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Abstract 

An estimated 19 per cent of women in Australia will be stalked at some stage in their 

lives (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015). Research has shown that the greater the 

victimisation a person experiences, the more he or she will resort to a variety of attempts 

to manage the stalking behaviour. Very few empirical studies of victim responses exist, 

and even fewer have yielded evidence showing how a particular intervention affects an 

instance of stalking. Should a victim respond to stalking? What is the best method of 

response? Is there any benefit to acting early? This doctoral project examined the 

relationship between the duration and intensity of stalking, and the way in which victims 

respond to and exercise agency over being stalked. It draws on Routine Activity Theory 

to highlight the ways in which behaviours impact upon offending and victimisation. 

Respondents (N=143) completed a self-report questionnaire, derived from an instrument 

used by Sheridan and Blaauw (2004). The study examined, among other things, 

responses to stalking and the temporal dimension in employing responses. Broadly, 

findings showed that an early response (i.e., within two weeks) was associated with a 

shorter duration of stalking (i.e., less than one year) for the following responses: 

personally informing the stalking that their behaviour was unwanted; informing the 

police; and informing a boss. Ultimately, the thesis contributes to the fields of crime 

prevention and victimology and aims to inform best practice in the strategic intervention 

of stalking. 
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2009) and/or contacting the police (Baum, et al., 2009; Bjerregaard, 2000; Brewster, 1998). These 

methods are seldom used independently, and it is often the case that they are used over time in 

conjunction with one or more others (Brewster, 1999; Budd & Mattinson, 2000; Cupach & 

Spitzberg, 2000; Dutton & Winstead, 2011; Fisher, et al., 2000; Haugaard & Seri, 2003; Nicastro, 

et al., 2000; Sheridan & Davies, 2001). Research has shown that the longer and the more intrusive 

the stalking is, the more a victim will resort to multiple attempts to manage the stalking behaviour 

(Cupach & Spitzberg, 2004; Dutton & Winstead, 2011; Spitzberg, Nicastro & Cousins, 1998). Yet, 

despite studies showing the common methods deployed by victims of stalking in response to their 

experience, very few studies have examined the effectiveness of responses. Relatedly, few studies 

have shown whether some responses can aggravate a stalking experience.  

Several responses to stalking have attracted criticism, especially the use of restraining orders 

(i.e., Apprehended Violence Orders/intervention orders) to reduce the risk of violence and 

continued stalking (de Becker, 1997; Goode, 1995; Hall, 1997; Harmon, Rosner & Owens, 1995). 

Despite such criticism, few studies have yielded empirical evidence showing how a particular 

intervention impacts on an offender and how this might reduce the stalking behaviours (Dutton & 

Winstead, 2011). Moreover, it has been noted that little attention has been paid to the ways in 

which the intensity and duration of stalking is connected to the behaviour of its victims (Blaauw, 

Winkel, Arensman, Sheridan & Freeve, 2002). The concept of persistence on the part of the 

offender relating to stalking is virtually unexplored (James et al., 2010). It is this concept of 

persistence that is a focus of the present research exploring factors that may affect stalking 

behaviour. This work examined the timing and effectiveness of responses used by victims of 

stalking to determine which, if any, responses were more likely to reduce the duration and intensity 
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and behaviour, particularly the agency exerted by victims of stalking and the impact this has 

on subsequent behaviours of stalkers.  

Fundamentally, the work enriches the information about the offence category of stalking, 

and contributes to the testing of theories of crime (e.g., RAT, SCP) that have, to date, rarely 

been applied to offences of a more serious and interpersonal nature (Cohen & Felson, 1979; 

Forde & Kennedy, 1997; Holtfreter, Reisig & Pratt, 2008; Lynch, 1987; Mustaine & 

Tewksbury, 1999). These wider contributions may presage the assistance of work undertaken 

by victim support groups. On a more practical level, the work has the potential to productively 

inform and promote public education campaigns to reduce the risk of harm to victims and 

successfully avoid instances of sustained unwanted pursuit. By reviewing current, available 

preventative measures and advocating early intervention, a clearer design in the way that 

stalking is viewed and dealt with can ensue, affording victims greater protection and safety 

from increasing intensity and extended durations of potentially harmful behaviour. As the 

boundaries of acceptable behaviour within interpersonal relationships are explored, it is 

anticipated that a significant correlation will be exposed between persistence (by an offender) 

and the chosen method and timing of the intervention adopted by the victim. 

The Scope of this Thesis 

This doctoral project focuses on the actions that victims take when faced with unwanted pursuit. 

Do they alter their behaviour on social media website? Do they move house? Do they change 

their name? In addition to asking victims what they did to try to stop the stalking, this research 

asked respondents to nominate when they took that action after first becoming aware that they 
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accused at the early stages of the criminal justice system. This imposition ensures that those 

deciding bail consider the level of unacceptable risk in allowing the defendant to remain in the 

community. Further, the Bail Act stipulates that if the person is granted bail, the grantor must 

include in the order a statement of the reasons for granting bail (s 16(3)(f)). 

In so far as stalking is considered beyond the realm of attracting criminal sanction, it can 

also give rise to tortious action capable of entitling an injured party (a victim) to damages (i.e., 

monetary compensation). In Grosse v Purvis [2003] QDC 151, the plaintiff, a female shire 

councillor, had been romantically involved with the defendant and both parties had worked 

together on community-related ventures. From 1992, their relationship soured and in, April 

2002, the plaintiff commenced civil proceedings seeking damages for various causes of action, 

including harassment, nuisance, negligence and trespass to the person. The plaintiff claimed 

that the conduct of the defendant, described generally in evidence as stalking, fell within an 

action for invasion of privacy. Senior Judge Skoien, sitting in the District Court of Queensland, 

reasoned: 

[448] All of what I have said in relation to the tort of invasion of privacy applies, I 

consider, if the breach amounts to harassment (or stalking) as it has in this case. Indeed, 

Gummow and Hayne JJ, (and Gaudron J) without dissent from any other member of 

the Court, recognised harassment as a possible developing tort, separate and distinct 

from invasion of privacy.  

[449] Gummow and Hayne JJ (and Gaudron JJ) saw as useful the discussion on this 

separate and discrete cause of action for harassment by Todd in his chapter entitled 

















82 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Edited copy of a Harassment Warning Letter. 
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legal definitions of stalking. But, as was pointed out in this chapter, it is imperative that legal 

definitions of stalking ought to be carefully drafted so as to capture the nuanced behaviours 

that comprise the offence, while ensuring that general civil liberties are not unnecessarily 

threatened.   

 Following this broad examination of the offence category of stalking and how it is defined 

and legislated against, the next chapter documents studies that have explored the harmful 

effects of stalking. It also provides an examination of two important features that elevate 

stalking to an offence singularly worthy of greater attention and empirical research: the 

duration of stalking and frequency of contact or intrusion. The chapter explores persistence 

among stalkers and the deleterious effects that stalking can have upon a victim. Thus, Chapter 

Three adopts a more victim-focussed approach to examine the impact of pursuit behaviours 

more specifically.  
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Specific studies examining the effects of stalking to victims collectively paint a uniform 

picture. An Australian study that distributed questionnaires among 100 stalking victims who 

either contacted the investigators and/or were referred to their clinic, found that common 

effects of stalking were heightened anxiety (83 per cent), chronic sleep disturbance (74 per 

cent), excessive tiredness or weakness (55 per cent), appetite disturbance (48 per cent), frequent 

headaches (47 per cent), and persistent nausea (30 per cent) (Pathé & Mullen, 1997). A separate 

study finalised in 1999 interviewed 187 American females who had in the past five years been 

pursued by a former-intimate (Brewster, 1999). Participants were located through US-based 

victim-or law-enforcement agencies. Findings indicated that victims become very distrustful 

or suspicious (44 per cent), fearful (42 per cent), nervous (31 per cent), angry (27 per cent), 

paranoid (36 per cent), and depressed (21 per cent) (Brewster, 1999). The same victims 

generally scored in the clinical range for symptoms of trauma that included sadness, insomnia, 

tension and restless sleep (Brewster, 1999). In another US study conducted in 1998, 145 self-

report victims of stalking were asked to contact a regional voice mailbox service set up in seven 

target cities (Hall, 1998). Many of the victims reported they had become extra cautious (73 per 

cent), more easily frightened (48 per cent), more paranoid (39 per cent), less outgoing (37 per 

cent), and more aggressive (10 per cent) (Hall, 1998).  

Epidemiological data from a postal survey conducted with a randomly selected sample from 

the population of a middle-sized German city found that of the 12 per cent who identified as 

being stalked various injurious physical and mental symptoms in were reported (Dressing, 

Kuehner & Gass, 2005). These included agitation (56 per cent), anxiety (44 per cent), sleep 

disturbances (41 per cent), stomach trouble (35 per cent), depression (28 per cent), headaches 

(14 per cent) and panic attacks (12 per cent). Consistent with other research, it was noted that 
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court proceedings, the expense of housing prisoners and/or patients, as well as a 

reduction in productivity in the workplace for both victims and perpetrators due to a 

failure to concentrate on their duties or to taking time off as sick leave or to attend to 

legal matters. 

As part of a US study to obtain national estimates of the costs to the healthcare system from 

Intimate Partner-related Violence (IPV) (National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 

2003), it was found that the costs of intimate-partner rape, physical assault and stalking 

exceeded $5.8 billion (US) each year (Basil & Hall, 2011; National Center for Injury 

Prevention and Control, 2003, p.2), of which $4.1 billion (US) was for direct medical and 

mental health care services. The study was primarily based on research undertaken as part of 

the National Violence Against Women Survey (NVAWS) (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998), and 

findings estimated that $0.9 billion (US) was lost in productivity from paid work and household 

chores, with the same amount lost in lifetime earnings for victims of IPV homicide (National 

Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 2003, p.2). Using the findings from the NVAWS, an 

overall estimate of the financial cost of stalking in the United States was $342 million (US) per 

year (National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 2003; Sheridan & Lyndon, 2012; 

Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998). Importantly, this figure is based on a survey of victimisation in 

1995, measuring direct and indirect costs (present lifetime earnings, medical expenses, 

leave/sick days being accrued) (Sheridan & Lyndon, 2012), and thus it is expected that this 

figure may have increased. 

In 2003, a US study exploring Intimate Partner Violence found that 43 per cent of victims 

sought mental health care services at an average of 9.6 visits per person (National Center for 
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2. Recurrent distressing dreams in which the content and/or affect of the dream are 

related to the traumatic event(s). 

3. Dissociative reactions (e.g., flashbacks) in which the individual feels or acts as if 

the traumatic event(s) were recurring.  

4. Intense or prolonged psychological distress at exposure to internal or external cued 

that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event(s). 

5. Marked physiological reactions to internal or external cues that symbolize or 

resemble an aspect of the traumatic event(s). 

C. Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the traumatic event(s), beginning after 

the traumatic event(s) occurred, as evidenced by one of the following: 

1. Avoidance of or efforts to avoid distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings about 

or closely associated with the traumatic event(s).  

2. Avoidance of or efforts to avoid external reminders (people, places, conversations, 

activities, objects, situations) that arouse distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings 

about or closely associated with the traumatic event(s).  

D. Negative alterations in cognitions and mood associated with the traumatic event(s), 

beginning or worsening after the traumatic event(s) occurred, as evidenced by two (or 

more) of the following: 

1. Inability to remember an important aspect of the traumatic event(s).  

2. Persistent and exaggerated negative beliefs or expectations about oneself, others, or 

the world. 

3. Persistent, distorted cognitions about the cause or consequences of the traumatic 

event(s) that lead the individual to blame [themselves] or others. 
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4. Persistent negative emotional state. 

5. Markedly diminished interest or participation in significant activities. 

6. Feelings of detachment or estrangement from others. 

7. Persistent inability to experience positive emotions. 

E. Marked alterations in arousal and reactivity associated with the traumatic events(s), 

beginning or worsening after the traumatic event(s) occurred, as evidenced by two (or 

more) of the following: 

1. Irritable behaviour and angry outbursts, typically expressed as verbal or physical 

aggression toward people or objects. 

2. Reckless or self-destructive behaviour. 

3. Hypervigilance.  

4. Exaggerated startle response. 

5. Problems with concentration. 

6. Sleep disturbance. 

F. Duration of the disturbance (Criteria B, C, D, and E) is more than 1 month. 

G. The disturbance causes clinically significant distress or impairment in social, 

occupational, or other important areas of functioning. 

H. The disturbance is not attributable to the physiological effects of a substance or another 

medical condition. 

Interestingly, the risk factors for PTSD as outlined by the DSM-V include, among other 

things, female gender and young age at the time of trauma exposure (pre-traumatic factors), 

the perceived life threat, personal injury or interpersonal violence (pre-traumatic factors), and 
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female stalking victims, it was discovered that, on average, victims had been stalked for 53 

months (4 years, 5 months) with a duration range of two months to 19 years (Kamphuis, 

Emmelkamp & Bartak, 2003). An archival study of 82 cases of stalking by females in the 

United States, Canada and Australia explored the frequency of contact between victim and 

pursuer (Meloy & Boyd, 2003). Results showed that the duration of stalking lasted less than 

one year in 32 per cent of cases; from one to five years in 54 per cent; from six to 10 years in 

13 per cent; and more than a decade in one instance (Meloy & Boyd, 2003). Another study 

using a random sample of college students attending a large public university in the United 

States (Bjerregaard, 2000) found that 25 per cent of females and 11 per cent of males had been 

stalked at some point in their life (Bjerregaard, 2000). Females reported being stalked for an 

average of 83.4 days, while males reported a mean duration of 182 days; analyses revealing no 

significant difference between these two groups (Bjerregaard, 2000). Together, the sample 

reported being stalked for an average of 347 days. Other studies have indicated average 

durations of as long as 7.71 years, with a range from six months to 43 years (Sheridan, Davies 

& Boon, 2001a). 

Some 13 per cent of stalking victims are exposed to episodes lasting longer than five years 

(Hall, 1998), and in some cases, the duration of stalking can exceed 10 or 12 years (Blaauw, 

Winkel, Arensman, Sheridan & Freeve, 2002; Sheridan, Davies & Boon, 2001a). From a self-

report survey of 3,700 men and women whose names and addresses were obtained from the 

electoral roll in Victoria, among the valid responses for those who were stalked the duration of 

harassment ranged from one day to 40 years with an average of 7.8 months (Purcell, Pathé & 

Mullen, 2002). Over half of the stalking episodes reported lasted one month or less, with 22.6 
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that age group pursued their victim for more than six months (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, 

Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). In contrast, 35 per cent of stalkers aged 19 to 30 years, 

and only 10 per cent of stalkers over the age of 30 years, pursued their victim for a duration of 

six months or more (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). 

Univariate analysis of variance determined that the average duration was significantly shorter 

among strangers (43.6 days) than among acquaintances (326.5 days) and ex-partners (362.5 

days) (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). Moreover, for 56 

per cent of those stalked by strangers, the duration was less than one month, acquaintances 24 

per cent, and ex-partners 13 per cent (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & 

Tolvanen, 2010). Interestingly, none of the stalking by a stranger persisted for more than six 

months (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010).  

These data were subsequently used by the investigators to develop discrete victim sub-

groups based on a number of other stalking-behaviour dimensions. These were: surveillance, 

low-profile, social lurker, wide scope, and baseline stalkers (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, 

Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). Predictably, the duration of stalking varied according to 

prior relationship, with ex-intimate partners being the most persistent stalkers, and strangers 

the least (Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). It was 

highlighted that acquaintances stalked for almost as long a period of time as ex-intimate 

stalkers, and in one of every three cases acquaintance stalkers pursued for more than six months 

(Björklund, Häkkänen-Nyholm, Sheridan, Roberts & Tolvanen, 2010). 

In protracted cases of stalking, victims find it difficult to engage externally to obtain 

assistance, particularly to contact their usual social support networks (Kamphuis, Emmelkamp 
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have to be higher, even in face of clear opposition to further communication from the 

victim, for the behaviour to be considered stalking. The difficulty with quantitative 

definition is that sporadic unwelcome communication may not reach an agreed level of 

contact to be considered as stalking. 

Research demonstrates that the most frequently reported stalking behaviours are annoying 

and bothersome, but not typically threatening (Cupach & Spitzberg, 1998; Dutton & Winstead, 

2006; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, et al., 2000). However, data from the US 2006 National Crime 

Victimisation Survey found that among a subsample of stalking victims the frequency of 

contact between stalker and victim was found to be a significant predictor of fear among those 

pursued (Reyns & Englebrecht, 2013). Those victims who were stalked once or twice a month 

were less likely to express fear compared with those stalked less frequently (Reyns & 

Englebrecht, 2013). This was considered to be a significant finding, although the researchers 

accepted that perhaps it is the experience, and to a lesser degree the frequency, that most affects 

levels of fear; it was acknowledged that the study did not control for individuals who may have 

been stalked in a more serious way, but less frequently (Reyns & Englebrecht, 2013).  

Early research that used data gathered in 1996/1997 by way of a national telephone survey 

indicated that of those stalked among a large sample of US college women (N=4,446), one-

third reported experiencing pursuit behaviours less than once per week, compared with two-

thirds who experienced stalking weekly, daily or more than once daily (Fisher, Cullen & Turner, 

2000). Despite difficulties in computing an average due to outliers (seven victims reported one 

day, and one victim reported ten years), the mean duration for stalking was 146.6 days (Fisher, 

Cullen & Turner, 2002). To assess intensity of stalking, the authors examined the frequency of 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































