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Abstract: Limited research has explored the link between hophone use and

harassment behaviors. This paper details the fgslifrom a preliminary study that

examined perceptions of unwanted communicatioh, evie focus group (7 participants)
and two vignettes presented to 145 students. Tdwette participants were asked to
respond to hypothetical questions about continuedl ainwanted contact being
maintained as if they were both a sender and renipof the contact and if they had
actually been harassed. Response options alloweidteEnded behavior to be measured
against generally agreed thresholds of duration afidquency used to identify
harassment. Findings indicated that harassmentdxy is more prevalent than other
forms of off-line stalking and, despite recipiergporting being distressed, there was
still a higher level of acceptance of this form lofrassment than other forms.
Furthermore, responses to text harassment werecaged with a high frequency of
behaviors perceived as not actively discouraginthtr texts, therefore having the effect
of prolonging unwanted contact. These results aseussed in relation to intervention
strategies and future research.
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INTRODUCTION

Mobile phone ownership has increased worldwiddenlast decade. In the United Kingdom,
27% of households owned a mobile phone in 1998/19@thg to 79% in 2004/2005
(National Statistics [UK], 2006). The rapidity dfi$ communication revolution means we are
only just beginning to objectively observe the was impacts it has produced on human
behavior and relationships.
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Typical Mobile Phone Use

Continued technological advances, changing tarédfg] cultural and individual differences
have influenced the explosion in the number ofghert message service (SMS), or texting,
that people send and receive, which has increast#d each subsequent year (National
Statistics [UK], 2006). The terrtext, or texting used throughout this paper refers to SMS
messaging. Some researchers have suggested ftivag uld have been rejected as a slow,
more cumbersome method of communication compartdtalking on the phone (e.g., Reid &
Reid, 2004). However, it is apparent that the benef texting must often be considered to
outweigh these drawbacks, with texting now beingrimary communication tool for young
people. Indeed, 61% of children aged 8 to 11, aftd 8ged 12 to 15, sent text messages at
least once a week, whilst 94% adults aged undeyezs sent text messagésational
Statistics [UK], 2006).

A variety of unique benefits of texting have beemsidered by other researchers. As a
communication option, texting provides the userirstant means of communicating with
another person who may be distanced by eitheritotatr time (Green, 2002). Madell and
Muncer (2007) identified that one benefit of tegtie-mailing, and instant messaging is that
any of them can be used asynchronously as weljrahsonously, in contrast to face-to-face
communication and phone conversations, which cdg ba synchronous. Texting gives
individuals an opportunity to take time to thinkdaconsider the response that they want to
give, generally without interruption. Madell and Muer’'s (2007) study supported previous
research that highlighted the perceived value oighable to plan, think about, and edit text
communication as providing the sender with incrdasentrol, compared to communication
in a spontaneous conversation (Kiesler, Zubrow,e@dp& Geller, 1985; Levine, 2000).

Individual differences have been associated withtaoce mobile phone behaviors.
Socially anxious, shy, and introverted people, &l @ws neurotic individuals, have been
reported to be more likely to use texting as thefgrred alternative to talking on a mobile
phone (Reid & Reid, 2004). In a study investigaimgjvidual differences and mobile phone
use, younger people have been found to demongigéicantly higher usage of mobile
phones than older participants (Bianchi & Philliga)05). Moreover, high levels of
extraversion and low levels of self esteem weradoio be significant predictors of problem
mobile phones use, which the authors suggestedbmagttributed to behavioral addiction
(Bianchi & Phillips, 2005).

Sending and receiving texts also acts as a sowodleanotional pick-me-up, to remind
both parties that someone is thinking of them. Tas been found to be particularly salient
for couples in a romantic relationship, where txtimay provide a medium of being
connected to someone when other forms of commuorcatre inappropriate or unavailable
(Pettigrew, 2007). The increased accessibility loers that texting provides also has the
potential of removing social barriers that may semprotective function.

Thus, a crucial research question is, when dodmtekehavior extend beyond a normal
and accepted range and start to be experiencegrablam behavior for either the sender or
recipient? Does the remote aspect of texting aet [@ssitive feature for shy, socially anxious
individuals since they can experience more cortver the management of their own output
but, conversely, allow them to become less awaithe@impact their actions may be having
on others? Despite steady coverage by the popuélianthere is very little academic
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research that has examined the direct link betwsmm technologies and this problem
behavior. An emerging debate in this field haststhto question whether “cyberstalking”
reflects the same profile as proximal stalking.

Stalking and Cyberstalking

Although stalking has been prevalent for more tha®ntury, it has been within the last two
decades that it has evolved into a social issudlékuPathe, & Purcell, 2001). This problem
moved beyond the social sphere and onto the paliagenda in the 1990s, when new
stalking legislation was introduced in the Uniteth¢gddom in the form of the Protection from
Harassment Act 1997. The act does not offer antedeimition of stalking or harassment,
but “prohibits conduct that has a particular eff@atthe victim” (Petch, 2002, p. 20).

Stalking and harassment are unusual in criminal dance the offending behavior is
recognized only when the victims identify themsehas being distressed as a result of the
unwanted behavior that they believe is threatertmgthem. Therefore, the *“victim’s”
perception of the offending behavior is crucial:eTperpetrator or stalker must have been
made aware by the victim that his or her behadarausing distress, but continues to make
this unwanted contact with his or her victim.

The Protection from Harassment Act does state“thaerson must not pursue a course
of conduct- (a) which amounts to harassment offarpand (b) which he knows or ought to
know amounts to harassment of the othBrotection from Harassment Act 1997, Section 1).
In parallel, the psychiatric literature has defirstalking as a course of conduct by which one
person repeatedly inflicts on another unwantediginsto such an extent that the recipient
fears for his of her safety (Mullen, Pathé, & Pllyc2004,). Repetition and persistence are
also characteristics of this behavior. In an attetolefine when repeated intrusion becomes
problem behavior, an accepted cut-off point forrfnal”/*abnormal” contact is suggested by
Pathé, Mullen, & Purcell’s (2000) criteria for pistence and repetition (over 4 weeks and/or
more than 10 occasions). Due to the subjectivittheflegal definition, this paper will draw
on Pathé et al.’s (2000) definition.

Cyberstalking can be defined as “threatening befaui unwanted advances directed at
another using the Internet and other forms of e@nland computer communications”
(National Center for Victims of Crime, 2003). Whigpecific inclusion of mobile phone
harassment has been largely overlooked, the adekrgmart phones may make this
distinction less important, since on-line commutia@aand mobile phone communication are
increasingly conducted through the same mobilecdevi

The nature and diversity of both stalking and cgtadking mirrors the variety of
emotional responses that victims have reported (lslieic, Uhlmansiek, Weaver, & Resick,
2000). Nevertheless, what is clear is that themgt reactions are of a negative nature and
include fear, depression, stress, anxiety, loweselffesteem, and a loss of trust in other
people (Mechanic et al., 2000). Although the psyatical impact of stalking and
cyberstalking is similar, within the United Kingdormroximal stalking is situated legally
within the Protection from Harassment Act 1997, wlas cyberstalking can be considered
under the Harassment Act 1997 and, in addition,the Communications Act 2003.
Specifically, Section 127 of the Communications Aelates to the sending of improper
messages by means of a public electronic commummsanhetwork that are grossly offensive,
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obscene, indecent, or menacing. That section &Boes a separate offense for acts in which
public electronic messages cause annoyance, inoc@mee, or needless anxiety to another;
messages that the sender knows to be false (oesaugo be sent); or for a person who
persistently makes use of a public communicatioystesn. Furthermore, the Malicious
Communications Act 1988, Section 1, makes it arerdé to send an indecent, grossly
offensive, or threatening letter, electrom@mmunication, or other article to another person
with the intention that it should cause them d&trer anxiety.

The growing debate on whether cyberstalking isva peenomenon (Bocij & McFarlane,
2002) or simply another method by which to harddsldy, 2007) includes consideration of
whether communication via new technologies is mibi@n just an intention to make or
maintain contact rather than the behavioral aatioiexting being a means for an individual to
support a compulsion to text or e-mail (Bianchi Billps, 2005). Another suggestion is that
some cases of cyberstalking are principally exterssof or a prelude to off-line stalking, while
others represent a distinct harassment subtypeid@he Grant, 2007).

Incidence and Prevalence

Establishing prevalence rates of cyberstalkingtiit groblematic, due to the diversity of
operationalized definitions of cyberstalking and trariety of methods employed in gaining
data. Within the UK, harassment accounted for 2G%adice-recorded violent crimes in
2005/2006, although a breakdown of types of harassmas not noted (Walker, Kershaw, &
Nicholas, 2006).

For the purposes of this paper, previous reseatohthe prevalence of cyberstalking is
reviewed. The literature can be divided into twatpaccording to the samples that were
investigated. This paper reflects that divisionfibstly looking at studies that have observed
the prevalence of cyberstalking in samples of ssdbrted stalking victims. The second
approach has observed the prevalence of proxiraldirsy behaviors (both on-line and off-
line) in normative samples.

Sheridan and Grant (2007) collected data from11#f-defined stalking victims, 83% of
whom were women, from the UK, USA, and AustraliaeY found that nearly half of the sample
(47.5 %) reported being harassed via the Inteamet,7.2 % of the participants were considered
to have been cyberstalked. Individuals who continiwebe harassed by their ex-intimates were
found to represent the most common stalking types fieflects findings from proximal stalking
data, which has been found to comprise 50% of &xttes (Sheridan & Boon, 2002).

As recently as 2000, empirical data on the prexadeof cyberstalking was not available
(Ogilvie, 2000), although concerns were raised &b increasing incidence of the
phenomena. Since this time a number of studies Heaxgn data from a general population
of Internet or mobile phone users.

Spitzberg & Cupach (2007) conducted a meta-analgsid75 studies in order to
ascertain the prevalence of stalking, as well ascrijgive information such as sex
differences, origins of stalking, and the typelokat. They found that a quarter of the studies
reported some form of victimization that lasted diprto 22 months. Moreover, between 60%
and 80% of the victims (depending on the study)ewimales. In terms of prevalence,
between 25% and 50% of all participants acrosstingies stated that they had been harassed
at some time. However the authors suggested thaetfigures may underestimate electronic
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forms of harassment, such as texting or mobile phbahavior. Therefore, the risk of
harassment is possibly increased with the additionannel of communication provided by
mobile phones. This has implications for the reeeimdividual’'s psychological well being;
in addition, social and commercial consequenceglaaxist.

In their study, Finkelhor, Mitchell, and Wolak (20)0found that 6% of 1,501 regular
Internet users, aged 10-17, had experienced repeatkne intrusions that had caused them
to feel threatened, worried, or embarrassed. Tperted prevalence was similar for boys and
girls, and 28% of the group knew their harassemil&rly, levels of harassment were
identified in 10% of 1,504 cases of a survey explpnegative Internet experiences that had
been reported to mental health professionals (MltcBecker-Blease, & Finkelhor, 2005).

However, on-line or phone intrusive behavior mayt malways be experienced as
threatening as off-line intrusions. Spitzberg andobler (2002), in the development of a
measure of cyberstalking victimization, found that third of respondents (235
communication undergraduates) had reported sonma fir cyberharassment, which was
judged to be benign. However, 18% reported thaty thad been “undesirably and
obsessively” communicated with.

Alexy, Burgess, Baker, and Smoyak (2005) found #12&% of students had experienced
cyberstalking. This represented 31.5% of a group Wwad identified themselves as having
experienced some form of harassment. Similaritets/éen the subgroup and the group who
experienced off-line stalking were identified. Mosttably, cyberstalkers were classmates or
former intimates of the victim. Cyberstalking vios were also likely to have been intruded
upon off-line. However, some differences betweea ¢noups were noted: The authors
identified that women were significantly more likekto report having been stalked
(proximally), but men were more likely to reportviteg been cyberstalked. When compared
with proximally stalked victims, cyberstalked statke were more likely to not respond to
communications and were less likely to call theqaol

The research introduced here describes a divarsgerof on-line behaviors under the
umbrella term of cyberstalking. The current pae&uses on persistent intrusive behavior via
mobile phone texting, specifically exploring stutiexperiences of negative texting behavior.
It provides perspectives from both recipients attsrs of unwanted text messages.

Research Aims

The goal of this research was to identify the pievee, experience, and nature of what is
viewed as harassment through mobile technologiegyuide the research into the student’s
experiences of negative texting behavior, four dmage been articulated:

1. To ascertain the incidence and prevalence ¢oh@assment, as compared to norms
from proximal or off-line stalking;

2. To gain an understanding of the experiencesrmapdct of text harassment;

3. To identify behaviors and reactions by the hseddndividual, including any that
might unintentionally prolong such unwanted contact

4. To identify how senders may view their own conéd contact, particularly when it
has exceeded the threshold of harassment (e.9€ Baal., 2000).
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METHOD

This preliminary investigation employed a mixed hwets design, incorporating both
gualitative and quantitative methods, to gain asgint into mobile phone use and intrusive
behaviors. The methods consisted of one focus gesup a paper-based survey. Ethical
approval was obtained from the Psychology Departraginics committee at the University
of Bedfordshire and all participants were inforn@dthe aims of the study before gaining
their consent. No names or contact details werentda& ensure participant anonymity was
preserved. Participants were provided with an ifleation number and informed that they
could withdraw their data at any time. Participamntse invited to speak to the research team
after taking part in the focus group or completihg survey and also directed to appropriate
services if they felt that they had been affectgchby of the issues raised by the research.
Two participants did contact the research teanskdar such advice.

Sample Characteristics

A convenience sample of students volunteered te fadrt in this study. Seven female
psychology undergraduates, aged between 19 andedfs ymean age 29 years and two
months), participated in the focus group. In additi145 psychology students from one
university (32 males and 113 females), aged betWwéeand 50 years (mean age 22 years and
10 months), completed the survey. The gender ared kagakdown reflect the overall
psychology student population in this location.

Materials, Procedure and Data Analysis
Focus groups

Focus groups have been increasingly used withisdbial sciences to elicit attitudes, values, and
experiences from either vulnerable groups or whstudsing sensitive issues (Krueger & Casey,
2000) and are useful at the exploratory stagehefrésearch process. Because this is still a
relatively new area of inquiry and included questithat may be sensitive, it was felt that this
was the appropriate method to generate a snapssioidents’ lived experiences and perceptions
of texting behaviors. Undergraduates in lectureewevited to take part in a focus group related
to unwanted texting behaviors. Seven female stadesttinteered to take part. A semi-structured
schedule was adhered to, commencing with generstiqas relating to participants’ texting
behavior, such as, who the participants sent texasid what was the style and frequency of the
texts they sent. This was followed by questions #ddressed negative texting behaviors.
Examples of questions asked include, “Have you esegived texts from someone you don’t
want to text back?” and “When does inappropriaktirtg start to become a problem?” The
findings of these final questions presented pdatrdocus on negative texting behaviors.

The focus group lasted 45 minutes and was audmrded and transcribed verbatim. The
data were then analyzed using thematic analysis fiocess involved the two researchers
reading through the transcripts together on aldinéne basis and then identifying themes in the
margin of the transcript. The researchers agregbeothree general themes and worked together
to establish the theme names. A benefit of thidotkts that it is not necessarily linked to a pre-
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existing theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, B)Ovhich differs from both grounded theory
and interpretive phenomenological analysis, beait still be an inductive approach.

Survey

In addition to the focus group, a survey was cotetlito gain insight into how a large group of
individuals consider they might act in hypotheticsituations. Pre-undergraduates and
undergraduates volunteered to complete a surviiginlectures. In each case, all students who
attended took part. The survey consisted of foctices. The first section asked respondents to
provide demographic details and information regaydhe frequency of texts they sent and
received on an average day using their mobile b@dverage daily landline phone usage, and
details regarding their use of the Internet asrenfof communication. The second section
included different vignettes aimed at illuminatihgw participants might respond to normal
texting behaviors within a relationship. These ifigd are not reported in this paper. The third
section of the survey was designed to ascertainfespondents might behave in two similar
vignettes based on the break up of a romanticioaktip by text message. Romantic
relationships were chosen as the topic for theettgs since the majority of stalkers (based on
Pathé et al.’s, 2000, definition of 10 times orrodaeveeks) have been identified as ex-intimates
(Sheridan & Boon, 2002). Moreover, this method i&aiking up a relationship has been found
to be surprisingly common, with more than halfteé tespondents in one study indicating that
they would end a relationship in this way (ShortgNMirray, & Jackson, 2007). The final
section of the survey included a few questiongirglao individuals’ actual texting behavior.
The survey had been developed over 2 years andets®n was the third iteration.

In the first vignette, participants were askedntagine themselves from the perspective
of a person being told unexpectedly that a relatignis over (they will be referred to as the
“lefts”; Emmers & Hart, 1996) by a romantic partredter being in a relationship for a few
months. The retreating partner has stated thateidison for the break up was that he/she did
not consider “you to be the one.” Participants wargally asked if they would continue to
make contact with their ex-intimate and, if so, theguency of communication via mobile
phone that they would use to make this contactla@gustification for behavior.

The second vignette was almost identical, buh@ndccasion participants were asked to put
themselves in the position of the individual whesweading the relationship (they will be referred
to as the “leavers”; Emmers & Hart, 1996). Speaili¢ they were to imagine they had been
going out with their partner for a few months aalthough there were no major problems, they
felt that this partner was not the one for therd, therefore informed their partner that they ditl no
want to see them again. This time, the participhatsto state how they would react if their ex-
intimate continued to contact them after varyingqas of time and frequency. A threshold for
unacceptable behavior was calculated based on &ah& (2000) framework of harassment.

These vignettes were aimed at identifying whetpeople might continue to make
contact when, in fact, it could be classed as sargdehavior. Moreover, we hoped to detect
any behaviors on the part of the harassed indiVithad were unintentionally encouraging or
prolonging unwanted contact. Hypothetical vignettess often used in survey research so that
researchers can gather respondents’ beliefs onttm@ywvould intend to behave if they were
involved in a similar situation, yet with the bemedf being less obtrusive than asking
individuals to recount their actual behavior (Hifl@007). However, the validity of this
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method could be brought into question since intdriziEhavior may not necessarily reflect an
actual behavior. Eifler (2007) referred to Abelsostript theory (1976), and hypothesized
that by applying Abelson’s rules, behavioral intens and actual behavior are more likely to
converge if the vignettes are presented in singiguage, that is, structured in a way similar
to every day experiences.

The final section of the survey included questioefating to actual rather than
hypothetical behavior. Firstly participants werd&ex “Have you ever found yourself in a
similar situation in real life?” (receiving unwadtéexts from an ex-boyfriend or girlfriend).
Then they were asked “Did this cause you any woftiitation,” or “fear.” Participants
were given the options to answer “yes” or “no” el of these questions. Additionally, there
were questions to ascertain the duration and frequef contact. These question items were
designed so that Pathé et al.’s (2000) thresholdhfmassment could be identified. The
frequency counts of how people would respond thnoug) the survey were entered into
SPSS version 16 and the frequencies of the respovese generated.

RESULTS

In the first instance, in order to gain a picturfetiee survey participants’ mobile phone
behaviors, several demographic data were tabulttedrequency of texts sent and received
per day, as well as the mobile phone calls maderaoeived per day. As can be seen in
Table 1, the younger age group (aged between 1ged!$) in most cases sent and received
more texts than the older age group. However, ydantales sent and received more texts
than younger males. Overall there was an avera@ebdexts sent per day per user, and that
was the favored method of communication, as congpémemobile phone calls, instant
messaging, e-mails, and landline phone calls.

Focus Group Findings

The transcribed focus group data were analyzed tarek themes were identified: the
infatuated harasser, the impact on their lives, thedimportance of keeping records. These
findings are discussed below. In order preservenamdy the names of the participants have
been replaced with the letter ‘F’ for female folkedvby an identifying number.

Table 1. Average Daily Frequency of Different Types of M@Communication for the Survey Group.

Males Females All
n=232 n=113 participants
Age 16-19 Age 20-50 Age 16-19 Age 20-50 All ages
Texts sent per day 7.3 9.7 13.6 7.6 9.5
Texts received per day 12.8 7.7 14.1 6.4 10.2
Mobile phone calls made 37 a4 4.4 38 a1
per day

Mobile phone calls

) 11.6 5.5 5.2 4.6 6.7
received per day
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Focus groups, like other qualitative methods, a@d aim to generalize to a larger
population but rather to provide an insight inte tived experiences of the participants. Every
member of the focus group stated that she hadasehteceived negative texts, typically in
arguments with current intimates. The regularityhi form of communication suggests that it
was perceived as cultural norm. Each member ofjtbep also indicated that she had received
unwanted texts. On further investigation, four bé tseven members of the focus group
reported experiencing texting harassment as debigdehthé et al. (2000).

The Infatuated Harasser

The first theme identified by the researchers vwestype of harasser that the women had
encountered. In the case of proximal harassmeathénassers were usually found to be an
infatuated individual or an ex-intimate (SheridanB&on, 2002). The four women in this
study experienced harassment via text messages injaauated harasser and had not had a
previous intimate relationship with their harasséise experience of being pursued by an
individual who is intent on establishing an unwehep level of intimacy can distress and
frighten. Indeed the pursuer may cause alarm biygo®blivious to their victim’s feelings
and in practice often reinterpret(ing) the mostnblof rejections as a positive response”
(Mullen, Pathé, & Purcell, 2000, p. 11). Howewmsch woman had a different story to tell.
For example, one woman had known her harasserghrbar sister’'s romantic relationship
with his twin brother. This participant describeomhthe aggressive behavior of her sister's
boyfriend had led to her sister requiring the imeohent of the police and the ending of the
relationship. Nevertheless, although this family hiad been severed, the infatuated man
continued to harass the participant, stating talmarit was more than just a small issue.

F1: “It is more than problem; He just doesn't stop!...herecame to my house. | felt
quite scared, actually.”

Another member of the focus group described heemepce of being harassed by text
messages from a man who worked in her building.

F3:“l had this guy who got my number from work. Heuadlly went through the phone
book and got my number and started texting me ahdn't even know who he was, sort
of thing. | was just being polite answering hinfiedt, you know like....”

F1:“Yeah, you would.”
F3:“And then | went to Australia and he got hold of sister's number.”

This participant described how her harasser becamefatuated with her that he started
to text her sister; he also sent letters to her éhoihe infatuation in the incidents of
participants F1 and F3 started as harassment dingexn a mobile phone and then
progressed onto proximal stalking. In addition,hboases included attempts by the harasser
to have discussions about them with their femddergjs.

A third woman in the group reported that her eigrees were “nothing like that, thank
God!” She had started to become friends with a manwhen she realized that he had quite a
manipulative character, she asked him to stop coinggher. However he continued to do so.
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F4 “...but he didn't take the hint even when | didn’tlyejo his texts. He used to ring
about 10 times a day just trying to just try to get to call or text.

Again, what started as texting transformed inteeoforms of harassment. In this case, the
man started to leave messages on the particigalotjs Other members of the focus group felt
that this was a quite common occurrence, evidehgete prevalence in just this small group.

F4: “He wrote on thafblog] saying he was still interested in what was goingromy
life and stuff like that.

F2: “l think this modern technology is just being misudeis quite common; you are
always hearing about this sort of thing.”

F3: “And look how many it has happened to out ofTieere is just a few of us here.”

The final woman who had been harassed statedskigahad been harassed via e-mail
from a fellow student. Although she had met himigbcon one occasion, she did not share
any classes with him. Nevertheless, he had sténtsend her joke e-mails. But the number
of e-mails he was sending made her feel uncomfiertaldl of these examples demonstrate
the diversity, but also the similarity, of harassinthat appeared to be viewed as almost the
norm in this small sample of undergraduates.

Impact on the Lives of the Women and Their Families

Participants described how they tried to make sefhghis behavior, and appraised it on a
continuum somewhere between an irritation and &tiam. All of the women who had been

harassed reported that they were fearful and fahigpless to know what action to take in
both stopping the harassers’ behavior and in suimgotheir own emotional needs. They
guestioned what their options would be and feltt ttggorting it to the police was not

necessarily the best option, stating that they tfgdir complaint would not be viewed as
legitimate by the police.

F7:“l didn't know who to go to. It felt silly becausee hadn’t done anything that bad.
But | spoke to my dad and he was really angry anddid he was going to sort him out.
| told him[the harassetthis and he just stopped.”

Phoning the police was considered as a last re$brs has parallels with proximal
stalking, where individuals often go to the polimely when threats of or actual violence
occurs. Therefore, in order to regain some fornsadf-empowerment, to stop the negative
behavior of the harasser, or just to avoid the $sg often the victim of harassment makes
changes to her/his own life rather than have egpiecis that any action will be taken that
may have an impact on the harasser’s conducteda®libowing comment exemplifies:

F1:“Well, I have changed my number now. It used tdf beaw him in the road, | would
cross over, and he would start to text or call md ¢hen never stop

The Importance of Keeping Records

For the most part, the dialogues in the focus groemtered on each woman describing her
individual experiences; there were only limitecenaictions in the group as a whole. However,
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one area where other members of the group did @esstigns and offer advice was in relation
to the importance of keeping records, as the foligwguotes demonstrate.

F2: “Did you keep a record of any of this? You shoukplkeerecord. This is serious!

F5: “Write down what you already remember, and then ebenyou see him and
anything happens, then just jot it down.”

F3: “So my sister was really good. She kept every siegtethat he sent, every letter,
everything. And then they went to the police, d&y fthe police]went 'round, and he
actually got arrested because he was doing it éal$oof different people. So you should
keep a record of it and then they can do somethbayit it

These findings suggest that it was a common assomistat records should be kept to
verify valid evidence in case the situation esealafThese records would be essential in
involving external agencies.

Survey Findings
Vignette One: Perspective of the Person Who Has Been “Left”

As described in the first vignette, participantsravasked to imagine themselves from the
perspective of a person being “left” unexpectedyy bromantic partner after being in a
relationship for a few months. A total of 94% oéthample stated that if they were told by
their ex-intimate not to contact them again, theyuld cease making contact with them. The
remaining 6% of the sample reported that they waaldtinue to contact their ex-intimates,
even if they had been told it was unwelcome. Metkng, these 6% of participants stated
they would continue this communication for morenthea few weeks, which according to
Pathé et al. (2000) constitutes harassment.

The next question in the vignette asked the ppért to consider if their ex-intimate had
said contact was unwelcome but still continued ltonwacommunication. That is, the ex-
intimate initially stated that contact was unweleyrbut did respond intermittently. Sixteen
percent of the sample responded that they wouldiremn to contact their ex-intimate for a
few weeks or months, and a total of 39% of the dampted that they would continue this
contact for a few days or more. Therefore, thesa slaggest a 10% increase in the number of
people maintaining contact when receiving interemttresponses from an ex-intimate over
those who do not receive any responding commupitaiihe questions did not state what
the content of the communication might be. It mayob interest to investigate the effects of
different content on prolonging contact at a |atate.

The final question in this vignette aimed at fimgliout the reasons why these individuals
would persist in communicating with their ex-intiteaf their correspondence was unwanted.
Respondents of the survey stated several reasopgh&lg would continue to contact their
ex-intimate. Half the participants chose the respooption of “wanted to be friends,” 24%
felt that they “want closure or more informatioroabwhy the break up has happened,” 23%
“couldn’t resist the urge,” and 3% felt that thegidnged with their ex-intimate. The 6% of
participants who suggested that they would contiioueontact their ex-intimates even after
they had been told that their communication wasanted reported response patterns similar
to the entire sample of why they wished to contiocometact.
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Vignette Two: Perspective of Person Who Has Ended the Relationship

In the second vignette, participants were givecenario regarding the end of the romantic
relationship as well. However, on this occasiomytlwere asked to put themselves in the
position of the individual who was leaving the telaship.

Firstly, participants were asked how they woulsbmnd if their ex-intimate continued to
contact them a few days after the dissolution efréationship. Eleven percent of the sample
stated that they would ignore the communication mletely. Half of the sample (52%)
indicated that they would accept the contact, bould/ reply making it clear that the
relationship was over. A further 22% suggested ttiay would answer any questions that their
ex-intimate asked them but would not initiate contdrinally, 15% of the sample would
answer communication they received from their ek\@ould also occasionally make contact.

Participants were then asked how they would respbtitkir ex-intimate continued to
communicate with them a few weeks after the inibisdak up, the point at which continued
communication can be described as harassment (Batle 2000). A total of 12% would
completely ignore the communication. Whereas 248%tedt that they would accept the
contact but respond only to make it clear thatrHationship was over, this was nearly half
the number of participants would have respondethis manner in the initial few days.
However, 28% of the sample reported that they wamsiver any questions but not initiate
contact, and now 36% said they would answer comoation and contact their ex-intimate
occasionally. Table 2 provides the respondents thygbical reactions to contact, over time.

In order to ascertain if there might be any changeehavior between a few weeks and a
few months, participants was asked the same questat how they would respond after a few
months. The results showed that there was a owse 1#2% to 23% of the sample who would
ignore the contact from an ex-intimate. As can éensin Table 2, the number of individuals
who answered the contact by making it explicit timet relationship was over was now 20%,
less than half of what it had been immediatelyrafte breakup. Furthermore, 19% stated that
after a few months they would answer questions veotild not initiate contact. Of the
individuals who would answer the communication alsth make contact occasionally with their
ex doubled from the number of respondents who wdalgdo within a few days of the breakup.

The final question of the second vignette asketiggaants how repeated contact might
make them feel. A total of 69% of this sample ansdehat it would upset them, or cause
them to feel uncomfortable or distressed. Thisifigdvould suggest that some people who

Table 2. Leavers’ Responses to Continued Communication.

How leavers would respond to repeated After a few After a few After a few
communication from an ex-intimate days weeks months
Ignore communication completely 11% 12% 23%
Accept contact and inform the ex that it was 5204 24% 20%
over

Answer questions but not initiate contact 22% 28% 19%
Answer communication and also sometimes 15% 36% 38%
initiate contact

Total 100% 100% 100%
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indicate that they would be distressed by continzerttact would actually still be responding
and initiating contact. This adds a further leviet@mplexity within texting behaviors.

Analysis of the final questions relating to actb@havior showed that just over half
(52%) of those participants that completed the euivad experienced similar behavior in
real life (see Table 3). Examining the duration &neduency of this contact, 35.4% of people
met Pathé et al.’s (2000) criteria for harassmanalysis of the levels of distress that these
individuals faced showed that 44% responded thiat hiehavior made them feel worried,
75% felt irritated, and 21% responded yes to feclaar.

DISCUSSION

The current paper presents the results of a pmadingi study exploring pre-undergraduates
and undergraduates’ perceptions of texting behatvibe distinctive feature of the research
design offers insights into the perspectives frasthlrecipients and senders of hypothetical
unwanted and/or harassing texts.

The final questions relating to the prevalenceati@ experienced text harassment was
found to be consistent with previous findings (8pérg & Cupach, 2007), with 35.4% of our
sample stating that they had experienced this h@ha\s detailed in the results section of this
paper, this behavior had caused three quarters)(@b¥is group to be irritated, 44% having
felt worried, and 21% having experienced fear essalt. What is striking from the findings of
this investigation was the perceived normalityedttharassment behavior, both by victims as
well as by those imagining their behavior. Stalkim@s not viewed as a serious offense in this
form, despite the distress that it caused to tb&ms, or expected from potential victims.

The acceptance of intrusive texts may be in pgstagned by the sheer weight of texting
traffic, suggesting that the receipt of text messa a very commonplace event for the
majority of this sample. The preference for textasga mode of exchange above other forms
of electronic communication and the high volumeisé in the current research is consistent
with findings from previous research, which speeifiy documents high levels of texting
activity in young adult¢Bianchi & Phillips, 2005).

Established research consistently reports thatra ofi all stalkers in the off-line stalking
population have the kind of pathology that is agded with delusional or sadistic harassers
(Sheridan & Boon, 2002). The remaining groups wetend to comprise mostly infatuated
acquaintances or ex-intimates, the former of wherofirenot cognizant of the impact of
their behavior on the object of their attention.isThack of awareness has often been
attributed in part to poor social skills on behalthe pursuer. Furthermore, the very nature of

Table 3. Actual Experiences of Receiving Intrusive TextseAfEnding a Relationship.

Have you ever found yourself in After a few Upto4 After 4 After a few
a similar situation in real life?* days weeks weeks months
Duration 4% 28% 12% 56%

< 10 Times > 10 Times 15-20 Times  >20 Times
Frequency

23% 15% 7% 53%

*These data are based on the 52% of survey resptmaého answered yes to the fourth section of the
survey regarding actual experience with harassatgtior.
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remote communication may compound the situatioe, tuthe absence of recognized social
cues that are overt in face-to-face interactionsradver, although there are some mutually
understood social rules of mobile phone behavioispecific contexts and between established
groups (Reid & Reid, 2004), general social etiguittmobile phone behavior is still nascent and
not based on shared understandings of what is jague behavior. It is appreciated by the
authors that shared meanings and understandinghat 8 appropriate behavior will be
enormously diverse and influenced by historical emtural contexts. This is certainly an avenue
for future research. Preventative strategies t#hiae rawareness about the acceptability of one’s
own behavior, as well as recognition of what migitourage unwelcome behavior, may be one
effective intervention.

Impact of Text Harassment

The focus group’s discussion revealed the negapisgchological impact that texting
harassment had on the participants, includingrfatish, fear, and powerlessness. In addition,
results from the survey showed that 69% of the aedpnts would expect continued
unwanted communication to make them feel upsetpmifartable, or distressed, which is
consistent with previous research (Mechanic et24l00). Material generated by the focus
group also highlighted incidences of the transroissof impact to other members of the
recipients’ family, which is a recognized phenomeo electronic and on-line harassment.
Sheridan and Grant (2007) found that although paitef off-line stalking behaviors were
more likely to result in negative changes in wonkl gocial routines, electronic stalking was
more likely to result in loss of family and friend§ the victim as a direct effect of repeated
contacts made to them by the victim’s harasser.

The survey yielded some complex results in termisos¥ the recipient might respond if
their ex-intimate continued communication over gler period of time. In the first instance,
as time progressed, the ex-partner was more likeignore contact. So even though 69% of
participants indicated that they would be upsetoomfortable, or distressed by this contact,
half of participants, at least initially, would &gt contact but make it clear that it was
unwelcome. However, over time they were less likelyreinforce this message and more
likely to respond to the communication. This abgn, could suggest to potential harassers
that, if they keep up the contact, eventually thvll/get a response.

The design of this study also intended to rechedpterceptions of participants when they
were the senders of unwanted continued contactmidjerity of participants (94%) noted that
they if they were asked by their ex-intimate toseeeontact, they would do so. The remaining
6% of the sample stated that they would continuersanication for as long as a few weeks,
constituting harassment behavior, according toéattal. (2000). These individuals attributed
their supposed behaviors to either a compulsive togontinue contact, because they felt that
the individual was the “one” for them, or wantirggremain friends. Whatever the degree of
contact or persistence, both the 6% who would naeticommunication and the 94% who
would cease communication provided similar jusdificns for their behavior.

This research suggests that there is potentialhtoassing behavior in all groups.
Individuals seem to be aware when they are beimgskad but provide some what rational
justifications when they are the ones that contingeothetical intrusive contact. Predicting
actual behavior from intention continues to be lbatie within the discipline of psychology in
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general and the accuracy of whether this behawaar e predicted in a texting context is
uncertain. However, there does appear to be somedlgla between previous empirical
studies and our exploratory investigation.

Limitations of this Study

The current study indicated that 52% of studentge haxperienced unwanted texts from
someone they had ended a relationship with, 68¥%hath met Pathé et al.’s (2000) criteria
for harassment. This meant that 35.4% of the whataple had experienced intrusive texts,
44% were worried by this behavior, and 21% had elirfg of fear. In an attempt to
understand the phenomenon of problem text commumican more depth, this research
detailed some of the experiences that seven stti@nt had of intrusive text messages and
details of hypothetical accounts from the perspestiof both the harasser and the harassed.
However, the authors recognize the limitationsheg study.

In terms of sampling techniques, it is apprecidated a larger random sample would be
required to undertake statistical tests, explofecefsizes, and make generalizations to a
larger population. Furthermore, the authors ackedgé that there may have been a social
desirability effect that influenced responses te tjuestion referring to continuing contact,
had the respondent perceived this behavior to bppiopriate. Attempting to control for
social desirability needs to be considered in desgfuture investigations. The cost of using
mobile phones has also become more affordablecenteyears; cost implications could also
be a factor in whether intrusive texts occur.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The results of this study have implications forhbdtture academic research and applied
interventions that could support all individualgaived in harassment of this kind. Such research
or interventions could be useful to the communacesiervice providers and police as well.

In terms of academic research, the design ofstidy by way of the vignettes has been a
useful methodological tool in eliciting the frankcaunts of individuals’ supposed negative
texting behaviors. Work that is currently being docted by the authors involves amended
vignettes in order to capture in more detail agealemotional response, which has been
found to be a predictor that typifies the stalkerex-intimate relationships (Mullen et al.,
2000). These studies are currently exploring theesgeects in a wider population, alongside
the role that individual differences play in conmiga intrusions on others through mobile
communication. These investigations will explainuat as well as intended behavior with
the hope that results would provide an insight thi® antecedents of this type of harassment
and contribute to the debate on whether cybersiglis a new phenomenon or just another
means of harassment.

The authors appreciate that, in the first instabieEaking up a relationship via a text message
produces a polarization of beliefs about the aetd#iy of this behavior. In a previous small-scale
study, the authors found that over half of the damymuld use texting as a method to end a
relationship (Short et al., 2007), whilst otheidigated that they considered this a major breach of

177



Short & McMurray

social etiquette. This polarization in beliefs niagrease the likelihood of misunderstanding such
a communication and the distress it may causethemefore requires further study.

The findings of this study can provide a foundatimm which to build solutions for the
problem behavior of text harassment. As a genear@ of thumb, individuals who are
experiencing harassment should always make it thathe communication is unwanted and,
in no circumstances, should the receiver resporglbsequent attempts for contact. Further
communication of any kind may give the caller tleeception that it is acceptable to continue
the contact.

A variety of support networks are available fopmort victims (see, e.g., The Network for
Surviving Stalking). However, support for borderline stalkers is lesslily available; indeed the
authors are not aware of any specific educaticadeorce currently in the UK. Once a harasser’s
problem behavior is identified, and determined ¢orélated to a behavioral addiction, lack of
social skills, or an infatuation toward the victiand then appropriate psychological and
educational interventions to discourage bordertitreisive behavior can be put in place.

Actual texting harassment has serious implicatfongroviders of mobile phone services,
particularly under the 1999 Management of Healtth Safety regulations in the UK (Rick &
Briner, 2000). A recommendation arising from théiselings is that a well-resourced risk
assessment of incidences of psychological harnthimse who are unable to cease intrusive
behavior, as well as those who are experiencing itl@ision, should be undertaken.
Furthermore, the authors of this paper suggestdbatmunication service providers could
work in a closer association with the police toateea more consistent response to this
problem. For example, the current situation in thated Kingdom sends out conflicting
advice. Victims are advised to keep any evidencamwanted communication (perpetrators
can be charged after two or more incidents of uoovee and intrusive behavior; Protection
from Harassment Act, 1997At the same time, however, victims are also advisechange
their mobile phone number, which often resultshim loss of the records of communication. It
may be obenefit to identify a more appropriate guide inoasation with CSP (communication
service provider) so that evidence is preservedowitundue inconvenience to the victim.

ENDNOTE

1. This organization can be located on-line at wwss.org.uk
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