opinions? Tell me about them. 
 
Ethics 
What does ethics mean to you in the context of making a documentary film? 
Do you follow any ethical guidelines when you are making a film? 
How do you work with ethical issues before filming? During filming? Afterwards? 
How close can you get to the person who you are depicting? 
Which parties do you feel responsible for in relation to making a documentary? 
Does responsibility differ depending on who it is you are filming? How so? 
Did you have any ethical concerns before you began filming? What were they? 
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What moral difficulties are you confronted with whilst working on a documentary? 
Is there anything you have thought about afterwards which you would have done dif-
ferently? 
Can you report on an event from your professional life where you found yourself in a 
ethically difficult situation? 
Was there any time when you felt that you had made an ethical transgression? 
Have you ever filmed someone or placed someone in a scene in a documentary against 
their will? Why (not)? 
With whom can you discuss ethical issues? 
Do you lack ethical guidelines for documentary filmmakers? What might these look 
like? 
 
Influence 
What demands did XXX make regarding their participation? 
Could the participants influence the film and its results? 
Are there differences in how much influence you allow participants to have? Why? 
Did you write up a contract? Why (not)? 
Before filming, how did you discuss what kind of film it would be? 
What vision did your participants have for the film? 
Did they get to see the film before it was screened/broadcast? 
How did they react when they saw the film? 
Did you make any changes to the film after they had viewed it? 
How important was it for you how the participants felt about the film? 
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Appendix D: Follow-up letter to informants 

Dear XXX, 
 
Some time ago, I interviewed you for my dissertation project regarding your role as 
(documentary filmmaker/participant in a documentary), with focus on XXX. 
 
I am writing to you to ask whether you are interested in reading the transcribed version 
of the interview that we had together. This is completely voluntary and is intended to 
be an opportunity for you to clarify, explain, or develop some of the things that we 
talked about during the interview. If you just want to read through the transcript of the 
interview, without providing me with a response, then that is also perfectly fine. Any-
way, if you would like to receive the interview transcript, then just email me or call me 
by XXX, at the latest, so that I can either email it to you or send it by post. 
 
I will not use the whole of the interview in my dissertation; instead, I will reflect over 
and quote just short parts of the interview. If you would like to read these quotations, 
and perhaps even make some comments on them in their context, then I can send you 
the relevant parts of the dissertation text to you (in English). And, of course, I can send 
you a complete copy of the dissertation to you, should you so wish. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Erika 
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