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Online Interpersonal Victimization: Gender 

differences and Online Behaviors 

Emily Söderberg and Khadra Hussein 

Abstract 

The aim of this study was to investigate and describe online interpersonal victimization 

(OIPV) in terms of gender differences and the association between such victimization and 

online behavior of active social media users in a Swedish sample. Since social media has 

become such a big part of our world it is of importance to study OIPV in this 

forum.  Previous research has found that OIPV is a rather common phenomenon, that 

there are gender differences included and that certain online behaviors are risk factors. 

OIPV by itself is not a crime but rather an umbrella term including the legal terms illegal 

threat, slander, insult, harassment, sexual harassment, stalking and crimes against the 

personal data act or the copyright act. The cyberlifestyle–routine activities theory was 

used in this study to understand which online behaviors were risk factors in our sample. 

To answer the aim a survey was made and answered by 338 participants. The answers 

were tested with chi-square tests (χ²) and Mann-Whitney U tests in order to examine 

differences in gender regarding victimization and to find differences between the 

victimized and non-victimized group regarding their online behaviors. The results 

showed a high prevalence of OIPV and that women were more likely to be victims of 

OIPV, especially of harassment, sexual harassment, threats of sexual violence and 

stalking. The online behaviors that were significant risk factors in our sample were the 

use of a profile picture of themselves and number of hours spent on social media every 

day. This combined indicated that social media may not be a completely gender equal 

place and that online behaviors may not indicate the risk of being victimized equally well 

for both genders. 

 

Key words: Social Media, Online Interpersonal Victimization (OIPV), Gender 

Differences, Online Behaviors.  
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Introduction 

Social Media 

Life online is more prevalent now than ever before and a tremendous part of this can be 

contributed to social media (Marcum, Higgins & Rocketts, 2010).  Arnaboldi and Coget 

(2016) have described social media as “new media technology that enables instantaneous, 

multi-way communications between groups of individuals” (p.47). Different social media 

platforms give users the opportunity to communicate with thousands of people around the 

world with simple measures (Whiting & Williams, 2013). There are several types of 

social media with many different functions such as communication, entertainment, dating 

etc. (Marcum et al., 2010). Social media platforms have different structures and niches 

with Facebook being an example of a type of social media that can be used as a social 

community or as a blog whilst Tumblr and Instagram’s primary functions are sharing 

images whereas KIK works as a chat room. In an article by Whiting and Williams (2013) 

88.0% of the respondents stated that their main reason for using social media was to keep 

in contact with other people. Social media platforms such as Tinder or Match are another 

substantial part of social media where the users set up personal profiles and accounts in 

order to find a partner or new friends (Marcum et al., 2010; Ouytsel, Ponnet & Walrave, 

2016). 

 

Only one quarter of the Swedish population had access to internet at home when 

Facebook was first launched and today 70.0% of all Swedes have a Facebook account 

(Internetstatistik, 2016). Facebook is one of the biggest social media platforms with over 

one billion users (Internetstatistik, 2016). Today social media is an obvious and important 

component in most internet users’ daily activities.  Previously there was a clear distinction 

between life online and life in the physical world whereas now these two have integrated 

almost completely (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Because of this blurred line the risk of 

being victimized online and on social media is more evident now than before. Crimes 

online or cybercrime as it is commonly referred to, are occurrences that happens every 

day and the way we interact through social media has increased the risk of victimization 

(Näsi, Oksanen, Keipi & Räsänen, 2015).  
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Cybercrime has a very broad definition and includes all types of crimes that occur online, 

including fraud, or other financial crimes, illegal pornography, hacking and so on 

(Leukfeldt & Yar, 2016). However in this study there will be a cut off at 

cybervictimization in the form of online interpersonal victimization (hereafter OIPV) on 

social media. The difference between OIPV and cybercrime in general is that OIPV are 

the hateful behaviors that affect one person directly and can be behaviors that include 

stalking, bullying and harassment etc., as opposed to other types of cybercrimes when 

computers are the target, this can include hacking institutions and/or organizations and 

companies (Leukfeldt & Yar, 2016; Schultz, 2013; Wolak, Mitchell & Finkelhor, 2006). 

 

Online Interpersonal Victimization 

OIPV is by itself not a crime. It is however a generalized term for different crimes that 

occur online (Schultz, 2013). The most common are illegal threat, slander, insult, 

harassment, sexual harassment, stalking, crimes against the personal data act and the 

copyright act (Näsi et al., 2015; Schultz, 2013). The actions that fit into these legal terms 

can range from writing mean comments and spreading vicious rumors to actually stalking 

or threatening a person’s safety (Schultz, 2013). In Sweden cybercrimes and crimes that 

occur offline are viewed the same in the eyes of the law. In other words in the courtroom, 

a threat made in an online chat is equal to a threat made verbally to someone (Schultz, 

2013). 

 

Being a victim of OIPV can have severe consequences. Some of the affected victims have 

reported sadness, anger, depression or anxiety (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). There have 

even been cases reported where victims have committed suicide as a result of OIPV 

(Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). Today we live our lives, at least socially, as much online as 

in the physical reality and this unification is especially tangible in how we interact with 

other people. Therefore, online victimization can be just as severe and difficult for the 

victim to handle as being victimized offline (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013).  Some may even 

say that it could be worse since the victim cannot get away from the tormentors due to 

the fact that we are constantly using the internet and that the social life online is viewed 

as the same as the social life offline. 
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Previous Research 

There have been several studies conducted on the subject of OIPV with different results 

concerning the prevalence of victimization. Studies have found that between 15-35% of 

the participants have been victimized (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). Näsi et al. (2015) 

however found that victimization online was rather uncommon, only 6.5% of their 

respondents had been victimized online. These low rates of victimization could however 

be the result of a limitation in their study considering the fact that they only asked one 

question which was if someone had victimized them of a crime online, and the ones who 

answered affirmatively accounted for 6.5% of the entire sample. Other studies have found 

victimization to be more common and that approximately 20-25% of the respondents had 

experienced victimization online (Holfield & Leadbeater 2015; Henson, Reyns & Fisher, 

2013). These studies with higher prevalence asked multiple questions regarding different 

types of behaviors included in OIPV without mentioning the word “crime”, in order to 

rate the prevalence of OIPV.  

 

When different types of victimization were examined, Näsi et al. (2015) found that threats 

and slander were the most common among OIPV and that sexual harassments were the 

least common. Other studies concerning sexual behavior online have shown that sexual 

harassment was common and that both genders were vulnerable of being sexually 

harassed online, although it was more common in the female group (Holfield & 

Leadbeater, 2015; Jonsson, Priebe, Bladh, & Svedin, 2014). Another study showed that 

to have been sexual harassed online in any way seemed to be very common among 

females but not so prevalent among males. When sexual harassment online was studied, 

41.0% of the females in the sample had been victims of sexual harassment (Barak, 2005). 

 

The question regarding the most common victims of OIPV has contradicting answers in 

different studies. Näsi et al. (2015) found that the most prevalent victims were single, 

unemployed, young men with immigrant background. However in a study by Holfield 

and Leadbeater (2015) it was found that females were more likely to be victimized even 

though males had higher proneness to report if they had been victimized. In Sweden, the 

concept of online victimization has been viewed as a “woman’s problem” even though it 

has been apparent that men have been victimized as well (Schultz, 2013). Gender is a 
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central perspective on the issue of OIPV because there is a discrepancy in the answers to 

the question regarding which gender is most affected by OIPV. Gender has also often 

been overlooked in previous studies on the subject of OIPV (Henson et al., 2013; Navarro 

& Jasinski, 2013). 

 

It has been debated that both genders may be victimized but in different ways or that they 

could have different online behaviors (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; Popp & Peguero, 2011). 

Several studies have found that females have a higher risk for OIPV and that males and 

females have different online lifestyles (Henson et al., 2013; Reyns, Henson & Fisher, 

2011). However there was an interesting result that stated that some online behaviors such 

as more time spent online increased the likelihood for women to be victimized but for 

men the risk did not increase (Henson et al., 2013). A study by Holt and Bossler (2008) 

revealed that women who frequently used online communications were more likely to 

come in contact with motivated offenders. Moreover, the study concluded that just by 

being a female the risk of being harassed online increased significantly. This could be a 

sign that it is not only online behaviors that are risk factors for OIPV but that gender on 

its own could play an important part in who is victimized (Mitchell, Finkelhor & Wolak, 

2007). 

Online Behaviors 

Online behavior has on multiple occasions been studied in relation to OIPV (Henson et 

al., 2013; Marcum et al., 2010; Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; Popp & Peguero, 2011; Reyns 

et al., 2011; Wolak et al., 2006). The online behavior that is considered being a protective 

measure concerns which kinds of privacy settings etc. that are being used (Navarro & 

Jasinski, 2013; Henson et al., 2013). All types of social media have some sort of privacy 

settings but it is clear that in some cases users can make these functions ineffective by 

certain risky behaviors such as posting private information (home address or cell phone 

number) or adding strangers to their friends/followers list resulting in them not being 

aware of how much of their information is in fact not private. The privacy settings do 

however decrease the rates of OIPV if used correctly (Henson et al., 2013). 

 

Researchers have found that certain online behaviors such as communicating with 

strangers, disclosing personal information or engaging in deviant online behaviors 
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(sending pictures of a sexual nature or making rude comments to another individual 

online) increases the risk of being victimized online (Henson et al., 2013; Marcum et al., 

2010; Mitchell et al., 2007; Ybarra, Mitchell, Finkelhor & Wolak. 2007; Wolak et al., 

2006). These studies have however almost exclusively employed samples of young 

people (i.e., college students and adolescents). However spending a lot of time online has 

had contradicting results on OIPV (Marcum et al., 2010; Reyns et al., 2011). When this 

factor was studied according to gender however, time spent online increased the risk of 

being victimized of OIPV for females but not for males (Henson et al., 2013).  

 

The Cyberlifestyle-Routine Activities Theory 

The theoretical basis of our essay lies in the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory. 

Different models of the routine activity theory have been tested in several studies 

concerning the vulnerability online in regards to risk factors and online behaviors. (Holt 

& Bossler, 2009; Leukfeldt & Yar, 2016; Marcum et al., 2010; Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; 

Ngo & Paternoster, 2011; Ouytsel et al., 2016; Popp & Peguero, 2011; Pratt, Holtfreter 

& Reisig, 2010; Reyns, et al., 2011). 

 

Cohen and Felson’s original version of the routine activity theory from 1979 (as cited in 

Sanecki, 2009) suggests that in order for a crime to take place three components must 

coincide; a suitable target, a motivated offender and a lack of capable guardians (Holt & 

Bossler, 2008; Ngo & Paternoster, 2011; Pratt et al., 2010; Sarnecki, 2009). Traditionally 

the routine activity theory required the victim and the perpetrator to have crossed paths 

physically, in other words be in the same time and space for a crime to take place, but 

when crimes occur online this is not a necessity, which is why the theory has been 

developed further. 

 

Reyns et al. (2011) developed the theoretical framework termed the cyberlifestyle-routine 

activities theory for the purpose of explaining how people’s daily habits, routines and 

behaviors increase the risk of being victimized online. They did a cross-sectional survey 

study concerning cyberstalking with 974 students to empirically test the theory which is 

the online version of the routine activity theory. According to the authors Reyns et al. 

(2011) the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory consists of the following five factors: 
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1. Online exposure to motivated offenders - pertains to the amount of time the 

victim/target spends online and on social media, specifically how many years they 

have had social media accounts, how many accounts they have or how many hours 

per day they spend online etc.  

 

2. Online proximity to motivated offenders - this factor covers the online vicinity the 

target has to possible offenders; even though the target and the potential offender 

do not meet physically there is a meeting taking place online and this can be 

measured by whether or not the respondent allows people they do not know 

befriend them on social media. 

 

3. Online guardianship - physical guardianship could mean locking doors or putting 

up a fence but the digital equivalent would be setting the social media account to 

private instead of public. Another aspect of this factor concerns the trust the target 

expects the friends/followers to uphold. 

 

4. Online target attractiveness - which traits the target possesses that would make 

the offender more likely to choose this specific one over others; posting their full 

name, email address, interests, personal photos/videos. Anything that gives the 

offender basis for harassment. 

 

5. Online deviant lifestyle - if the target/victim has previously engaged in deviant 

activities online it is more likely that they themselves become victimized. These 

activities include accepting and willingly sending sexually explicit photos or 

harassing other people online. 

 

Factors 1, 2, 4 and 5 are thought to increase the risk of being victimized whilst factor 3 is 

supposed to act as a buffer and could lower the risk of victimization online (Reyns et al., 

2011). 

 

The Present Study and Aim 

Because internet in general and social media in particular has become such an integral 

component of everyday life, all parts of offline life will be an element of online life and 
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this also goes for crimes committed (Henson et al., 2013; Reyns et al., 2011). Therefore 

it is of importance to map the occurrence of OIPV in order to understand how the online 

environment develops around the notion of constantly being available and vulnerable to 

crimes. In addition to the prevalence of OIPV, online behaviors are important in any study 

regarding the subject due to the substantial previous research that shows a strong 

correlation between online environment/behaviors and vulnerability to OIPV (Henson et 

al., 2013; Marcum et al., 2010; Mitchell et al., 2007; Reyns et al., 2011;  Ybarra et al., 

2007). 

 

It is however also of importance to take notice of the gender differences in OIPV due to 

the fact that gender influences a person’s everyday life and would therefore also be as 

important online as offline (Popp & Peguero, 2011). Only a few previous studies 

regarding OIPV have included the gender aspect even though there has been a great 

number of studies on the subject of OIPV (Henson et al., 2013). Another important reason 

for including gender in our study is to get an idea if OIPV has gender differences and if 

so, the path forward is  to enlighten this fact to be able to make the online world as well 

as the offline world a more gender equal place (Henson et al., 2013;Holt & Bossler, 2008). 

 

Thus the aim of this study was to investigate and describe OIPV in terms of gender 

differences in a Swedish sample of active social media users and to investigate the 

association between such victimization and the user’s online behavior. 

We have used the following objectives: 

 Describe the prevalence of different types of OIPV and make a comparison 

between female and male victimization of OIPV in our sample. 

 

 Examine the association between online behaviors and OIPV in general by 

comparing such behaviors between victimized and non-victimized individuals in 

our sample. 
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Method 

Participants 

The data was collected from survey answers from an online questionnaire with 338 

participants. In the results, 6 respondents were excluded from the original sample due to 

missing answers or being under the age of 15.  Of the remaining sample 221 (66.6%) of 

the participants were female, 109 (32.8%) were male and 2 (0.6%) participants did not 

identify as neither male nor female. The last group who did not want to identify their 

gender were excluded from the tests that compared genders but were included in the tests 

regarding online behaviors. The following descriptive statistics were based on the final 

sample with 332 participants. The mean age for the participants was 31.9 years (SD = 

10.5). The age range in this sample reached from 15-75 years old. The mean age of the 

females was 32.2 (SD = 11.4) with an age range of 15-75 years. The males mean age was 

31.4 (SD= 8.2) with an age range of 18-66 years. All of the participants were active social 

media users. They had been active on social media with a mean value of 9.7 years (SD = 

3.8) and with a range of 1-22 years. All participants were Facebook-users but some had 

up to six different social media accounts where Instagram and Snapchat were the most 

common aside from Facebook. 

Sampling Procedures 

The sampling procedure used for this study was a convenience sample (Bryman, 2011), 

which we decided to use because we wanted to be sure that we got a big enough sample 

and that the all the individuals were active social media users. The survey was shared in 

Facebook groups all around Sweden during ten days in March, 2016. There are Facebook 

groups in all counties in Sweden where the members can give away, sell and buy things. 

Since we gave away lottery tickets to some of the participants it was possible for us to 

share our survey in some of these groups across Sweden. The survey was also shared on 

our own timelines on Facebook with a request to pass it forward. It is therefore not 

possible to know how many people came across the survey. 

Measures 

This study has a cross-sectional design using a survey to gather the data in order to 

describe OIPV and to investigate the association between OIPV, gender differences and 
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the users’ online behaviors (Bryman, 2011). The survey was written in Swedish had 30 

questions and was divided into four parts. The first part was information to the 

participants about the aim of the study, our ethical concerns and contact information, 

followed by the next part which was about the participants’ age, gender and their own 

online behaviors regarding time spent on social media, which types of social media 

accounts they used, privacy settings, available information on the account and number of 

friends or followers. The third part was about online victimization, both if they had been 

victimized themselves and if they had victimized someone else, in this section there was 

also an open-ended question where the respondents could write about specific 

victimization experiences. The end of the survey referred to the police guidelines 

concerning OIPV and their information about where anyone who had been victimized 

could turn, a thank you for their participation and finally a question if they wanted to be 

a part of a contest for lottery tickets. It was also clearly stated that the contest was not 

mandatory and if they wrote their email address that information would be kept apart 

from the survey answers to keep anonymity. All questions had content which was directly 

connected to the definitions of the most common OIPV types or about the risk factors 

from the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory. This was done in order to get information 

about how many of the participants had been victimized or had victimized others without 

mentioning the legal terms. The survey, both the translated version and the original 

Swedish version can be seen in their entirety in the Appendix. 

Operationalizing Online Interpersonal Victimization 

In order to get an idea of the prevalence of the different types of OIPV and how these can 

present themselves, we selected the ones which had previously been reported to be the 

most common in Sweden (Schultz, 2013). The survey questions were based previous 

research and on the Swedish legal definitions of illegal threat, slander, insult, 

harassment, sexual harassment, stalking, crimes against the personal data act and the 

copyright act (Barak, 2005; Holfield & Leadbeater, 2015; Näsi et al., 2015; Reyns et al., 

2011; Schultz, 2013; Ybarra et al., 2007). For this study each OIPV type is measured in 

the following way: 

 

1. Illegal threat is a crime that targets one’s right to feel safe and when an individual 

threatens another with a crime such as acts of violence or injuries on a person or 
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properties etc. The threats are to provoke fear in the victim (Schultz, 2013). The 

respondent is, in this study viewed as a victim of illegal threat if the respondent 

answered yes to the following questions: (a) Have you received threats of violence 

on social media? (b) Have you received threats of sexual violence on social 

media? Or (c) Have you received death threats on social media? 

 

2. Slander is about the forwarding of false information concerning a person’s actions 

in order to worsen that individual’s reputation or ruin their character. This can be 

displayed in the form of writing negative comments in an open feed or on a blog 

public to other readers (Schultz, 2013). The respondent is, in this study viewed as 

a victim of Slander if the respondents answered yes to the question: Has anyone 

ever spread a rumor about you on social media? 

 

3. Insult are the mean comments or words that aim to hurt another person. These do 

not need to be forwarded or seen by anyone other than the victim, it can be in the 

form of a direct message to the victim for example. These types of crimes can in 

some cases also be categorized as hate crimes which means that the court views 

the insults more severely if they are about a person’s sexual orientation, religion 

or ethnicity (Schultz, 2013) The respondent is, in this study viewed as a victim of 

insult if the respondent answered yes to the following questions: (a) Have you 

received mean comments directed towards you? (b) Have you been insulted on 

social media because of your sexual orientation? (c) Have you been insulted on 

social media because of your ethnicity? (d) Have you been insulted on social 

media because of your religion? Or (e) Has anyone made mean comments about 

your appearance? 

 

4. Harassment is most often defined offline as physical harassment but it also 

includes a person bothering another person in different ways. Online this can be 

when an individual sends several messages to a person who does not want them 

or any other unwanted contact (Schultz, 2013). The respondent is, in this study 

viewed as a victim of harassment if the respondent answered yes to the following 

questions: (a) Has anyone ever tried repeatedly to contact you on social media 
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despite your disinclination? Or (b) Has anyone on social media urged you to self-

harm or commit suicide?   

 

5. Sexual harassment is when someone tries to violate another person’s sexual 

integrity. In order for the violation to be defined as sexual harassment it needs to 

be directed at a specific person. Online sexual harassment can be that someone 

repeatedly sends pictures or messages with sexual content or asks for such things. 

If the victim is under the age of 15 and they have been coerced into sending 

pictures of sexual nature the crime could be more serious than “just” sexual 

harassment (Schultz, 2013). The respondent is, in this study viewed as a victim of 

sexual harassment if the respondent answered yes to the following questions: (a) 

Has anyone tried to get you to send naked pictures of yourself to them against 

your will? (b) Have you received naked pictures on social media despite your 

disinclination? Or (c) Has someone repeatedly sent messages or questions with 

sexual content to you on social media despite your disinclination? 

 

6. Stalking occurs when a perpetrator repeatedly harasses a victim online and that 

victim feels scared or uncomfortable with the attention. The harassments should 

have hurt the victim’s integrity (Schultz, 2013). The respondent is, in this study 

viewed as a victim of stalking if the respondent answered yes to the following 

question: Have you been repeatedly harassed by someone on social media with 

the consequence that you felt discomfort? 

 

7. Crimes against the personal data act is when someone uses another individual’s 

personal information for example someone’s name, without their consent for the 

purpose of violating the victim. It can be in the form of so called “facerapes” 

which is the action of an individual hijacking another individual’s Facebook 

account and posting things in their name. It could be that they change the profile 

picture of the account or write status updates or emails that are embarrassing to 

the affected person. The severity of these behaviors can be of varying degrees. 

Other forms of this could be creating social media accounts in the victim’s name 

for the purpose of spreading false or offensive information/content (Schultz, 

2013). The respondent is, in this study viewed as a victim of crimes against the 
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personal data act if the respondent answered yes to the following question: Has 

anyone pretended to be you on social media without your consent? 

 

8. Crimes against the copyright act can in some cases be included in the term OIPV 

if a perpetrator takes photos that the victim has published and manipulates the 

images or spreads them in order to violate the victim (Schultz, 2013). The 

respondent is, in this study viewed as a victim of crimes against the copyright act 

if the respondent answered yes to the following questions: (a) Has anyone ever 

shared pictures of you on social media without your consent? And (b) Has anyone 

used pictures of you on social media in a way you did not want? 

 

Operationalizing the Cyberlifestyle-Routine Activities Theory 

Based on previous operationalizations of the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory 

factors (Holt & Bossler, 2009; Marcum et al., 2010; Pratt et al., 2010; Reyns et al., 2011), 

the online behaviors and each factor of the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory is 

measured in the following way: 

1. Online exposure to motivated offenders had these four following measures: (a) 

“How many social media accounts the respondent uses regularly” and this was 

measured on a ratio scale. In the questionnaire the respondents could fill in how 

many of the social media platforms they used regularly. (b) “How frequently the 

respondent uses social media” was measured on an ordinal scale and had four 

options in the questionnaire where (1) <1 hour per day; (2) 1-2 hours per day; (3) 

3-4 hours per day; and (4) >5 hours per day. (c) “How many years the respondent 

has been active on social media” was measured on a ratio scale and the 

questionnaire allowed the respondent to indicate the amount of years in an open-

ended item.  (d) “How many friends/followers the respondent had across all their 

social media accounts” was measured on an ordinal scale and had five options 

where (1) <100 friends/ followers; (2) 100-400 friends/ followers; (3) 401-700 

friends/ followers; (4) 701-1000 friends/ followers; and (5) >1000 friends/ 

followers. 
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2. Online proximity to motivated offenders had one measure, “whether or not the 

respondent adds people they previously do not know, to their friends/follower list” 

and was measured on a nominal scale and coded as present (yes) or absent (no). 

 

3. Online guardianship had one measure, “whether the respondent has their social 

media accounts on public or private settings”. This factor was measured on a 

nominal scale and the respondent had two options: public or private. 

 

4. Online target attractiveness had two measures, whether or not the respondent has 

(a) “information such as who their friends are, interests and opinions” or (b) 

“profile pictures of themselves on their social media accounts”. Both of these 

factors were measured on nominal scales and were coded as present (yes) or 

absent (no). 

 

5. Online deviant lifestyle had one measure, “whether or not the respondent had 

harassed other people online”. The survey question originally had a list of 23 types 

of online behaviors the respondent could have engaged in and they could fill in 

multiple answers. The factor was however dichotomized and measured on a 

nominal scale where the respondents who filled in one or more alternatives was 

coded as, “has engaged in deviant online behavior” and the respondents who had 

not filled in any of the alternatives coded as, “has not engaged in deviant online 

behavior”. 

Statistical Analyses 

Objective 1 

The statistical analyses were carried out using IBM SPSS Statistics 22. The first objective 

of the aim was to describe the prevalence of different types of OIPV and to make a 

comparison between female and male victimization of OIPV in our sample. For this 

purpose descriptive statistics in the form of frequency tables, absolute (n) and relative 

frequencies (%) were used. This was done for the dichotomous variables to present the 

prevalence of each type of OIPV in the whole sample but also separated in the female 

sample and the male sample. Some new variables were created for the OIPV types that 

included more than one measure (as explained under the heading “operationalizing online 
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interpersonal victimization”). The new variables were made in order to be able to perform 

certain tests. These variables were recoded as dichotomous (either the respondent had 

been victimized or they had not) and coded as either present (i.e., codings of yes for one 

or several types of OIPV) or absent (i.e., codings of no). The variables in question were 

illegal threat, harassment, sexual harassment, victimized or not victimized and insult. 

These recodings were followed by 2x2 chi-square tests (χ²) to determine if there was a 

significant difference between the females and the males in our sample for the total OIPV 

prevalence as well as for each specific OIPV type. The dependent variables were each of 

the OIPV types and the independent variable was gender. 

Objective 2 

The second part of our aim and the second objective was to examine the association 

between online behaviors and OIPV in general by comparing such behaviors between 

victimized and non-victimized individuals in our sample. The independent variable was 

each of the online behaviors and the dependent was victimized or not victimized. Since 

the factors of the theory were on different scales descriptive statistics was used to retrieve 

median values (Md) and range (R) for the factors on ratio scale, we used Md and R instead 

of mean values and standard deviation due to the lack of normal distribution in these 

variables (Pallant, 2013). The absolute (n) and relative (%) frequencies were used to 

describe the dichotomous variables. For all the theory related variables except the first 

one online exposure to motivated offenders chi-square (χ²) was used again. This due to 

the fact that all of those variables were on a nominal scale (Pallant, 2013). The four 

variables in the factor online exposure to motivated offenders had two variables on an 

ordinal scale and two variables on a ratio scale. These variables were tested with 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov’s test of normality and because they did not show a normal 

distribution, the nonparametric equivalent of the t-test, the Mann-Whitney U, was used 

for these variables (Pallant, 2013).  A manual calculation was done on the significant 

result to find Cohen’s r as a measurement of the effect size. The significance level for this 

study was determined as p ≤0.05 (Pallant, 2013). 

Odds Ratio 

All χ² results that were statistically significant in both objectives were followed up with 

odds ratios (OR) with 95% confidence intervals (CI) in order to describe how the odds 
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increased with the relevant variable. Odds ratio has previously been defined by 

Tabachnick and Fidell, (2013) as “the change in odds of being in one of the categories of 

outcome when the value of a predictor increases by one unit” (p. 461). In the case of this 

study that would mean that for the significant variables that show an increase in the OR-

value (i.e. a number higher than 1.0) present an increase in the odds. For example an 

increase of the odds ratio value by 2 means that one group is two times more likely to 

experience an event as the comparative group. 

 

Ethical Concerns 

We have made ethical considerations for this study according to the four ethical demands 

information, consent, confidentiality and utilization (Ahrne, & Svensson, 2011). The 

participants were given information concerning the purpose of the study and that the 

participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous. The respondents were informed 

that they could end their participation at any time and that they were not required to leave 

any contact information if they did not want to. The information also stated that by 

submitting their survey answers they also left consent for their answers to be used in the 

current study. If the participants wanted more information, had questions or wanted to 

know the results of the study they could contact us as we left contact information in the 

beginning of the survey. The respondents were also informed that the contents of this 

survey would not be used for any other purpose than for this study. It is of high importance 

to guarantee that all of these criteria were fulfilled in order to ensure that the participants 

felt comfortable to answer truthfully. Since the questions in some cases could be viewed 

as sensitive and to insure that none of the participants would have left the survey with 

upset feelings or questions we included a reference to the police guidelines about OIPV 

and information on how to proceed if they had been victimized and wanted to seek help. 

Results 

Prevalence of OIPV 

Of the 332 respondents in our final sample, there were 248 (74.7%) respondents who had 

been victimized of one or several types of OIPV which concludes that in our sample only 

84 (25.3%) respondents had not been victimized. The mean value of how many single 
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types of OIPV the victimized group had experienced was 3.17 (SD = 3.42) with a range 

of 1-17 OIPV types. In the victimized group there were 173 (52.0%) females and 73 

(22.0%) males (the small group of respondents with an unspecified gender was excluded 

from the gender calculations). For a full review of all OIPV types, the prevalence of 

victimization in the sample including both females and males, the differences between 

the genders and the risk estimate see Table 1.  

 

The results showed that females had a significantly higher likelihood of being victimized 

than males χ² (1) = 4.92, p = .027 (OR = 1.8; 95% CI = [1.07, 2.96]. The results also 

showed that if the respondent was female the risk of being victimized of OIPV increased 

by almost two times; females were nearly twice as likely as men to have been victimized 

by OIPV. A Mann-Whitney U test revealed a significant difference in age within the 

victimized group (Md=29.0, n=248) and within the non-victimized group (Md =33.0, n= 

84), U = 7814.5 z = -3.34, p = .001. 

 

The most common of the OIPV types was harassment as 164 (50.2%) respondents had 

been victimized of this type. When harassment was separated into specific behaviors it 

was clear that “repeated unwanted contact” was the most common behavior. The second 

and third most common type of OIPV was sexual harassment where 135 (41.3%) 

respondents were victimized, and insult where 121 (37.2%) respondents were victimized 

in our sample.  

 

When the variable, insult was separated into different behaviors it was apparent that 

“general insults” and “insults regarding appearance” was common with 89 (27.1%) 

victimized respondents for general insults and 70 (21.3%) victimized respondents for 

insults regarding appearance. The rates of all the hate-related insults regarding religion, 

sexual orientation and ethnicity was uncommon in our sample. Especially “insults 

regarding religion” was the least common OIPV type in our sample with only 11 (3.4%) 

victimized respondents. The least common OIPV type that did not divide into multiple 

behaviors however was crimes against the personal data act were only 12 (3.7%) 

respondents had been victimized.  
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In the survey there also was an “other” category where the respondents could write freely 

in case of missed items in the questionnaire. Some people wrote about the positive sides 

of social media or about topics already answered in other questions but there was one 

subject that came up several times, this was about political views and especially feminists 

who were victimized, harassed, or insulted by people due to the fact that they had stated 

their political views. The opinion about being discriminated by feminists who in turn 

harassed heterosexual males was also brought up. Some also wrote that OIPV is so 

common that they notice it daily even though they themselves did not get victimized every 

day, this creates a discomfort in their daily life. 

 

OIPV and Gender Differences 

Females 

The OIPV types that females reported most often to have been victimized of were 

harassment with 125 (57.3%) victimized females and as in the total group, especially the 

behavior “repeated unwanted contact” where 124 (56.9%) female respondents had been 

victimized. Sexual harassment came in second place with 109 (50.0%) female 

respondents who answered yes. All the behaviors included in the legal term sexual 

harassment were almost equally common within the group, however the variable “asked 

to send naked pictures despite their disinclination” had a slightly higher frequency with 

85 (39.0%) victimized female respondents. The female group followed the total group 

numbers and also had insult as the third most common OIPV type with 82 (37.6%) 

victimized females. Stalking was also a common OIPV type among the females with a 

frequency of 52 (23.7%) victimized female respondents. 

Males 

The OIPV types who were the most common among the male group differed from the 

total group. For the males the most frequent OIPV type was insult with 39 (36.4%) 

victimized men. The most common insults were “general mean comments” with 28 

(25.7%) victimized male respondents. “Insults about appearance” had 21 (19.3%) 

victimized male respondents. In the male group, harassment came in second place with 

39 (35.8%) victimized men (also mostly “repeated unwanted contact”). The third most 

common OIPV type in the male group were sexual harassment with 26 (23.9%) 
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victimized men, the most common behavior was that they had “reviewed unwanted sexual 

invites” with 20 (18.3%) victimized male respondents. 

 

Other common types of OIPV among the male respondents were crimes against the 

copyright act with 24 (22.2%) and illegal threat 22 (20.6%). In the male group among 

the victims of illegal threat there were more “threat of violence” than any other kind of 

threat as 19 (17.6%) reported being victimized this way. 

 

Gender Differences 

The results showed that there was a significantly higher likelihood for victimization if the 

respondent was female, rather than male for OIPV in general but especially for some 

OIPV types. If the respondent was female it was nearly five times as likely that she would 

have been victimized of “threats of sexual violence”  as if the respondent was male (OR 

= 4.9; 95% CI = [1.5, 16.8]). To be female also increased the likelihood of being 

victimized of harassment by more than two times (OR = 2.4 ; 95% CI = [1.5, 3.9]). It was 

more than two times as likely that the female respondents had been subjected to “repeated 

unwanted contact” (OR = 2.6; 95% CI = [1.6, 4.1]). Moreover, females had a higher 

likelihood of being victimized of stalking by more than two times (OR = 2.1; 95% CI = 

[1.1, 3.9]).  

 

Female respondents were more than three times as likely to have been victimized of all 

types of sexual harassment than the male respondents (OR = 3.2; 95% CI = [1.9, 5.3]). 

All behaviors included in sexual harassment were also significant on their own.  If the 

respondent was female and not male it was more than two times as likely that she was 

repeatedly “asked to send naked pictures of herself on social media despite her 

disinclination” (OR = 4.7; 95% CI = [2.5, 8.9]). “Received unwanted naked pictures” 

showed that it was more than three times as likely to be victimized if the respondent was 

female than male (OR = 3.5; 95% CI = [1.9, 6.6]). And finally “received unwanted sexual 

invites” showed that if the respondent was female it was more than two times as likely 

that she had been victimized (OR = 2.6; 95% CI = [1.5, 4.6]). There were no significant 

results showing that men were more likely to be victimized in any of the OIPV types in 

our sample.  
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Table 1  

Descriptive statistics and the relationship between victimization and gender for the prevalence of 

each type of OIPV types and or the behaviors that is included in the legal term. 

OIPV types  Total  

(n=330) 

% (n) 

Females 

(n=221) 

% (n) 

Males 

(n=109) 

% (n) 

χ² (df) p OR, CI 95% 
 

Illegal threat 19.3 (63) 18.7 (41) 20.6 (22) 0.15 (1) .693 - 

Threats of sexual 

violence 

9.1 (30) 12.3 (27) 2.8 (3)  8.03 (1) .005 4.9 [1.5, 16.8] 

Threats of violence 14.4 (47) 12.8 (28) 17.6 (19) 1.35 (1) .244 - 

Death threats 7.0 (23) 5.9 (13) 9.3 (10) 1.22 (1) .269  

Slander 17.4 (57) 19.2 (42) 13.8 (15) 1.48 (1) .223 - 

Insult 37.2 (121) 37.6 (82) 36.4 (39) 0.04 (1) .838 - 

General Mean 

comments  

27.1 (89) 27.9 (61) 25.7 (28) 0.17 (1) .678 - 

Insults regarding:       

Religion 3.4 (11) 4.6 (10) 0.9 (1) 2.95 (1) .086 - 

Ethnicity 4.6 (15) 4.6 (10) 4.6 (5) 0.00 (1) .986 - 

Sexual orientation 4.3 (14) 5.0 (11) 2.8 (3) 0.93 (1) .334 - 

Appearance 21.3 (70) 22.4 (49) 19.3 (21) 0.42 (1) .517 - 

Harassment 50.2 (164) 57.3 (125) 35.8 (39) 13.51 (1) <.001 2.4 [1.5, 3.9] 

Unwanted contact 49.2 (161) 56.9 (124) 33.9 (37) 15.29 (1) <.001 2.6 [1.6, 4.1] 

Urged to commit 

suicide 

10.1 (33) 10.5 (23) 9.2 (10) 0.14 (1) .706 - 

Sexual harassment 41.3 (135) 50.0 (109) 23.9 (26) 20.49 (1) .001 3.2 [1.9, 5.3] 

Asked for naked 

pictures 

30.0 (98) 39.0 (85) 11.9 (13) 25.36 (1) <.001 4.7 [2.5, 8.9] 

Recieved sexual 

invites 

31.1 (102) 37.4 (82) 18.3 (20) 12.38 (1) <.001 2.6 [1.5, 4.6] 

Recieved naked 

pictures 

27,1 (89) 34,2 (75) 12,8 (14) 16,86 (1) <.001 3.5 [1.9, 6.6] 

Stalking 20.2 (66) 23.7 (52) 13.1 (14) 5.06 (1) .024 2.1 [1.1, 3.9] 

Crimes against the 

personal data act 

3.7 (12) 4.6 (10) 1.9 (2) 1.47 (1) .225  - 

Crimes against the 

copyright act 

22.6 (74) 22.8 (50) 22.2 (24) 0.01 (1) .902 - 

Note: OIPV= Online interpersonal victimization. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval 
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Online Behaviors 

Of the five risk factors in the cyberlifestyle–routine activities theory, we found that the 

only risk factors of OIPV that showed a significant difference between the victimized and 

the non-victimized group were online exposure to motivated offenders and online target 

attractiveness. However not all online behaviors included in these factors showed a 

significant difference. 

 

The significant result in the factor online exposure to motivated offenders was when a 

Mann-Whitney U test revealed a significant difference in the factor “hours spent online 

every day” within the victimized group (M =2.52, SD =0.87, Md =2, n =248) and within 

the non-victimized group (M =2.24, SD =0.81, Md =2, n = 84), U = 8604, z = -2.48, p = 

.013, r = 0.136. Both the victimized and the non-victimized group had the same median 

value. The mean values were however different. In the victimized group the mean value 

was 2.52 (SD =0.87) and in the non-victimized group the mean value was 2.24 (SD =0.81) 

The results therefore showed a significant difference between the victimized and the non-

victimized group in regards to how many hours they spent on social media every day, 

where the victimized group spent more time online.  

 

The significant finding which was connected to the factor online target attractiveness 

determined that if the respondents in our sample used a profile picture of themselves on 

their social media accounts they had a significantly higher probability of victimization. 

The likelihood of having been a victim of any OIPV type increased more than two times 

if the respondent used a profile picture of themselves  χ² (1) = 4.27, p = .039 (OR = 2.4; 

95% CI = [1.0, 5.7]). The result in the χ² test regarding the factor online exposure to 

motivated offenders and more specific, if the respondents had  “accepted strangers as 

friends or followers”, turned out to be borderline significant χ² (1) = 3.56, p = .059.   

 

To examine our full review of all five online behavior factors related to the cyberlifestyle-

routine activities theory and how they differ between the victimized and the non-

victimized group in our sample, as well as the presentations of the calculations from the 

chi-square χ² tests and Mann-Whitney U tests performed, see Table 2. 
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Table 2 
Differences regarding the victimized group and the non-victimized group of OIPV in their online 

behaviors which is included as risk factors for victimization in the cyberlifestyle-routine 

activities theory  

Theory variables Victimized  

Mann-

Whitney 

U test (z) 

 

 

 

p 

 

 

 

Cohens r 

Yes (n=248) 

Md (R) 

No (n=84) 

Md (R) 

Online exposure to motivated 

offenders 

     

Number of social media 

accounts 

3 (5) 3 (5) 9519.0 

(-1.21) 

.225 - 

 

Hours spent on social 

media every dayª 

2 (3) 2 (3) 8604.0 

(-2.48) 

.013 0.136 

 

Years using social media 10 (23) 9 (17) 8484.5 

(-1.83) 

.067 - 

Number of 

friends/followersᵇ 

2 (4) 2 (4) 10131.5 

(-0.35) 

.727 - 

 

 Yes (n=248) 

% (n) 

No (n=84) 

% (n) 

 

χ² (df) 

 

p 

 

OR, CI 95% 

Online proximity to motivated 

offenders  

     

Accepted strangers as 

friends/followers  

22.7(56) 13.1(11) 3.56 (1) .059 - 

 

Online guardianship      

Had privacy settings 87.9 (217) 91.7 (77) 0.92 (1) .338 - 

Online target attractiveness      

Had visible information 

about themselves 

70.4 (174) 66.7 (56) 0.42 (1) .516 - 

Had profile picture of 

themselves 

94.7 (234) 88.1(74) 4.27 (1) .039 2.4 [1.0, 5.7] 

Online deviant lifestyle      

Victimized others on 

social media  

26.0 (64) 19.0 (16) 2.44 (2) .295 - 

 

Note: OIPV = Online interpersonal victimization. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval. ªThe variable 

“hours spent on social media every day” had four possible answers where 1= <1 hour, 2= 1-2 hours, 3= 3-

4 hours and 4= >5 hours. This test was significant but had the same Md value in both groups. The mean 

values were however different where the mean for the victimized group was 2.52 (SD=0.87) and in the 

non-victimized group 2.24 (SD=0.81) ᵇThe variable “number of friends/followers” also had four possible 

answers where 1= <100 friends/followers, 2= 100-400 friends/followers, 3= 401-700 friends/followers and 

4= 701-1000 friends/followers 5= >1000 friends/followers.   
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Discussion 

Thus the aim of this study was to investigate and describe OIPV in terms of gender 

differences in a Swedish sample of active social media users and to investigate the 

association between such victimization and the user’s online behavior. The study had two 

objectives.  

 

The first objective for this study was to describe the prevalence of different types of OIPV 

and make a comparison between female and male victimization of OIPV in our sample. 

The results in this study showed that OIPV was very common as almost three quarters of 

our sample had been victimized of at least one OIPV type. The most common type of 

OIPV in our sample was harassment and specifically that someone had repeatedly 

contacted them despite their disinclination. More than half of the respondents had been 

victimized this way. The second and third most prevalent types of OIPV were sexual 

harassment and insult. On average the victimized respondents had also been victimized 

of several types of OIPV. When the gender differences in each of the OIPV types were 

examined, a significant difference between the genders was found. Females had a 

significantly higher likelihood of being victimized in general and in particular of all forms 

of sexual harassment, threats of sexual violence, harassment and stalking. The likelihood 

of being victimized of “threat of sexual violence” and “asked for naked pictures despite 

disinclination” if the respondent was female increased by nearly five times, which was 

the highest increase of likelihood of all of the OIPV types in our sample. 

 

The second objective of this study was to examine the association between online 

behaviors and OIPV in general by comparing such behaviors between victimized and 

non-victimized individuals in our sample. When the association between OIPV and the 

online behaviors related to the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory was examined, only 

the use of a profile picture depicting the respondent and how much time the respondent 

spent on social media every day proved a significant difference between the victimized 

and non-victimized group and this indicates that if the respondent spent more time online 

or had a profile picture of themselves, they had a higher likelihood of being victimized of 

OIPV. 
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The Prevalence of OIPV and the Gender Differences  

Our results showed a discrepancy compared to other studies due to the proportion of 

victimized respondents, we found that 74.7% of all respondents in our sample had been 

victimized online, which is a notably higher percentage than the previous studies we have 

looked at where the highest rate was around 35.0% (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). This could 

partly be explained by method differences as well as our specific sample our specific 

sample; our study had a convenience sample, which generated a higher number of females 

of all ages and who were all active social media users. These differences compared to the 

other studies could partly explain the high rates of OIPV in our sample. However the rates 

of sexual harassment in our study were almost in line with previous research considering 

half of our female sample had been victimized of sexual harassment. Both Holfield and 

Leadbeater (2015) and Jonsson et al. (2014) found that sexual harassment was a common 

online element and Barak (2005) found that 41.0% of females had been victimized of 

sexual harassment online and that the rates of these types of crimes could increase in the 

future. 

 

The results showed that if the respondent was female, it was nearly twice as likely to have 

been victimized of some sort of OIPV. The fact that we had a higher number of females 

in our sample could partly explain the high prevalence of victimized respondents in 

general. Previous studies have also found that females are more likely to be victimized 

(Barak, 2005; Henson et al., 2013; Holfield & Leadbeater, 2015; Holt & Bossler, 2009; 

Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). There were no types of OIPV where males had a significantly 

higher likelihood of being victimized of OIPV. This even though previous research found 

that males were more likely to report their victimization (Holfield & Leadbeater, 

2015).  These results could also be an indication that gender by its own is an important 

factor in who is victimized and not, as Mitchell et al. hypothesized in 2007.   

 

Then why is it that the OIPV types with a sexual nature show the biggest differences 

between the genders? Females in our sample were almost five times as likely to have been 

victimized of some of the sexually natured OIPV types which indicates a rather tangible 

effect (Pallant, 2013). Barak (2005) answers the question about the high prevalence of 

sexually harassed females, with the fact that cyberspace through its anonymity opens 
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endless possibilities for men whom wishes to force their sexuality on women. Due to the 

large quantities of online pornography and the sexual ads that are spread all over the 

internet, the online world has become a sexual place for these individuals which makes 

sexual harassments more common (Barak, 2005).  

 

Online dating and finding new friends online is a common phenomenon on social media 

(Marcum et al., 2010; Ouytsel et al., 2016). It could be that the perpetrators of some of 

these sexual harassments for instance sending repeated sexual invites or pictures, hope 

for a sexual relationship and think that what they are doing is a way to make contact. That 

the harassment variable “unwanted contact” was the most common type of OIPV in our 

sample could possibly also have something to do with this, considering that this type of 

harassment is a sign that people overstep the boundaries of what is appropriate on social 

media where it is quite easy to contact people despite their objection (Näsi et al., 2015; 

Whiting & Williams, 2013). 

 

The high prevalence of sexual harassment on social media could also be contributed to 

social media having a masculine culture due to sexist ads and pornography but also 

because of the several forums or comment sections that generally have an anti-woman 

spirit (Barak, 2005). This could be especially true for the factor “sexual threat” where 

females were five times as likely to be victimized as males. The reason for it being so 

much more common for females to be threatened with sexual violence could therefore be 

due to the fact that social media is a reflection of the offline world (Navarro & Jasinski, 

2013;Whiting & Williams, 2013), where these types of crimes also for the most part have 

female victims and also have patriarchal structures.  

 

The Association between Online Behaviors and OIPV 

The cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory suggests that the risk of victimization is 

dependent on which online behaviors that are practiced (Holt & Bossler, 2009; Marcum 

et al., 2010; Ngo & Paternoster, 2011; Pratt et al., 2010; Reyns et al., 2011). The present 

study only showed that the factors online exposure to motivated offenders and online 

target attractiveness had a significant difference between the victimized and the non-

victimized group. The fact that we used a non-parametric test could be the reason why 
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we had a lack of power, if we would have used the parametric version, it is possible that 

we would have found more significant results. Our sample is another possible explanation 

as we had a much higher percentage of respondents in the victimized group. Only 84 

(25.3%) of the respondents had not been victimized of any of the OIPV types. Since the 

groups were not equally represented, the fact that few online behaviors were proven to be 

risk factors in our sample could in some cases be interpreted as an effect of our sample 

being slightly too small for the effect to register between the victimized and the non-

victimized group. This is especially imaginable in the borderline significant result for the 

factor online proximity to motivated offenders which had the measure “accepted strangers 

as friends/followers” (p = .059).  We also had a wider age range and a higher level of 

females in our sample and this could also impact the results of which kinds of online 

behaviors that are risk factors. It is possible that the same risk factors are not the same in 

all age groups or genders. Henson et al. (2013) has previously stated that there was a 

difference in which kinds of online behaviors that were risk factors depending on gender. 

 

The first factor with a significant result was online exposure to motivated offenders. The 

results of the Mann Whitney-U tests revealed that within the factor the measure “hours 

spent on social media everyday” was significantly different between the victimized and 

the non-victimized group. That this factor was proven significant is imaginable 

considering that the more time one spends in the environment of potential perpetrators (in 

this case social media platforms), the more one will expose oneself to possible 

perpetrators, thus increasing the risk of being victimized of OIPV. This factor has had 

contradicting significance in previous studies; Reyns et al. (2011) found this factor to be 

the weakest link to being victimized online, while Marcum et al. (2010) had the same 

results that we had, indicating that there could be a correlation between more time spent 

online and OIPV. Holt and Bossler (2008) has also revealed that this factor increased the 

risk of OIPV but only among females. 

 

These dissimilar results could be a consequence of different operationalizations. Due to 

the frequent use of social media in today’s society (Arnaboldi & Coget, 2016; 

Internetstatistik, 2016; Whiting & Williams, 2013), it is also possible that the increased 
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time spent on social media is an additional explanation as to why such a high percentage 

of our sample had been victimized of OIPV.  

 

Online target attractiveness had two measures: “had visible information about 

themselves” and “had a profile picture of themselves”.  Only the latter was significantly 

different between the victimized and the non-victimized group, meaning that significantly 

more victimized people had used a profile picture of themselves. Online target 

attractiveness is important in order to understand who becomes a possible victim of OIPV 

since that factor indicates the traits that attracts a possible perpetrator (Reyns et al., 2011). 

This significant result regarding the profile picture could be an outcome of the potential 

offender getting closer to the victim in some way. It is possible that the potential offender 

would have a further step to overcome in order to start communication if the victim had 

a black square as a profile picture rather than their real face. Reyns et al. (2011) also had 

a similar results that stated that having photos on your profile had a positive correlation 

to being a victim of OIPV. In the age of communication over technological devices, 

pictures are one of the few purely human visuals (aside from video chatting) that we have 

to rely on. Because of this seeing the real person on their profile picture gives a sense of 

closeness (Reyns et al., 2011). Another reason as to why this factor proved significant 

could be the high prevalence of the OIPV types of a sexual nature in our sample where 

the appearance of the victim could have an impact on who becomes a potential target to 

the perpetrator. Moreover, approximately one fifth of our sample was subjected to “insults 

regarding appearance” where a profile picture also could have made a difference. 

 

The results showed that which privacy settings the respondents had did not affect the 

prevalence of victimization in our sample. Previous studies have shown that privacy 

settings could decrease the risk of OIPV but that the respondent’s actions have an effect 

that could counteract the positive buffer effect that having the account on “private” 

provides (Henson et al., 2013). One could imagine that having one’s account on private 

instead of public would protect against victimization on social media but the reason why 

it does not, could partly be explained by looking at who the perpetrators are. Could the 

perpetrator be someone that the victim knows and has included in their private group? It 

could also be explained by the fact that there are loopholes for potential offenders, for 
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example in the Facebook messenger chat and in the new Instagram direct message an 

individual that is not on the friends/follower list can still send messages that the victim 

receives personally. This non-significant result was also consistent with the predictors of 

online victimization of youths (Marcum et al., 2010).  

 

The factor online deviant lifestyle was not significant in our results. This was unexpected 

considering almost every previous study we looked at that included this theory had found 

strong associations between engaging in deviant online behavior and being victimized 

online (Holt & Bossler, 2009: Leukfeldt & Yar, 2016; Marcum et al., 2010; Navarro & 

Jasinski, 2013; Ouytsel et al., 2016; Popp & Peguero, 2011; Pratt et al., 2010; Reyns et 

al., 2011). A possible explanation could yet again be due to high prevalence of females 

in our sample as females are generally less common offenders than males (Sarnecki, 

2009). Aside from our sample another possible explanation could be that we 

dichotomized this variable into either the respondent had engaged in deviant behavior 

online or had not, but in our survey we had 23 possible behaviors. This was done because 

of the nature of the study and to narrow the aim we were working within. Reyns et al. 

(2011) who has developed the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory tested each deviant 

online behavior as well as each type of OIPV which could be the reason for the differing 

results. 

 

The association between the respondents’ online behaviors and how these could be 

connected to victimization of OIPV have gotten varied results in this study. Because of 

this variation it is possible that anyone could be victimized regardless of their choices 

concerning online behaviors. It is however important to be careful about saying that one’s 

own actions and behaviors causes one to be the victim of crimes. One could state that the 

cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory has certain nuances of victim blaming, as the 

theory suggests that if one engages in certain behaviors the likelihood for victimization 

increases. This can be problematic in relation to our results, especially considering the 

results about the OIPV types of a sexual nature. Victim blaming and sexual harassment 

is already a sensitive issue offline and it is of importance that this is not reinforced online, 

although the theory could still provide important information about why some are 

victimized and some are not. 
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Method Discussion 

For this study a convenience sample was used and the survey was distributed on 

Facebook, on our timelines as well as in buy/sell/charity groups in different cities in 

Sweden, and anyone who wanted to answer could do so. Because the survey was 

“advertised” as a survey examining OIPV on social media there is a possibility that the 

results could be contributed to the fact that people that had been victimized were more 

prone to answer the survey than the people who had not experienced victimization on 

social media. Since females were more likely to be victimized this could also be why we 

had a higher percentage of females in the sample. 

 

The fact that we used Facebook to distribute the survey meant that everyone who 

answered were active social media users. This is another possible answer to the high 

prevalence of OIPV in our sample since none of the other studies mentioned in this thesis 

had done this. The sample procedure contributed to the fact that we had a relatively large 

sample with a wide age range and most likely from several parts of Sweden, since these 

groups are restricted to each city. Previous studies have stated that OIPV is common 

among young people (Holfield & Leadbeater, 2015; Marcum et al., 2010; Mitchell et al., 

2007; Näsi et al., 2015; Ouytsel et al, 2016; Popp & Peguero, 2011; Wolak et al., 2006). 

We found a significant result that showed that the victimized group were significantly 

younger than the non-victimized group. However, we still had a higher age in our sample 

than many of the previous studies and the median age in the victimized group were 29 

years old.  It is however possible that OIPV does not only affect young people and the 

more all people of different ages use social media the more victimization in all age groups 

there will be.  

 

Our sampling method could however also be a weakness in regards to external validity 

(Bryman, 2011). Because we used a convenience sample the results could not be 

generalized or represent Sweden as a whole. It could however be useful in future research 

(Bryman, 2011). In our sample we had two thirds of females because of our sampling 

method where we did not have any control of who answered or not and therefore not a 

representative gender balance. If we would have used a randomized sample it is however 

possible that we would have gotten results that were closer to the previous studies that we 
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looked at, both in the prevalence of OIPV and which online behaviors that were risk 

factors. It also would have meant that we would have had a higher degree of external 

validity (Bryman, 2011).  

 

A strength in our method could be how we asked the questions. Näsi et al. (2015) came 

to the conclusion that OIPV was uncommon. They asked their respondents bluntly if they 

had experienced crimes online and they got a low percentage of victimization. This could 

be an outcome of people not feeling comfortable with identifying themselves as victims 

of crimes. To avoid this we broke down the various OIPV types into multiple behaviors, 

for example it is imaginable that it is easier to answer the question “Has someone 

repeatedly sent messages or questions with sexual content to you on social media despite 

your disinclination?” rather than “Have you been a victim of sexual harassment?” Other 

studies that did this got results that were more similar to ours when compared to the study 

by Näsi et al. (2015) (Holfield & Leadbeater, 2015; Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; Reyns et 

al., 2011; Ybarra et al., 2007). 

 

The self-reporting method used in this study makes it quite difficult to say with absolute 

certainty that all the respondents have been victims of actual crimes. We do not have all 

the details of every incident that the respondents reported or how they actually interpreted 

the events. However, because we have compared the survey answers with the definitions 

of the most common OIPV types according to Schultz, (2013), we still got an idea of the 

prevalence of the different types of online victimization and how these can present 

themselves. 

Future Research 

The fact that women were significantly more likely to be victimized of OIPV raises the 

question of who the perpetrators of OIPV are, is there a gender discrepancy there as well? 

It is therefore of relevance to examine if a low rate of gender equality contributes to an 

increase in OIPV. The gender difference as well as the results regarding feminism 

suggests that this could be an important subject for future research. It could also be that 

the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory needs further development in order to explain 

the occurrence of OIPV and in particular women’s  vulnerability to OIPV which many 

studies along with ours have found to be greater than men’s (Barak, 2005; Henson et al., 
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2013; Holfield & Leadbeater, 2015; Holt & Bossler, 2009; Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; 

Reyns et al., 2011). Previously there has been some criticism towards several 

criminological theories due to the lack of a gender perspective (Sarnecki, 2009). The 

question of age is also of importance to future studies in this subject since we found an 

indication that the victimized respondents had a lower age, we did not however study if 

there is an age difference in the different types of OIPV and since we still had a higher 

age in our sample compared to previous studies there still is a possibility that OIPV does 

not mainly affect young people. 

Conclusion 

Our results indicates that OIPV is a big problem with many victimized respondents in our 

Swedish sample of active social media users. The evident difference in victimization 

between the genders, which was especially visible within the sexual types of OIPV, is in 

line with how these same crime occur in the offline world. There were however few online 

behaviors from the cyberlifestyle-routine activities theory that proved to have a 

significant difference between the victimized and the non-victimized group. This could 

mean that the association between OIPV and the online behaviors that the respondents 

engage in on social media has different importance depending on the gender of the 

individual, something that previous research has found (Henson et al., 2013; Mitchell et 

al., 2007; Navarro & Jasinski, 2013; Popp & Peguero, 2011; Reyns et al., 2011). Gender 

difference within the social media realm indicates an inequality online. It is of great 

importance to deal with both the high prevalence of OIPV and the gender difference 

included; both genders should have the right to feel safe and not be victimized. The 

consequences of victimization are also severe considering that there are cases where 

victims have committed suicide as a result of OIPV (Navarro & Jasinski, 2013). The road 

forward to decrease the prevalence of OIPV could be to raise awareness about the subject 

but also to continue the work to increase gender equality both in the online world but also 

in the offline world since they are, in a way a reflection of each other. 
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Appendix 

The Survey used for this thesis (Translated Version) 
 

Survey regarding Victimization on Social Media.  
You are hereby asked to participate in a study regarding victimization on social media. The survey includes 

30 short questions and will only take a few minutes of your time. The survey also is completely anonymous. 

You can if you wish be a part of a contest for lottery tickets by writing your email-address in the end of the 

survey. This is however optional. The information in the survey will only be used for the present study and 

your information will not be past forward. Your participation is completely voluntary and you can at any 

time stop your participation. By sending in your answers however you have left your consent for your 

information to be a part of the study. If you want any other information please contact us on: 

emso1302@student.miun.se and khhu1200@student.miun.se  
 

This study is made as a bachelor´s thesis by Emily Söderberg and Khadra Hussein at the Mid University’s 

Criminology program.  

 

 
1. Do you identify as  

Female 

Male 

Other 

2. How old are you? 

 
 
3. Which social media accounts do you use regularly?  

Facebook  

Instagram  

Snapchat  

Twitter  

Blogsites  

Tumblr  

Dating sites (Ex Tinder/Badoo/Match etc).  

Chat-programs ex, KIK/Whatsapp etc   

Others:  

4. How frequently do you use social media?  

Less then one hour per day  

1 - 2 hours per day 

3-4 hours per day 

More than 5 hours per day 

 

mailto:emso1302@student.miun.se
mailto:khhu1200@student.miun.se


39 

 

5. How many years have you been using social media?  

 
 

6. What are your privacy settings on your social media accounts?  

Only people I know is allowed to see all my information  

People that I don’t know can see all my information  

7. Do you add friends/followers that you don’t know?  

Yes 

No 

8. How many friends/followers do you have totally?  

Less than 100  

100-400  

401-700  

701-1000  

More than 1000  

9. Do you have personal information on your social media accounts?  

Yes 

No  

10. Do you have a profile picture of yourself on your social media accounts? 

Yes 

No  

Your own experiences of victimization 

Here you can fill in if you have experienced some kind of online victimization 

 
11. Have you received mean comments?  

Yes 

No  

12. Have you been insulted due to your sexual orientation on social media?  

Yes 

No  

13. Have you been insulted due to your ethnicity on social media? 

Yes 

No  
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14. Have you been insulted due to your religion on social media? 

Yes 

No  

15. Have you experienced threats of violence on social media?  

Yes 

No  

16. Have you experienced threats of sexual violence on social media? 

Yes 

No  

17. Have you experienced death threats on social media? 

Yes 

No  

18. Has anyone spread a rumor about you on social media? 

Yes 

No  

19. Has anyone repeatedly tried to contact you on social media without your consent?  

Yes 

No  

20. Has anyone tried to get you to send naked pictures of yourself to them against your 

will? 

Yes 

No  

21. Have you received naked pictures on social media despite your disinclination? 

Yes 

No  

22. Has anyone repeatedly sent messages or questions with sexual content to you on social 

media despite your disinclination? 

Yes 

No  

23. Did anyone ever shared pictures of you on social media without your consent? 

Yes 

No  
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24. Has anyone used pictures of you on social media in a way you did not want? 

Yes 

No  

25. Has anyone pretended to be you on social media without your consent? 

Yes 

No  

26. Has anyone on social media urged you to commit suicide?   

Yes 

No  

27. Has anyone on social media made mean comments about your appearance? 

Yes 

No  

28. Have you been repeatedly harassed by anyone on social media to the point that you felt 

discomfort? 

Yes 

No  

29. Did something else happen to you on social media that you want to tell us about?  

 
 

30. Have you ever done anything of the following things to someone else on social media? 

You can pick as many options as you want.  

Written mean comments 

Written mean comments about a person’s sexual orientation 

Written jokes about a person’s sexual orientation  

Written mean comments about a person’s ethnicity 

Written jokes about a person’s ethnicity 

Continued to use words that could be perceived as violating  

Written mean comments about a person’s religion 

Used stereotypes that someone is in a certain way because of for example ethnicity  

Threatened anyone 

Threatened someone’s life 

Threatened to use violence 

Threatened to use sexual violence  

Spread a rumor about someone  

Contacted someone against their will  
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Spread naked pictures without consent  

Asked for naked pictures  

Sent naked pictures to someone without consent  

Written messages with sexual content that the person did not ask for  

Manipulated a picture and forwarded it on social media without consent  

Pretended to be someone other than yourself 

Urged someone to commit suicide  

Written something to deliberately hurt that person  

Other:  

 

If you have been victimized on social media there is help available!  

 
Help and support! You can contact the police to get support and help if you have been victimized 

online. The police or the Victim Support Sweden can refer you to a help organization. Voluntary 

organisations with on call telephones are available in most cities in Sweden. If you are a child or 

an adolescent you can call BRIS. It is always important to make a police report! If you are a 

victim of online interpersonal victimization make a police report at once! The police does 

usually need to request information from internet operators and this information is only available 

for six months. Report the crime by visiting the nearest police station or call 11414. It can 

sometimes be hard for you to determine if a crime has been committed. And the police will help 

you to make that assessment. The same person who has victimized you can have been victimized 

other people. Because of your report more crimes could be solved. Lus the society gets an idea 

of how large the problem is. A fair crime statistic helps the police to prioritize, se trends and to 

inform and prevent crimes. (www.polisen.se)  
 

Thank you for your participation! 
Write your e-mail address in this box to be in a contest of lottery tickets. If you are one of the 

winners we will contact you through your e-mail address. Which e-mail address that belongs to 

which survey answers is not saved and the information you have left is still confidential!  
Do you want to be in a contest of lottery tickets?  

 

 

The original Swedish version of the Survey used for this thesis 
 

Enkät rörande utsatthet på sociala medier 

 
Du ombeds nu att delta i en studie rörande utsatthet på sociala medier. Enkäten innehåller 30 

korta frågor och kommer att ta ungefär ett par minuter av din tid och är helt anonym. Du kan 

dock om du önskar vara med och tävla om tio stycken trisslotter genom att lämna din mailadress 

i slutet av enkäten. Detta är dock valfritt. Informationen i enkäten kommer endast att användas 

till vår studie och din information kommer inte att spridas vidare. Ditt deltagande är helt frivilligt 

och du kan när som helst avbryta ditt deltagande. Genom att skicka in enkäten godkänner du ditt 

deltagande i studien och om du vill ha övrig information kan du kontakta oss på 

emso1302@student.miun.se och khhu1200@student.miun.se  
Studien görs som ett examensarbete av Emily Söderberg och Khadra Hussein vid 

Mittuniversitetets kriminologprogram.  

http://www.polisen.se/
mailto:emso1302@student.miun.se
mailto:khhu1200@student.miun.se
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1. Identifierar du dig mest som  

Kvinna  

Man  

Annat  

2. Hur gammal är du?  

  
 

3. Vilka sociala medier använder du regelbundet?  

Facebook  

Instagram  

Snapchat  

Twitter  

Egen blogg  

Tumblr  

Dejtingsidor (Ex Tinder/Badoo/Match etc).  

Chattprogram ex, KIK/Whatsapp el liknande  

Övrigt:  

4. Hur många timmar per dag använder du sociala medier?  

Mindre än en timme per dag  

1 - 2 timmar per dag  

3-4 timmar per dag  

fler än 5 timmar per dag  

5. I hur många år har du använt sociala medier?  

 
 

6. Vad har du för sekretessinställningar på dina sociala medier?  

Endast personer jag har accepterat till min vänlista med kan se all min information  

Personer som inte finns på min vänlista kan se all min information  

7. Brukar du lägga till vänner/följare som du inte känner sedan tidigare?  

Ja  

Nej  
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8. Hur många vänner/följare har du sett över alla dina sociala medie-konton?  

Färre än 100  

100-400  

401-700  

701-1000  

Fler än 1000  

9. Har du information om dig själv på dina sociala medier så som information om vilka 

intressen och åsikter du har eller vilka vänner du har?  

Ja  

Nej  

10. Har du en profilbild som föreställer dig själv?  

Ja  

Nej  

Egen utsatthet 

Här fyller du i om du själv blivit utsatt för något 
11. Har du fått elaka kommentarer som är riktade mot dig och som fler än du kan se?  

Ja  

Nej  

12. Har du blivit kränkt på sociala medier på grund av din sexualitet?  

Ja  

Nej  

13. Har du blivit kränkt på sociala medier på grund av din etnicitet?  

Ja  

Nej  

14. Har du blivit kränkt på sociala medier på grund av din religion?  

Ja  

Nej  

15. Har du blivit utsatt för hot om våld på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  

16. Har du blivit utsatt för hot om sexuellt våld på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  
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17. Har du blivit utsatt för dödshot på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  

18. Har någon spridit ett rykte om dig på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  

19. Har någon upprepade gånger försökt kontakta dig på sociala medier trots att det har 

varit oönskat från din sida? 

Ja  

Nej 

20. Har någon bett om nakenbilder på dig mot din vilja på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  

21. Har någon skickat nakenbilder till dig på sociala medier trots att det har varit oönskat 

från din sida?  

Ja  

Nej  

22. Har någon skickat upprepade sexuella inviter till dig på sociala medier trots att det har 

varit oönskat från din sida?  

Ja  

Nej  

23. Har någon spridit bilder på dig på sociala medier mot din vilja?  

Ja  

nej  

24. Har någon använt bilder på dig på sociala medier på ett sätt du inte önskat?  

Ja  

Nej  

25. Har någon utgett sig för att vara dig på sociala medier mot din vilja?  

Ja  

Nej  

26. Har någon på sociala medier uppmanat dig att ta ditt eget liv eller skada dig själv?  

Ja  

Nej  
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27. Har någon lämnat negativa kommentarer om ditt utseende på sociala medier?  

Ja  

Nej  

28. Har du blivit upprepat trakasserad av en person på sociala medier så att du upplevt 

obehag?  

Ja  

Nej  

29. Är det något annat som hänt dig på sociala medier du vill dela med dig av?  

 
 

30. Har du gjort något av följande på sociala medier mot någon annan? - du kan välja flera 

svarsalternativ.  

Skrivit elaka kommentarer  

Skrivit kommentarer på sociala medier som rör en persons sexualitet  

Skrivit skämt som sprids på sociala medier rörande en persons sexualitet  

Skrivit kommentarer på sociala medier som rör en persons etnicitet  

Skrivit skämt som sprids på sociala medier rörande en persons etnicitet  

Fortsatt att använda ord på sociala medier som av vissa personer anses som kränkande  

Skrivit kommentarer på sociala medier som rör en persons religion  

Använt stereotyper på sociala medier exempelvis att en person är på ett visst sätt på grund 

av deras härkomst, sexualitet eller religion  

Hotat någon på sociala medier 

Hotat någon till livet på sociala medier  

Hotat om våld på sociala medier  

Hotat om sexuellt våld på sociala medier  

Spridit ett rykte via sociala medier  

Kontaktat en person mot dennes vilja, på sociala medier  

Spridit nakenbilder på sociala medier utan samtycke från personen som bilden föreställer  

Bett om nakenbilder på sociala medier  

Skickat nakenbilder till någon på sociala medier trots att hen inte har bett om det  

Skrivit meddelanden med sexuellt innehåll på sociala medier trots att personen som 

mottagit detta inte bett om det  

Manipulerat en bild på en person och sen dela bilden vidare på sociala medier  

Skrivit något i någon annans namn mot den personens vilja på sociala medier  

Uppmanat någon att ta livet av sig på sociala medier  

Medvetet skrivit något för att såra mottagaren på sociala medier  
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Övrigt:  

Om du blivit utsatt för brott på sociala medier finns det hjälp att få!  

 
Hjälp och stöd Du kan kontakta polisen för att få stöd och hjälp när du blivit utsatt för näthat. 

Polisen eller Brottsofferjouren kan hänvisa dig vidare till en hjälporganisation. Ideella 

organisationer med jourer för brottsutsatta finns på de flesta orter i landet. Är du barn eller 

ungdom och har blivit utsatt för näthat kan du ringa till BRIS. Viktigt att anmäla Om du drabbas 

av näthat ska du snabbt göra en polisanmälan. Ofta behöver polisen begära ut information från 

internetoperatörer, som bara sparas i sex månader. Anmäl brottet genom att uppsöka närmaste 

polisstation eller ringa 114 14. Det kan vara svårt för dig att avgöra om du utsatts för brottsligt 

näthat, polisen hjälper dig att göra den bedömningen. Samma person som har utsatt dig kan 

också ha utsatt andra. Därför kan din anmälan bidra till att fler brott klaras upp. Dessutom får 

samhället en bild av hur stort problemet är. En rättvisande brottsstatistik hjälper polisen att 

prioritera, se trender och att informera om och förebygga brott. (www.polisen.se)  
 

Tack för att du medverkat! 
Skriv din mailadress i nästa fält för att vara med och tävla om trisslotter. Om du är en av 

vinnarna kontaktar vi dig via mailadressen. Vilken mailadress som tillhör vilket enkätsvar sparas 

inte och informationen du lämnar är fortfarande konfidentiell!  
Vill du vara med och tävla om trisslotter?  

 
 

 

 

http://www.polisen.se/

