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CONSEQUENCES OF VICTIMS´ MENTAL HEALTH AFTER INTERNET-

INITIATED SEXUAL ABUSE: A SEXUAL GROOMING CASE IN SWEDEN: 

 

Sigríður Sigurjónsdóttir 

 

 

The literature on sexual crimes against children has shown different 

factors contributing to consequences for the victims. Yet, less has 

been investigated on consequences of sexual abuse mediated by the 

Internet. The aim of the present study was to examine consequences 

of Internet-initiated sexual abuse on female victims’ mental health. 

Analyses of self-rating questionnaires were conducted to examine the 

victims’ mental health status at the time before, during and after the 

abuse, during the disclosure, police interrogations, trials and today 

(six years after trials). Results showed that their mental health today 

was overall good and how they felt during the disclosure contributed 

most on how they felt today. Victims that got some support 

compared to victims that did not after the abuse had better mental 

health today. The findings provide better understanding of the 

consequences of Internet-initiated sexual abuse which might help 

building up more effective treatment programs for victims of such 

crimes. 

 

 
Keywords: Internet-initiated sexual abuse, mental health consequences, disclosure, 

professional therapy 

 

The Internet is now an integral part of everyday social lives, identities, and relationships 

of young people (Bryce, 2010). It has the power to provide valuable information for all 

ages but has also been described as the new forms of criminality (Sandywell, 2010). 

Cybercrime is where the computer is the target of the criminal activity; the computer is 

a tool used to commit the crime and it is an unbounded crime where the victim and 

perpetrator can be in different cities or in different countries (Clough, 2010). Young 

people online need extra attention as they have been found to be the most vulnerable 

group to Internet deceptions and victimized online in many ways (Finkelhor, Mitchell & 

Wolak, 2000). Internet safety is therefore a significant concern for parents, education, 

and child protection services (Bryce, 2010). The present study investigated 

consequences of victim’s mental health based on a sexual grooming case in Sweden.  

 

Cyber exploitation 

Cyber exploitation refers to ¨the use of cyber-offensive actions¨, possibly over an 

extended period of time (Dooley, Cross, Hearn & Treyvaud, 2009). Sexual exploitation 

of children has been defined as ¨sexual abuse perpetrated by adults, where one 

compensation in cash or in kind to the child or to other people and where the child is 

treated as a sexual object and as a cyber (commercial) object¨ (Priebe, 2008, 14). It can 

include behaviors such as inappropriate sexual contact and involvement in the 

production and distribution of illegal or age-inappropriate abusive sexual contact with 

others (Bryce, 2010). Online sexual exploitation is a dynamic interaction between the 
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victim and offender influenced by their psychological and social characteristics, as well 

as the technologies through which interaction occurs (Bryce, 2010). Aggressive sexual 

exploitation has also been defined in the literature as involving offline contact with the 

perpetrator through mail, telephone, or in person (i.e., those that threaten or actually do 

move beyond the Internet) (Finkelhor et al., 2000).  

 

Most Internet-initiated sex crimes involve adult males who use the Internet to meet and 

seduce underage adolescents into sexual encounters (Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell & 

Ybarra, 2008). The term ¨Internet sex offender¨ used in the research literature refers to 

offenders who use the Internet to contact and groom young people with the intention of 

meeting them offline to commit contact sex offences (Wolak et al., 2008). This category 

of offending may also include adults attempting to engage young people in abusive 

activities such as cybersex or masturbation, causing them to watch sexual activity or 

send sexually explicit images of themselves (Bryce, 2010). The offenders use Internet 

communications such as instant messages, e-mail, and chat rooms to meet and develop 

intimate relationships with victims (Wolak et al., 2008). Internet offenders can use 

deception to lure their victims about their age, promises of love and romance, claiming 

to run modeling or casting agencies, lying about their physical appearance and aspects 

of their identity, such as name, family status, or employment (Wolak, Finkelhor & 

Mitchell, 2004).  

 

Online Grooming 

Online grooming has been put as a subset of ¨cyber sexual exploitation¨, where it falls 

under the umbrella of cyber exploitation because the intention is to sexually abuse a 

child in the real world, but the first contact occurs in cyberspace (O‘Connell, 2003). 

Online grooming refers to a process whereby an offender creates the opportunity to 

sexually abuse or exploit a child by first winning the victim‘s trust (Shannon, 2008). 

Grooming may or may not involve sexually explicit conversations of sexual nature 

which may or may not progress to online enactment of sexual fantasies (O‘Connell, 

2003). Traditionally, sexual grooming requires the perpetrator to have repeated contact 

with a potential victim over time (Shannon, 2008). While some cases of online 

grooming occur gradually, a distinctive aspect of interaction in cyberspace that 

facilitates the grooming process is the rapid speed with which communications can 

become intimate (Clough, 2010). A report from the Crime prevention council in 

Sweden (BRÅ) summarized findings from research done in the UK which showed how 

sexual contacts between adults and children on the Internet assume a number of 

different forms; where in some cases the adult’s goal is to arrange an offline meeting 

with sex or initiating a sexually exploitative relationship that is restricted to the online 

environment (BRÅ, 2007:11). Typical depictions describe a (male) perpetrator who 

presents himself as the child‘s adult friend, as someone who shares the child‘s interests 

by for example providing appreciation, comfort, and understanding for the child‘s 

problems (Shannon, 2008). Over time, online grooming further involves developing a 

relationship of exclusivity with the child, by means of whom the perpetrator 

simultaneously creates a distance between the child and his or her parents, or other 

persons who would otherwise function as a protection against various forms of abuse. 

This serves also to reduce the likelihood that the planned abuse will be detected or 

reported (Shannon, 2008). Research have reported that most of the offenders who 
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initiated sexual contact via the Internet met their victims in chat rooms thus indicating 

the heightened risk associated with these environments (Dooley et al., 2009). 

 

An international general framework was developed by O´Connell (2003) which 

specifies the different stages of the grooming process (Bryce, 2010). This framework 

shows how the perpetrators employ different strategies in introducing sexual themes 

into the relationship with the child (Shannon, 2008). There are clear and easily 

identifiable differences in the patterns of behavior of the individuals throughout each of 

the stages. The stages include: victim selection, friendship forming, relationship 

forming, risk assessment, exclusivity, and the sexual stage. These are all possible stages 

of grooming but some adults will remain in one stage for longer periods than other 

adults and some will skip one or more of the stages entirely (O‘Connell, 2003). In the 

outlined process by O’Connell (2003) the offender forms a relationship with a minor 

with the first two stages concerned with building a relationship, requesting a picture to 

ensure that that it is a child he is conversing with and assessing the potential of 

detection by the victim’s (older) siblings or parents. In the third stage the perpetrator 

will gather information about the likelihood of his activities being detected (O‘Connell, 

2003). The exclusivity stage introduces a greater lever of connectedness (i.e., best 

friends), and the idea that the child can trust the perpetrator is often introduced in this 

stage as well as beginning to engage the minor in more adult oriented conversations. At 

the sexual stage, much of the conversation can revolve around sex and some revolve 

masturbation. It is also at this stage that the idea of meeting is introduced (Dooley et al., 

2009). According to these stages, sexual grooming may then be viewed as a process of 

manipulation that serves a number of different purposes, breaking down the victim‘s 

resistance to engaging in sexual activity, producing a situation or situations where 

sexual abuse may take place, and at the same time making it less likely that the child 

will report the abuse to others (Shannon, 2008).  

 

Internet-initiated sexual offences against children in Sweden have been brought to the 

attention of the Swedish justice system. These offences were against persons under 18 

years of age where the perpetrator and the victim had been in contact with one another 

online. A total of 315 police reports were identified and were broken down into four 

categories (Shannon, 2008). The first category is online-only contacts that are limited to 

the online environment involved. Strategies used by an adult was asking sexual 

questions and initiating sexual conversations. The second category is on-and offline 

contacts where online contacts between perpetrator and victim are interspersed with 

mobile phone conversations and text messages. The third category involved cases where 

an adult perpetrator who already knew the child offline used the Internet to develop an 

existing relationship with the child for sexual purposes. The fourth category was cases 

where an online contact had resulted in an offline sexual offence against the victim. 

Research from USA (Wolak et al., 2008) on offline sex crimes subsequent to an initial 

online contact, have shown that the perpetrator has often succeeded in convincing the 

victims that they were involved in a romantic relationship. Victims of such offences 

have in some cases gone and met with those perpetrators fully aware of that they were 

older men who wanted to have sex with them (Shannon, 2008). Three general 

approaches have also been identified which were employed by the perpetrators to 

persuade the victims to meet them offline. The first approach is cases where the child 

was promised work as a model. In a typical case, the victim would first be photographed 
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with her clothes on and would then be asked to undress. The perpetrator began to 

sexually assault the victim by means of unwanted sexual touching, which he might 

explain as being necessary to correct the girl’s poses. In most cases the sexual assault 

did not go any further, but in some cases the perpetrator had forced the victim to have 

intercourse with him (Shannon, 2008). The second approach was cases where the 

victims had been offered payment for sexual services. The Internet contact prior to an 

offline meeting had been very short in these cases (one to four months). Some victims 

had travelled to another town to meet with the perpetrator and other had met with him 

on two or more occasions. In over half of the cases, the victims had been forced to 

engage in sexual acts that they did not wish to perform and been persuaded to have 

unprotected sex with the perpetrator (Shannon, 2008). The third approach was cases 

where the perpetrator had used online contacts to develop a friendship or romantic 

relationship with the child. The perpetrator typically contacted the child on a chat site 

and then moved the contact over to an instant messenger. It was common in this group 

of offences for the perpetrator to have lied about their age and sent misleading images 

of themselves to the victims in their online contacts. The length of the online contacts 

varied greatly, from six months up to over two years. Many of these longer online 

contacts involved children who described having problems in school, at home, or had 

the need to talk to someone that listened to them and understood them (Shannon, 2008).  

 

Victims of Online Sexual Exploitation 

Characteristics of possible Internet sexual abuse victims are important to understand for 

developing an understanding of the dynamic nature of the interaction between victim 

and offender during the offending process (Bryce, 2010). Exposure to contacts through 

the Internet is less widespread among younger children, but becomes increasingly 

common as children approach and enter their teenage years (BRÅ, 2007:11). There are 

several factors, related to engaging in risky behaviors, which increase the potential for 

exposure to grooming interactions. These can be divided into types of online 

interactions with unknown people; history of sexual or physical abuse (offline 

victimization); general patterns of risky behavior and experience of parental conflict or 

communication problems (Wells & Mitchell, 2008) In terms of the types of online 

interactions with unknown people, those children who share personal information (e.g., 

name, telephone number, picture) to unknown people online or talk to strangers online 

about sex, are more likely to receive aggressive sexual exploitation that involve either 

actual or attempted offline contact. An additional risk factor for receiving sexual 

exploitation involves visiting frequently Internet chat rooms (Dooley et al., 2009).  

 

It has been shown that children who are at risk have poor relationships with adults, 

especially their parents, and live lonely lives with few friends (Wolak et al. 2008). A 

study by Stanley (2001) showed that the groups of children that are most vulnerable are 

those who are in the care of the state, children with prior maltreatment experiences and 

emotionally immature children. The study also showed that children with social 

difficulties, love- or attention- deprived children, children with strong respect for adults 

and children with low self-esteem are also part of vulnerable group of children (Stanley, 

2001). This group of children are often depressed which can easily lead to compliance 

to others (Wolak et al. 2008), and ¨Compliant¨ youths may actively cooperate with 

offenders and develop strong sexual and emotional attachments to them (Stockholm 

County Council, 2008). Jonsson and Svedin (2012) investigated young people between 
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15-25 years of who had sold sexual services online before the age of 18. The results 

showed that the children in the study had all experienced poor mental health and over 

those periods they visited more often ¨bad¨ Internet sites (e.g., pages for sex and self-

injury). The sexual acts that they sold were about selling photos and videos online or 

meet offline, in the real world. The compensation which the children were mainly 

looking for was monetary, in the form of alcohol, clothing or some kind of model work. 

The children said that the compensation they got for selling sex was for affording to buy 

something they needed at that moment. The reasons they gave for selling sex was for 

example, to obtain verification from others, low self-trust and self-esteem (Jonsson & 

Svedin, 2012). 

 

Previous research (Finkelhor et al., 2000; Wolak et al., 2006) has shown that girls are 

exposed to online victimization to a greater extent than boys. The Crime Prevention 

Council (BRÅ) in Sweden has conducted studies with children who have been 

contacted by adults for sexual purposes. In one research 7500 young people (typically 

14-15 years old) were examined and it showed that girls had been approached at much 

higher rates than boys (48% vs. 18%) (Jonsson, Warfvinge, & Back, 2009). Jonsson and 

Svedin’s (2012) research in Sweden about young women and their experience of selling 

sex via Internet indicated that the reasons for selling sex were mainly to be accepted in a 

positive way, attended, and appreciated. They needed love, intimacy and to have a 

positive contact with someone which they did not get from their family and friends. 

Another reason for their online contacts with unknown men was because they were in a 

strong contempt against themselves and especially their bodies. They used sex to harm 

themselves and to reduce their anxiety, which could relate to experienced trauma or 

some mental illness (Jonsson & Svedin, 2012). 

 

Talking about the abuse 

It is important for victims of sexual abuse to perceive that they can talk to other people 

about the abuse. Understanding the victim in Internet abuse cases is very important 

before judging their online behavior (Rogland & Christianson, 2012). Factors as 

interviewing conditions, socio-emotional influences, event memory, and suggestibility 

have been found to influence children’s telling of their experience in general (DeVoe & 

Faller, 1999; Jensen, Gulbrandsen, Mossige, Reichelt, &Tjersland, 2005). Children who 

have been sexually abused often do not tell, and fail to disclose their abuse until 

adulthood. Embarrassment, guilt, feelings of complicity, and shame are factors that 

inhibit children’s disclosure of sexual abuse (Goodman-Brown, Edelstein, Goodman, 

Jones, & Gordon, 2003).  

Disclosing the abuse seems important because not disclosing may result in repeated 

abuse, prevents the child from obtaining therapy and not receiving treatment for 

psychologically damaging sequel (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003). It has been shown that 

men have generally more negative attitude toward child victims of sexual assault than 

women do (Rogers & Davies, 2007). Davies, Rogers and Hood (2009) investigated 

perceptions on child abuse in a hypothetical cyber exploitation case. They predicted 

men to have more negative attitude toward the victim compared to women. Victims 

were predicted to be more negatively judged when they consented to sex than they did 

not and when they were lied to and when they were not. Adult sexual assault victims, 

especially adult female rape victims, are sometimes held both by males and females 
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responsible or blamed for their assault (Waterman & Foss-Goodman, 1984; Pollard, 

1992; Shaver, 1985). Specifically, as the child‘s age increases, and sexual naivety 

decreases-concern may grow that the child is partly responsible for the sexual occurring 

interaction. Adult rape victims who do not fight back or who are seen as having acted 

carelessly prior to their being assaulted provides sufficient grounds for attributions of 

responsibility to be made (Shaver, 1985). A child approaching adulthood is also 

attributed some responsibility (Rogers & Davies, 2007), as the victims are judged to 

have intentionally caused the assault, which then contributes to the endorsement of 

blame attributions (Shaver, 1985). Rogers and Davies (2007) investigated the amount of 

blame attributed to victims of child molesting as a function of the victim‘s sex and the 

victim‘s age. There results have shown that more blame was assigned by male subjects 

to adolescent (15- year-old) male victims than to adolescent (15-year-old) female 

victims, which may reflect that males have more rigid male role expectations than do 

females. Adolescents (15 year olds) were blamed more than children (7 and 11 years 

old). The major reason for blaming adolescent’s victims was that they ¨should have 

resisted¨ (Rogers & Davies, 2007). 

Disclosing an Internet-Sexual Abuse 

Definitions of disclosing a sexual abuse integrate complex facets within the context of 

human development, memory, and environmental influences (Alaggia, 2004). 

Developmental factors and particularly cognitive limitations in younger children have 

shown to have an effect on children’s disclosure (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003). Boys 

have been shown to be more reluctant in disclosing a sexual abuse compared to girls, as 

one of the reason could be that boys fear negative consequences (e.g., being labeled 

homosexual and being stigmatized as a victim) (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003). 

 

Alaggia (2004) examined influences that inhibit or promote child sexual abuse 

disclosure. In earlier research in the area three categories of disclosure have been 

defined: accidental (involving a third-party discovery through witnessing or medical 

examinations), purposeful, and prompted/elicited disclosure type (Alaggia, 2004). 

Results showed that previously undefined dimensions of disclosure emerged where 

additional disclosure patterns emerged to include behavioral and indirect verbal 

attempts, disclosures intentionally withheld, and disclosures triggered by recovered 

memories (Alaggia, 2004). Goodman-Brown et al. (2003) investigated variables 

associated with delay of disclosure of child sexual abuse. They found that age, type of 

abuse, fear of negative consequences, and perceived responsibility all contributed to 

predicting time to disclosure and therefore had the longest delays in reporting their 

sexual abuse experiences. On the basis of this study a model of delayed disclosure was 

proposed, where the factors of age, type of abuse, responsibility and negative 

consequences are proposed as significant variables influencing delayed disclosure 

(Goodman-Brown et al., 2003; Jensen et al., 2005). The model suggests that children 

who are older and come from incestuous families feel greater responsibility for the 

abuse. They also fear negative consequences of disclosing and therefore it takes longer 

time for them to disclose (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003).  

 

Leander, Christianson and Granhag (2008) investigated how adolescent girls, who had 

been sexually (on-and offline) deceived and abused by an Internet perpetrator, reported 

about these acts. Their results showed that the majority of victims reported about the 
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offline activities (real-life meetings) with the perpetrator, which could be explained by 

the media attention and the access the police had to the case material. The victims 

denied more of the online activities, specifically the severe sexual online acts (sending 

nude photos and participating in sexual web shows), which could be explained by 

feelings of embarrassment in relation to the severe online acts compared to less severe 

online acts (e.g. facial photographs and personal information). 

 

Disclosing a sexual abuse during trials has shown to be difficult for victims of sexual 

exploitation, where they can fear how they are perceived by others during the trials and 

negative consequences after the trials. McCauley and Parker (2001) proposed that two 

constructs, which are competence to give an accurate description of the event and 

trustworthiness that the victim is telling the truth, underlie how credible a victim of 

Internet-sexual crime is perceived to be. Trustworthiness may be the primary factor 

influencing credibility in cases in which a motivation to lie is present (McCauley & 

Parker, 2001) and influencing perceptions of credibility in cases of child sexual abuse, 

therefore young children‘s statements about sexual events are usually considered 

credible (Rogers & Davies, 2007). Trustworthiness is not a primary factor when no 

motivation to lie is present, cognitive ability may prove more determinate of credibility, 

resulting in older children being viewed as more credible than younger children due to 

their superior cognitive abilities (McCauley & Parker, 2001).  

 

Consequences of Sexual Abuse 

Consequences of child sexual abuse are numerous and emerging evidence links the 

experience of child sexual abuse with higher rates of mental health and behavioral 

problems (Walrath et al., 2003). Further, greater rates of mental health referral and 

utilization have been reported for sexually abused as compared to non-abused children 

(Frothingham et al., 2000). Retrospective studies, studying adults identified being 

abused in their childhood, have found that debilitating psychosocial symptoms, 

educational and occupational difficulties, substance abuse, inappropriate pregnancy, 

aggression, and criminal activity are some of the consequences of sexual abuse 

(Frothingham et al., 2000). Child sexual abuse have also been associated with higher 

rates of depression, anxiety diagnoses, substance abuse and conduct and attention deficit 

disorder diagnoses (Frothingham et al., 2000; Walrath et al., 2003). A variety of adult 

psychiatric conditions have been clinically associated with child sexual abuse. These 

include depression, borderline personality disorder, somatization disorder, substance 

abuse disorders, dissociative identity disorder, bulimia nervosa and posttraumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) (Putnam, 2003). In a study by Banyard, Williams and Siegel (2001) 

the long-term mental health consequences of child sexual abuse was investigated. They 

examined exposure to multiple traumas as mediators of the relationship between 

childhood sexual abuse and negative adult mental health outcomes. They found that 

child sexual victims reported a lifetime history of more exposure to various traumas and 

higher levels of mental health symptoms. Exposure to traumas in both childhood and 

adulthood other than child sexual abuse mediated the relationship between child sexual 

abuse and psychological distress in adulthood.  

 

Consequences to victims of Internet-Sexual Abuse 

Swedish reports that have looked at possible consequences of an Internet-sexual abuse 

have shown some consequences to be devastating, affecting identity-and sexual 
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development of the victims (Stockholm County Council, 2008). Internet- sexual abuse 

can also lead to a severe personality and social economic consequences for the victims. 

The manipulation and the abuse the victims are exposed to lead in many cases to serious 

disruptions in their development making their self-esteem further deteriorate (Rogland 

& Christianson, 2012).Victims of an Internet-abuse often try to avoid thinking about the 

experience which can lead to difficulties in concentration, social interaction and feelings 

of guilt (Stockholm County Council, 2008). Jonsson and Svedin (2012) found common 

feeling to all victims was shame and guilt because they blamed themselves having sold 

sex through the Internet. The fact that a victim tries to forget the abuse, keep it a secret 

for friends and relatives and therefore delaying the process of the case disclosure, may 

lead to mental-and physical problems for the victim and problems in romantic-and 

friend relationships (Stockholm County Council, 2008). As the victims often do not get 

help with their feelings and their abusive experience, can lead to destructive behavior, 

substance abuse and mental health problems (Rogland & Christianson, 2012). 

 

It has shown that therapists working with victims of sexual trauma, where the Internet 

has been part of the abusive experience and been part of the offending behavior face 

many challenges in their work (Leonard, 2010). Existing definitions, classifications and 

the nature of sexual abuse have been confined to the ¨real world¨ (offline) sexual 

contacts, not the ¨virtual world¨ (online) contacts. The aim of therapeutic intervention 

for victims of sexual trauma is to develop coping strategies to deal with the range of 

effects. Some of the issues a victim of Internet sexual crimes needs to address when in 

therapy are for example the impact of the relationship with the perpetrator, the power 

the victim felt the perpetrator had over them, and the breach of trust. The effect of the 

grooming process, the fear engendered by the threats/bribery, and living with the secret, 

as well as the sexual aspect of the actual offence are also very important issues in the 

therapeutic journey (Leonard, 2010). The introduction of the Internet has added a new 

type of victim experience, and to understand fully the presentation of the victim, factors 

related to consequences of Internet sexual abuse needs to be added to the previously 

understood factors of sexual abuse (Leonard, 2010). 

 

A Swedish Internet-initiated Sexual Case; the ¨Alexandra man¨ 

The present study investigates consequences of an Internet-related sexual case that 

happened in Sweden in 2005. This case has been called the ¨Alexandra man¨, and 

concerns one Swedish man, Atheer al Suhairy. Atheer was under a disguise of a woman 

called ¨Alexandra¨ on the Internet and by that developed a false identity and contacted a 

large number of girls through public chat site, with the goal to meet them face-to-face 

(offline) with a sexual contact (Leander et al., 2008). The perpetrator, Atheer, began his 

contacts on the Internet with the victims by pretending to be a 25-year-old woman 

called ¨Alexandra¨ who worked for a model/escort service. The victims were told by 

¨Alexandra¨ that they did not have to have sex on the dates if they did not want to, but 

of course they got more paid for sexual services on their dates. By that he made the 

victims believe that the clients (whom they were supposed to meet and go on a date) 

were rich, young men, with whom the victims would have a glamorous and luxurious 

encounter. In reality he, himself, was the client (Leander et al., 2008). ¨Alexandra¨ 

talked the victims into offline meetings by saying that they would choose what they 

wanted to do during those meetings, but when they actually met the perpetrator (their 

dates) offline, it was him that took the control and talked them into having a sexual 
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contact (Rogland & Christianson, 2012). The victims said after the abuse that they did 

not want to make ¨Alexandra¨ disappointed and loose her confidence she had for them. 

They therefore felt forced to do what ¨Alexandra¨ had proposed, to meet some man 

offline against payment (Rogland & Christianson, 2012).  

 

Aim 

The aim of the present study was to address the victim’s mental health status 

retrospectively over seven different time periods related to the Internet-initiated sexual 

abuse. The first question of interest is if there is a difference between victims that met 

with the perpetrator offline with sexual or no sexual contact. The second question of 

interest will focus on which of the time periods (before the abuse, during the abuse, 

after the abuse, after the disclosure, after the police interrogation and trials) affected the 

most on the victim’s mental health after the abuse and today, six years after trials. The 

third question of interest will look at if professional therapy/support (e.g. from relatives, 

friends etc.) following the case disclosure contributed to better mental health today (six 

years after the case trials).  

 

Method 

Participants 

The participants in the study comprised 12 Swedish girls that had been victims of an 

Internet- related sexual abuse crime that happened in Sweden from 1999-2004; a case 

called the ¨Alexandra man¨. The victims ranged in age from 12 to 16 when they were 

abused (M =14.3 years), and from 20 to 25 years (M=22.6 years), when they were 

contacted for participation of the study. All sampling took place in January 2012, where 

the victims/participants were asked to answer a questionnaire about the Internet-initiated 

sexual abuse they had experienced. A total of 55 questionnaires were distributed to the 

participant’s home address, and 25 were returned back with wrong home addresses. 

There were than 30 questionnaires distributed to right home addresses where 12 

questionnaires were answered and used in the study; a response rate of 40% and a 

missing rate of 60%.  

Design 

Self-rating questionnaire was used in the present study to get the best result and 

knowledge about the research subject in focus. A statistical analysis was done from the 

questionnaires. This study will also include the victim’s own expressions on their 

experience of this Internet-initiated sexual abuse case. Their own words will be used to 

deepen the reader’s understanding of the results.  

Questionnaire 

The focus of the questionnaire (Appendix 1) was on how the abuse affected the victim‘s 

mental health before, during and after the abuse and during the interrogations, the 

disclosure, case trials and today, six years after trials. The questionnaire was made up of 

34 questions and divided into (i) information related to the victim‘s background (4 

questions), (ii) information before the abuse (2 questions), (iii) during the abuse (8 

questions) and (iv) after the abuse (1 questions). The three last questions were 

retrospective rapport of the victim‘s experience of the case disclosure (3 questions). 

Further questions concerned the (i) police interrogations (3 questions), (ii) the trials (5 

questions), (iii) information about their mental health today and (iv) the victim’s live 

after the verdict was also obtained (8 questions).  
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Demographic information was obtained using a multiple-choice format. These 

questions asked about the victim’s demographic information as it is today. The victims 

were asked about their age, their living conditions, if they were in romantic relationship 

and their profession.  

Mental health information was obtained using a scale format, where victims rated 

their mental health on a ten point Likert scale (1=very negative; 11=very positive). They 

were asked to provide information about their mental health before, during and after the 

abuse. They were also asked to rate their mental health during the police interrogation, 

the disclosure of the abuse, the trials and their mental health as it is today, six years after 

trials (see Appendix). 

Information before the abuse concerned if the victims had experienced some kind 

of an abuse before the Internet-sexual abuse. 

Information obtained during the contact concerned the victim’s age when first 

contacted of the perpetrator and where the contact emerged in the beginning (e.g. 

Internet, cellphone etc.). Questions of interest was if they had sent pictures of 

themselves to the perpetrator, which kind of pictures (e.g. facial-or/and nude photos, 

web show), if they had met with the perpetrator online or on-and offline and how many 

times they met with him with or not with sexual contact.  

Information obtained from the disclosure of the abuse concerned what they 

experienced as good and bad of the disclosure process, how the victim’s felt during the 

disclosure process and if they had wanted to disclose the abuse.  

Information obtained during the interrogation concerned how many times they 

were interrogated, their experience of the interrogations and if they got some support 

(from professional,-family,-friends and/or from partners) during the process of the 

interrogations.  

Information obtained during the trials concerned if they had testified in the Court 

of district and/or in the Court of appeal, their experience of the trials, if there were some 

information that they didn‘t disclose but should had and if they got some support (from 

professional,-family,-friends and/or from partners) after the trials. 

Information obtained about the victim’s today (six years after trials) concerned if 

they had thought about attempting suicide, alcohol problems and if they have had 

profession-and/or relationships problems. They were also asked what they had learned 

from this experience and what they would like to say to girls that are at risk for similar 

type of crimes.  

Procedure 

The present study is a part of an ongoing research project and has gained ethical 

approval from the police authority in Sweden. The research and the questionnaire 

gained approval from the Department of Psychology, University of Stockholm Ethical 

standards committee. The questionnaire was sent to the victim‘s home address in 

Sweden. The questionnaire was sent to the sample in the study in an envelope that 

included a signed introduction letter that informed the victims about the research and 

the purpose for the study. The envelope included an addressed envelope that was 
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provided for its anonymous return to University of Stockholm. As the first step in 

finding the victim‘s correct addresses, information was achieved from the police 

authority in Malmö. If a questionnaire was returned because of wrong address, it was 

looked up on person information websites in Sweden (e.g. eniro.se, hitta.se etc.) and 

sent back. The victims were given three weeks to answer the questionnaire and send it 

back to the principal researcher. After that given time period a short, signed reminder 

letter was sent to the victims, and they were given two weeks after the reminder letter to 

answer the questionnaire. No payments or other incentives were offered for the 

participation. All personal information (e.g. surname, social security number, address) 

was confidential in the study and the victims could not be identified.  

 

Results 

The results section will start with descriptive information from the questionnaires. 

Statistical test will be performed to answer the questions of interest. It will also be 

referred to the victim‘s own story of their experience from the abuse under the headings 

of ¨The victim‘s offline meetings¨, ¨Meeting at several occations¨, ¨The disclosure¨, 

¨The interrogations and the trials¨ and ¨The victim‘s lives six years after trials¨.  

 

Victims Demographic Characteristics today 

Victims were asked about their living conditions as it is today, six years after trials. 

Regarding their status of resident, it was found that 58.3% of them were living with a 

partner, 33.3% were living on their own and 8.3% were living with their parents. 

Regarding their civil status, it was found that 50% were in a relationship, 25% were 

married and 25% of them were single. Regarding their profession, it was found 66.6% 

were employed or students, 8.3% were unemployed and 25% of them were on a sick 

leave.  

 

Type of involvement 

As can be seen in Table 2, nine out of twelve victims provided ¨Alexandra ¨ with photos 

online. Types of photos the victims provided were facial (1/12), photos with clothes on 

(1/12), half nude photos (3/12), nude photos (1/12) and sexual web show (3/12). Some 

of the victims sent one photo and some sent several types photo to the perpetrator. All 

of the victims met with the perpetrator offline, where some of them met with him 

without having sex but the majority of the victims met with him with sex (see Table 2).  
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Table 2. Number of victims who participated in different acts, percentages in brackets (the same 

victim could participate in several of the acts). N=12 

 

 
 

Offline Contacts 

The statistical test of one-way ANOVA was used to find out if there were differences 

between groups of victims mental health today, six years after trials, if they met with the 

perpetrator offline with sexual contact (M=6.75) or offline with no sexual contact 

(M=8.75). There were no significant differences if they had sexual or no sexual meeting 

with the perpetrator and their mental health today, six years after trials (F(1,10)=0.967, 

ρ=.349, partial ŋ
2 
=. 088).  

 

The Victim’s Mental Health 

As can be seen from Figure 1, the victim‘s mental health before the contact (M=6.92) 

and during the contact (M=6.17), was fairly good for the majority of the victims. Their 

mental health worsened after the contact (M=3.33). Their mental health status during 

their experience of the case disclosure (M=3.17), their experience of the police 

interrogations (M=5.92) and at the time of the trials (M=4.42), it can be seen that the 

disclosure of the case was the most difficult part of the case process for the victims. 

Overall the figure indicates that their mental health today is good (M=7.42).  

Type of contacts Type of acts n (%)

Online contact Photos sent online 9 (75.0)

One type of photo 3 (25.0)

Several types of photo 6 (50.0)

Facial photos 1 (8.0)

Photos w/clothes on 1 (8.0)

Halfnude photos 3 (25.0)

Nude photos 1 (8.0)

Webshow sexual 3 (25.0)

Offline contact Meeting without sex 3(25.0)

Meeting with sex 9 (75.0)

One meeting 7(58.0)

Several meetings 5 (42.0)
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Figure 1. Mean values of victim’s ratings on their mental health for different time periods 

associated with the Alexandra-man abuse. All ratings of overall mental health were made on a 

11-point bipolar scale (the scale was transformed to an unipolar scale; 1=very negative; 6 = 

neutral; 11= very positive). N=12. 

 

Correlation between reported mental health status at different time periods of the abuse 

were measured. As can be seen from Table 3 there were a significant positive 

correlation between the victims mental health before and during the contact (r=.779, 

N=12, p<.003) and before and after the contact (r=.648, N=12, p <.023). Table 3 also 

shows a significant correlation between during and after the contact(r=.741, N=12, 

p<.006), and after the contact and during the disclosure (r=.620, N=12, p<.031). And a 

strong positive relationship between their mental health after the contact and during the 

interrogation (r=.508) and mental health after the contact and six years after trials 

(r=.497). A significant positive relationship was between during the disclosure and their 

mental health today, six years after trials (r=.646, N=12, p<.023). In other words, 

significant relationship between variables showed that victims that rated their mental 

health strong or weak at one time period related to their ratings on their mental health at 

another time period.  
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Table 3. Correlations between victim´s self-ratings on their mental health. 

 

*p<.05; **p<.01 

The statistical test of ANOVA was used to find out which of the mental health status 

(after the contact and during the disclosure), that had got significant correlation on their 

mental health today, affected the most on the victim‘s mental health today, six years 

after trials. The design employed was a one-way ANOVA, where their mental health 

after the contact served as a grouping variable (Group 1= Bad health; Group 2= Good 

health) and mental health today (six years after trials) served as a dependent variable. 

The results showed no significant effect on how the victim‘s mental health was after the 

abuse and their mental health today, six years after trials (F (1, 10) =0.089, p =.773 and 

partial ŋ
2 

=.011). A further one-way ANOVA, where their mental health during the 

disclosure served as a grouping variable (Group 1= Bad health; Group 2= Good health) 

and mental health today (six years after trials) served as a dependent variable, showed a 

significant effects on how the victims felt during the disclosure and how their mental 

health was rated today, six years after trials (F(1, 10)=5.371, p <0.05 and partial ŋ
2 

=.349).  

 

Professional support 

The majority of the victims got some support (from professional,-family,-friends and/or 

from partners) after the disclosure and trials. As can be seen from Table 4, part of the 

victims has had several problems (more than one of the problems listed in the table) 

after the abuse. Most of the victims have had problems in relationships with others, with 

alcohol and in school/work. 
 

Table 4. Frequencies of victims in the sample who tried to hurt themselves, had alcohol 

problems, had several problems (victims that had more than one of the problems listed), had 

problems in school, work or relationships today, six years after trials(percentage in brackets).  

 

 
 

One-way ANOVA was used to find out if those victims that got some support after the 

case disclosure and trials have better mental health today (six years after trials) 

compared to those that did not get any support. If the victims got some support served 

as a grouping variable (operationalized as Group 1=Got support; Group 2=No support) 

Mental health
Before the 

Contact

During the 

Contact

After the 

Contact

During the 

disclosure

During the 

interrogation

During the 

trials

Six years 

after trials

Before the contact 1.000

During the contact .779** 1.000

After the contact .648* .741** 1.000

During the disclosure .318 .293 .620* 1.000

During the interrogation .050 .041 .508 .327 1.000

During the trials -.214 .028 .095 .246 .218 1.000

Six years after trials .117 .297 .497 .646* .230 .387 1.000

Problems n

Tried to hurt themselves 2 (16.7%)

Alcohol 3 (25%)

Variety of problems 2 (16,7%)

In school or work 6 (50%)

In relationships 8 (67%)
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and mental health today (six years after trials) served as a dependent variable. The result 

did not show a significant effect between the groups and how they felt today, six years 

after trials ((F (1, 10) =3.336, p=.098 and partial ŋ
2 
=.250)). 

The victims´ telling 

In the study the victims were asked to describe their experience and the consequences 

for their psychological well-being from the offline contact with the perpetrator and the 

processes after the abuse; the disclosure, the interrogations and the trials.  

 

Most of the ¨meetings¨ took place in the perpetrator‘s home or in hotels/motels. The 

victims said that once they had agreed to meet with the perpetrator, they felt compelled 

to also have sex with him against their will; they did not want to lose ¨Alexandra‘s¨ 

faith in them. One victim described her meeting like this: ¨We met at a hotel, one 

autumn evening. He arrived in a vehicle from Malmö. We had sex and watched a 

movie¨. The majority of the victims ¨willingly¨ went somewhere with the perpetrator, 

after the ¨Alexandra¨ had persuaded them into doing so, riding with him in his car or 

accepting other modes of transportation to meet with him. Here are some of the victim’s 

descriptions of the offline meetings: ¨He picked me up in his car in the city. We drove 
to some hostel. This happened after the contact had been going on for nine months 

online¨.  

 

As some of the victims met with the perpetrator at ¨several occations¨. It can be difficult 

to understand the reasons for their several offline meetings with the perpetrator. It can 

though be explained as a strong tendence to hold on to a decision when it has been 

made. This is called ¨commitment¨ and ¨consistency¨, which means that if a decision 

have been made it is difficult to change what have been decited. Timepressure, stress 

and manipulation contributed to the victim‘s difficulties in choosing different options 

from the one they chose in the beginning, to meet with him. The victims also said that 

¨Alexandra¨ was a talkative person that you trusted and then it came difficult to not do 

what she asked you to, like meeting with ¨men¨ offline. The victims agreed on that the 

perpetrator was good at using manipulative strategies to get them to meet with him 

more than once, like using money for paying for his requests, meeting with him and 

having sex. One of the victims explained his behavior like this: ¨ He was a talkative 

person and was good at manipulering other people. On the other hand a nice person but 

determined in an unpleasent way¨. 

 

¨Disclosing¨ a sexual assault is a difficult thing to do. According to the victims the 

disclosure process was a difficult experience for them. As one explained: ¨I started to 

feel alot worse by the disclosure. I did not feel that bad during the assault¨. The victims 

mental health worsened during the disclosure and almost all of the victims did not want 

the disclosure of the case to happen. Some of the victims did though want the disclosure 

to happen even though it was difficult, because it was a relief to start talking to other 

people about the abuse instead of keeping it a secret from others. The victims were 

asked what they thought what had worked out good and what had not during the 

disclosure of the case. Their positive experience of the disclosure was that the police, 

the lawyers and most of their families were understanding, cared and supported them in 

the process. One of the victims explained her experience in that way: ¨It was very 

positive that everyone that were involved in the process (the prosecutor, police, 
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psychologists etc.) were understanding and I felt that they were not judiciary. It was 

very negative though that no one explained to my family what was happening, they did 

not understand that much ¨. Another victim explained it like this: ¨It felt very good after 

the disclosure, when it was over. However, it was incredibly difficult when my parents 

got involved and the process itself was difficult overall¨.The victims were also asked 

about their own feelings for the disclosure and the abuse. All of the victims experienced 

only negative feelings in relation to the disclosure of the case.: ¨My mental health was 

very bad¨. The majority were ashamed about their experience and felt they could not do 

anything right and not be as other adolescence. Some of the victims were depressed, 

experienced thoughts of hurting themselves and just wanted to go away from this live 

like it was no furture for them. They explained their feelings in this way: ¨ I was 

ashamed, I felt I was not good enough for anything¨; ¨ I had thoughts of hurting myself, 

I did not enjoy my life and afraid¨ ; ¨ I felt so bad because I had been abused and I was 

so destroyed¨.  

 

It is difficult, stressful and emotional to talk about sexual abuse, and especially when it 

takes place in a court room full of unkown people and for whom is accused. It is 

therefore important to have someone that is supporting during the trials. The victims 

experienced the testifying to be stressful, difficult and frightening. One victim explained 

it like this: ¨I felt very nervous and angry that the perpetrator lied about everything. I 

was scared not being taken seriously and that nobody would believe me, I felt like I was 

dirty¨. The trials were particularly difficult for the victims in relation to guilt and the 

discomfort they experienced when photos, films and their stories were exposed and 

presented in court to everyone. It was difficult to think of possibly not being believed 

when testifying about their reasons for sending the photos and why they agreed on 

meeting with the perpetrator. The victims felt humiliated by the perpetrator‘s lawyears 

and when facing the perpetrator in court, laughing and not regreting anything he had 

broken against them. One said: ¨ I experienced the trials as scary and humiliating. 

Difficult to look at Atheer, to see him there¨. The victims were also very relieved during 

the trials that they could finally give their part of the story, describe their feelings and 

what had really be done to them: ¨ I was relieved to be able to give my side of the 

story¨. 

 

Today six years after trials, the victims are according to themselves suffering from lack 

of concentration and inability to follow instruction in school and work. One of the 

victim explained it like this: ¨Performance anxiety, very difficult to keep focus and 

attention in school¨. Most of the victims have had problems in romantic- and friend 

relationships. The problems included distrust to others and difficulties expressing 

themselves for their partners. Some of them experienced themselves as dirty and 

therefore did not wanted to let anybody close to them and explained their feelings like 

this: ¨ I don‘t trust people in general, I look still at all men as idiots that just want to take 

advantage of women. I feel like I am disgusting, which can damage my romantic 

relationships¨.  
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Discussion 

The aim of the present study was to examine consequences of Internet-initiated sexual 

abuse on victim’s mental health. The present study first examined if there were 

difference between victims that met with the perpetrator offline with sexual or no sexual 

contact. Second, it examined how the victims rated their mental health at different time 

periods related to the abuse, and which time periods affected most on the victim’s 

mental health after the abuse and today, six years after trials. Moreover, the present 

study looked at if professional therapy/support contributed to better mental health today 

for the victims and other factors that were thought of being affecting on their mental 

health today, six years after trials, were also considered. 

The present study showed that all of the victims met with the perpetrator offline, 

following the online contact on the Internet. That is line with Shannon’s (2008) fourth 

category of Internet-sexual abuse cases where an online contact results in an offline 

sexual offence against the victim as the perpetrator, Atheer, began his contacts on the 

Internet at a public chat site for young people. As in the present study it was shown that 

most of the victim’s online contact with the perpetrator began in Internet chat rooms 

which is in line with other studies (Shannon, 2008; Wolak et al., 2008) that have shown 

the contact usually begin in Internet chat room. Most of the victims in the present study 

had sex with the perpetrator when they met with him offline. The first question of the 

present study was if there were some differences in mental health of victims that met 

with the perpetrator offline with sexual contact compared to victims that met with him 

offline with no sexual contact. The results did not show any significant difference 

between those groups of victims and their mental health today, six years after trials. It 

also showed that if they had met with the perpetrator with sex or without sex had little 

effect on their mental health today. This result is not in line with studies of children 

sexual abuse (Frothingham et al., 2000; Walrath et al., 2003), where higher rates of 

mental health problems and behavioral problems have been found in sexually abused 

children (in real life or offline). It could be several possible reasons for those differences 

in results of this study compared to previous studies of sexually abused children. The 

first reason is that the nature of the sexual abuse, as the victims were not contacted 

through the Internet, is different from the present study, where the first contact with the 

victims was initiated online. The second reason for the small differences between the 

groups of victims that met with him offline with sex or without sex and their mental 

health today, could be caused by the support the majority of the victims got since the 

abuse, as therapeutic support have been shown to result in better mental health for 

sexually abused victims (Leonard, 2010). The third reason could be age related, as the 

present study included victims that were teenagers when they were abused not children 

under the age of twelve. The victims age (teenagers) when abused in the present study 

could be affecting on their mental health today, as when children are younger when 

abused can have worse effect on their mental health later in their lives. The fourth 

reason can result from a small sample size in this study, as the statistical analysis 

showed that if the victims had sex or no sex had a little effect on their mental health 

today. 

 

Regarding the second question, the present study showed how the victims experienced 

their own mental health before and during the contact with the perpetrator contributed 

most to how they felt after the abuse. The results also showed that how the victim´s 
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rated their mental health after the abuse affected their mental health during the case 

disclosure. Moreover, the victim’s mental health during the disclosure of the case 

showed to be affecting most on their mental health today, six years after trials. This is in 

line with previous studies of disclosure (Goodman-Brown et al., 2003; Leander et al., 

2008). A few reasons can be mentioned of why the disclosure process was the most 

difficult experience and contributing the most to how they are mentally doing today, six 

years after trials. The first reason is related to perceptions of responsibility and 

attributions of responsibility for the abuse. According to previous research, female 

victims are likely to blame themselves for the occurrence of the abuse (Goodman-

Brown et al., 2003). Older children may feel responsible as they may believe that they 

could have prevented the abuse (Goodman-Brown et al, 2003; Leander et al., 2008). In 

this Internet-initiated sexual case the victims talked to the perpetrator without anyone 

forcing them to talk to him online, which could possibly had led them to blame 

themselves for the abuse and what had happened to them and it was their responsibility 

that they met with him. This could have led to more difficulties for the victims in 

disclosing the abuse as they fear judgment from others. The second reason could have 

been their fear of negative consequences when the case was disclosed and not being 

believed when telling their part of the story, as other studies have shown (Goodman-

Brown et al., 2003; Jensen et al.,2005). The fear of negative consequences when 

disclosing the abuse, during the police interrogation and the trials may result from 

competence to give an accurate description of the event and the trustworthiness of being 

believed to be telling the truth (McCauley & Parker, 2001). The third reason can be 

relating to their memory. Studies have shown that young people tend to be accurate 

about stressful experience (Leander et al., 2008), and therefore the victims memory in 

this study was more accurate when they were memorizing their experience of the 

disclosure of the abuse as that was a stressful experience.  

 

Regarding the third question of interest in the present study, the results showed that 

majority of the victims got professional help or some support from relatives and friends 

following the abuse. The victims that got some support rated their mental health better 

today, six years after trials compared to victims that got no support. The result from the 

statistical analysis did not show a significant difference between the groups and the 

effectiveness of the support/therapy on the victim’s mental health today, six years after 

trials. But it showed that therapy showed to have a moderate effect on the victim’s 

mental health today, according to the statistical analysis. This result is probably because 

of the small sample size in this study. Because of the moderate effect size than the result 

in this present study can be said to be in line with studies (Leonard, 2010) that have 

shown that therapeutic work help victims to develop coping strategies to deal with the 

consequences from sexual abuse and to understand their physical and psychological 

impacts from the abuse on their daily functioning (Leonard, 2010). Both from the 

victims own explanations regarding the disclosure and the difference between the 

groups (support vs. no support) own ratings on their mental health, it can be concluded 

that it is important that victims of an Internet-initiated sexual abuse get professional 

therapy and support from friends and family during and after a disclosure of such sexual 

abuses.  
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Other things were considered in the present study beyond the questions in focus and it 

was interesting to see in the results that the victims in the present study rated their own 

mental health before the abuse as generally good. This is not in line with findings from 

research that have studied characteristics of possible vulnerable groups of youth to 

online victimization. Common characteristics have been for example, depression, low 

self-esteem, insecurity, which are in search of confirmation from others, and often in 

need of money (Rogland & Christianson, 2012; Stanley, 2001;Wolak, 2008). The 

different results in these studies could be related to the victim’s memory. A study by 

Engelberg and Christianson (2000) on memory for past emotions showed that prior 

emotions are influenced by features of the retrieval context and emotional recall may be 

achieved by memory-enhancing principles. According to these results then if the 

victims of this study had gotten some retrieval cue of how they felt before the abuse or 

gotten some memory enhancing instruction, they could then had possibly remembered 

their mental health differently compared to what they actually answered. Other studies 

on sexually abused children’s memories have shown that children tend to be more 

accurate about the sexual abuse itself and other stressful events (Leander et al., 2008). 

As in the present study the victims rated there mental health better before the abuse 

compared to during and after the abuse. That could be resulting from the victims 

experiencing there lives before the abuse not as stressful and therefore not as accurately 

remembered as the more stressful time periods. It should also be noticed that there was 

no control group in the present study and therefore the results could be biased as 

confounding variables could be having an effect on the results. 

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

In evaluating the findings of the present study, it is important to notice that it was only 

12 victims in the present study that answered the questionnaire. Those victims that 

answered could be that part of the sample that have better physical health today (six 

years after trials) and are possible more willing to revise their experience from the 

abuse. They also may want to contribute to better understanding for others of such 

sexual crimes on the victim’s life and the nature of such crimes, compared to the other 

victims in the sample that did not answer the questionnaire.  

 

The advantage of self-rating questionnaires is that they give the respondents own views, 

their perceptions of themselves and their world. In particular they can reveal people’s 

behaviors and feelings which have been experienced in real situations. However, self-

reports give good description of the data and characteristics about the population being 

studied but descriptive studies cannot establish a causal relationship where one variable 

affects another and therefore have low internal validity. Furthermore, studies studying 

subjects from only one case have the problem with external validity as it can be difficult 

to generalize the results to the entire population of similar cases. The results from this 

study cannot then be used as a definitive answer or to disprove a hypothesis, but it is 

through an important precursor to further studies on this topic. Another validity problem 

is that the respondents may not always respond truthfully, maybe because they cannot 

remember and respond in a socially desirable way. Various studies on memory have 

indicated that negative and unpleasant emotional events are retained poorly. Accuracy 

in recollection of emotional events can be matter of the type of detail information asked 

for, the amount of retrieval information provided, and the time of retrieval (Christianson 

& Safer, 1996). As the present study asked participants to rate their own mental health 
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retrospectively from their past, the results can be inaccurate, if results from previous 

memory studies are taken into account (Christianson & Safer, 1996). There has also 

been considerable research on how one´s emotional feelings affect what is stored in or 

retrieved from memory, and one phenomenon is the mood state-dependent effect 

(Christianson & Safer, 1996). It refers to impairment in performance when there is a 

mismatch between physical or mental states at learning and at retrieval and assumes that 

mood acts as a critical context cue (Christianson & Safer, 1996). According to the mood 

state-dependent effect, the victims of the actual study could have rated how their mental 

health was six years ago as similar as how they feel today, six years after trials, leading 

then to impaired recall of how their mental health was actually six years ago.  

 

For future research in the area of Internet-initiating sexual abuse it would be interesting 

to investigate further possible factors related to victim’s characteristics at risk for 

encountering such an abuse. As other international studies have shown that possible risk 

factors can deal with history of sexual or physical abuse and the type of online 

interaction; what kind of information they are sharing online (Dooley et al.2009). This 

study indicates, as in line with other studies, that these victims were frequently visiting 

Internet chat rooms and sharing information about them, but on the other hand it did not 

show any history of sexual or physical abuse in the victims and they were mentally 

strong before the contact with the perpetrator. It would therefore be important to 

investigate further possible risk-and prevention factors for youth at risk for being 

victims of such crimes. Further, future studies should focus on the mental health 

consequences of victim of Internet-initiated sexual abuse and find out if there clinical 

mental health consequences are similar to children sexual abuse not mediated by the 

Internet. Further understanding of mental health consequences for victims of Internet-

initiated sexual abuse is also important for effective professional therapy for the victims.  

 

Summary and Conclusion 

The present findings indicate that the victims mental health before and during the abuse 

appears to be most important on their psychological wellbeing after the abuse. The 

victim’s mental health after the abuse seems to have importance for how they felt when 

the case was disclosed. The victim’s wellbeing during the disclosure of the case appears 

most important for their wellbeing today, six years after trials. Support was also 

indicated as important for the victims in the present study following the abuse. It was 

shown that it is important that victims of an Internet-initiated sexual abuse get 

professional therapy and support from friends and family during and after a disclosure 

of Internet-initiated sexual abuses. To conclude the present findings suggest that it is 

important to study further health consequences of Internet-sexual abuse victims to 

develop better understanding of the dynamics of such crimes. In particular therapists 

can give those victims successful professional help and a brighter future after 

experiencing such terrible sexual abuse.  

 

 

 



22 

 

References 

Alaggia, R. (2004). Many ways of telling: expanding conceptualizations of child sexual abuse disclosure. 

Child Abuse & Neglect, 28, 1213-1227. 

Banyard, V. L., Williams, L.M., & Siegel, J. A. (2001). The Long-Term Mental Health Consequences of 

Child Sexual Abuse: An Exploratory Study of the Impact of Multiple Traumas in a Sample of 

Women. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 14, 697-715.  

Brottsförebyggange rådet (2007). The online sexual solicitation of children by adults in Sweden. (English 

summary of Brå report no. 11). Stockholm: David Shannon. 

Bryce, J. (2010). Online sexual exploitation of children and young people. In Handbook of Internet Crime 

(pp. 320-342) Edited by Yvonne Jewkes and Majid Yar. Willian Publishing. 

Christianson, S. Å., & Safer, M.A. (1996). Emotional events and emotions in autobiographical memories. 

Published in D. C. Rubin (Ed.), Remembering our past. Studies in autobiographical memory. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

Clough, J. (2010). Principles of cybercrime (pp. 8;331-361). Cambridge University Press.  

Engelberg, E., & Christianson, S.Å. (2000). Recall of unpleasant emotion using memory-enhancing 

principles. Psychology, Crime & Law, 6, 99-112. 

Davies, M., Rogers, P., & Hood, A. P. (2009). Perceptions of child sexual abuse in a hypothetical 

cybersexploitation case: The importance of perpetrator honesty, outcome type, and respondent 

gender. Journal of child sexual abuse, 18, 422-441. 

DeVoe, E.R., & Faller, K. C. (1999). The characteristics of disclosure among children who may have 

been sexually abused. Child Maltreatment, 4, 217-227. 

Dooley, J.J., Cross, D., Hearn, L., Treyvaud, R. (2009). Review of existing Australian and international 

cyber-safety research. Child Health Promotion Research Centre, Edith Cowan University, Perth.  

Finkelhor, D., Mitchell, K.J., & Wolak, J. (2000). Online victimization: A report on the nation’s 

youth. Alexandria, VA: National Center for Missing and Exploited Children 
Frothingham, T. E., Hobbs, C. J., Wynne, J. M., Yee, L., Goyal, A., & Wadsworth, D. J. (2000). Follow 

up study eight years after diagnosis of sexual abuse. Archives of Disease in Childhood, 83, 132-134.  

Goodman-Brown, T. B., Edelstein, R. S., Goodman, G. S., Jones, D. P. H., & Gordon, D. S. (2003). Why 

children tell: a model of children’s disclosure of sexual abuse. Child Abuse & Neglect, 27, 525-540.  

Jensen, T. K., Gulbrandsen, W., Mossige, S., Reichelt, S., & Tjersland, O. A. (2005). Reporting possible 

sexual abuse: A qualitative study on children’s perspective and the context for disclosure. Child 

Abuse & Neglect, 29, 1395-1413. 

Jonsson, L. & Svedin, C. G. (2012). ” Online är jag någon annan...”: Unga kvinnor med erfarenheter av 

att sälja sexuella tjänster online. Delrapport 8 ur Prostitution I Sverige. Manuskript. 

Jonsson, L.,Warfvinge, C., & Back, L. (2009). Barn och sexuella övergrepp via IT. Linköping: BUP 

Elefanten och Landstinget i Östergötland. 

Leander, L., Christianson, S. Å., & Granhag, P. A. (2008). Internet- Initiated Sexual Abuse: Adolescent 

Victim’s Reports About On- and Off- Line Sexual Activities. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 22, 

1260-1274. 

Leonard, M. M. (2010). „I did what I was directed to do but he didn‘t touch me“: The impact of being a 

victim of Internet offending. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 16, 249-256.  

McCauley, M. R, & Parker, J. F. (2001). When will a child be believed? The impact of the victim‘s age 

and juror‘s gender on children‘s credibility and verdict in a sexual-abuse case. Child Abuse & 

Neglect, 25, 523-539. 

O’Connell, R. (2003). A Typology of Child Cybersexploitation and Online Grooming Practices. Preston: 

University of Central Lancashire, Cybersex Research Unit. 

Pollard, P. (1992). Judgments about victims and attackers in depicted rapes: A review. British Journal of 

Social Psychology, 31, 309-326. 

Priebe, G. (2008). Sexuell exploateringav barn och ungdomar. Sammanställning av aktuell kunskap och 

forskning 2004–2008. Stockholm: Allmännabarnhuset. 

Putnam, F. W. (2003). Ten-Year Research Update Review: Child Sexual Abuse. Journal of the American 

Academy of Child Adolescent Psychiatry, 42, 269-278.  

Rogers, P. & Davies, M. (2007). Perceptions of victims and perpetrators in a depicted child sexual abuse 

case. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 22, 566-584. 

Rogland, U. & Christianson, Å. S. (2012). “Jag kände mig speciell”-Grooming på Internet. Falun: 

Scandbook. 

http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/pdf/jvq/CV38.pdf
http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/pdf/jvq/CV38.pdf


23 

 

Sandywell, B. (2010). On the globalisation of crime: the Internet and new criminality. In Handbook of 

Internet Crime. Edited by Yvonne Jewkes and Majid Yar. Willian Publishing.  

Shannon, D. (2008). Online Sexual Grooming in Sweden-Online and Offline Sex Offences against 

Children as Described in Swedish Police Data. Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and 

Crime Prevention; 9, 160-180. 

Shaver, K. G. (1985). The attribution of blame: Causality, responsibility, and blameworthiness. Springer-

Verlag: New York 

Stanley, J. (2001). Child abuse and the Internet. Child Abuse Prevention Issues, 15, 1-18. 

Stockholm läns landsting (Stockholm County Council). (2008). Gromning på nätet. Rapport från 

kunskapsdagen. 

Svedin, C. G., & Priebe, G. (2007). Selling Sex in a Population-Based Study of High School Seniors in 

Sweden: Demographic and Psychosocial Correlates. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 36. 21-32 

Waterman, C. K., & Foss-Goodman, D. (1984). Child molesting: Variables relating to attribution of fault 

to victims, offenders, and nonparticipation parents. The Journal of Sex Research, 20(4), 329-349. 

Walrath, C., Ybarra, M., Holden, E. W., Liao, Q., Santiago, R., & Leaf, P. (2003). Children with reported 

histories of sexual abuse: utilizing multiple perspectives to understand clinical and psychosocial 

profiles. Child Abuse & Neglect, 27(3). 509-524.  

Wells, M. & Mitchell, K. (2008). How do High Risk Youth Use the Internet? Characteristics & 

Implications for Prevention. Child Maltreatment,13,227-234. 
Wolak, J., Finkelhor, D., and Mitchell, K. (2004). Internet-initiated Sex Crimes against Minors: 

Implications for Prevention Based on Findings from a National Study. Journal of Adolescent Health, 

35, 424-433. 

Wolak, J., Mitchell, K. J., & Finkelhor, D. (2006). Online victimization of youth: Five years later. 

Journal of the American Academy of Pedriatrics, 118,1169-1177. 

Wolak, J., Finkelhor, D., Mitchell, K., and Ybarra, L. M. (2008). Online „Predators“ and Their Victims: 

Myths, Realities, and Implications for Prevention and Treatment. American Psychologist, 63, 111-

128. 

  

http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/pdf/CV178_online%20first.pdf
http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/pdf/CV178_online%20first.pdf


24 

 

Appendix 

Bakgrundsinformation 

1. Ålder? ___________ 

2. Boende 

o Hos föräldrar (med en eller båda) 

o Inneboende/gruppboende/släktingar 

o Ensamboende (eget boende) 

o Ensamboende + barn (eget boende) 

o Sambo/gift (gemensamt boende) 

o Sambo/gift + barn (gemensamt boende) 

3. Civilstånd 

o Ensamstående 

o Pojkvän/flickvän 

o Sambo/gift 

o Särbo 

4. Sysselsättning 

o Studerar 

o Arbetar 

o Arbetslös 

o Sjukskriven 

o Annat:  

 

Innan händelsen 

5. Hur mådde du psykiskt innan kontakten med ″Alexandra″ på nätet? Markera med ett 

kryss på skalan nedan. 

 

Mycket dåligt -5 -4 -3  -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 Mycket bra 

 

6. Har du varit utsatt för någon form av övergrepp innan kontakten med 

”Alexandra“/FK? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, besriv kort: 

 

Under händelsen 

7. Hur gammal var du när första gången blev kontaktad av ”Alexandra“? _______ 

8. Hur mådde du psykiskt under kontakten med ″Alexandra″ på nätet? Markera med ett 

kryss på skalan nedan. 

9. Hur uppstod den första kontakten med “Alexandra”? 

o Internet: Genom vilken sida (t.ex MSN, chatrum eller annat)? 

Beskriv kort:  
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o Mobil 

o Annat?  

Beskriv kort:  

10. Hur upplevde du kontakten med ″Alexandra″ när den pågick? Markera med ett kryss 

på skalan nedan. 

11. Skickade du bilder på dig själv till ”Alexandra“? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

 

12. Om Ja, vilken typ av bilder skickades till ″Alexandra″ (fler än ett alternativ kan 

väljas)? 

o Ansiktsbilder 

o Påklädda bilder 

o Halvnakna bilder 

o Helnakna bilder 

o Webshow (sexuell) 

o Annat: ________________ 

 

13. Träffade du FK (Atheer)? 

o Ja  

o Nej 

Om Ja, berätta kort om mötet (var, när och hur):  

14. Träffades ni: (fler än ett alternativ kan väljas) 

o Ett tillfälle 

o Flertal tillfällen   Antal:_______ 

o Ej sexuell kontakt 

o Sexuell kontakt 

 

Efter händelsen 

15. Hur mådde du psykiskt efter kontakten med ”Alexandra”/FK(Festkungen) på nätet? 

Markera med ett kryss på skalan nedan. 

 

Avslöjandet 

16. Beskriv kort vad som fungerade bra respektive dåligt för dig i samband med att det 

avslöjades?  

17. Hur mådde du när det avslöjades?  

Beskriv kort dina känslor?  

18. Hoppades du på en avslöjande? 
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o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv kort varför: 

Polisutredningen 

19. Hur många gånger förhörde polisen dig? ____________ 

Beskriv kort vad som fungerade bra respektive dåligt under tiden polisutredningen 

pågick?  

20. Beskriv kort din upplevelse av polisförhören:  

21. Fick du något stöd (inklusive professionellt stöd) under polisutredningen?Beskriv 

kort.  

Rättegången 

22. Vittnade du i tingsrätten? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

23. Vittnade du i hovrätten? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om du vittnade, beskriv kort vad som fungerade bra respektive dåligt under 

rättegångarna:  

24. Hur upplevde du rättegången/rättegångarna? 

Beskriv kort din upplevelse av rättegångarna:  

25. Var det något som rörde din kontakt med ″Alexandra″ eller Atheer som inte kom 

fram (som du inte berättade om) i polisutredningen eller under rättegångarna, men som 

du nu i efterhand tycker borde kommit fram?  

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort vad och varför du inte berättade:  

26. Har du fått för stöd (inklusive professionellt stöd) efter rättegången? Beskriv kort. 

Efter domen 

27. Har du efter kontakten med ″Alexandra″ haft problem med:  

o Självskadebeteende 

o Alkohol/Droger 

o Annat: 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort:  

28. Har du efter domen haft problem i skolan eller på arbetet? 
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o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort på vilket sätt:  

29. Har du efter domen haft problem i relationer till andra? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort:  

30. Har du efter domen blivit kontaktad av Alexandra-mannen ? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort på vilket sätt och vad han sagt: 

31. Har du varit med om liknande händelser igen? 

o Ja 

o Nej 

Om Ja, beskriv gärna kort:  

32. Vilken är din viktigaste lärdom av dina erfarenheter?  

33. Vad skulle du vilja säga till tjejer som riskerar att utsättas för samma som du var 

med om?  

34. Hur är ditt mående idag? Markera med ett kryss på skalan nedan. 


