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Foreword

Where do I start?

Writing this book has been a strange and complicated journey. In my professional work, I often speak about the complexities of our identities. We are so many people at once. We all are.

But as I planned this book, conducted the research, and then sat down to write it up – one question plagued me.

Is it possible to take up the position of an expert psychologist teaching about stalking – whilst also being a victim of it?

It would be so much easier to be one or the other. I could write the book as Dr Jessica Taylor, the Chartered Psychologist specialising in trauma and abuse. I could maintain an image of an objective professional (whatever that means!). I could talk to you about fascinating studies, trends in data, and the theories of why people engage in such dangerous and abusive behaviours online. I could show you diagrams and tables. I could teach you about policing, prosecution, and laws.

Alternatively, I could write the book as Jess, the woman who was lied about and stalked online and in person, 24 hours a day, for years of her life. The woman who developed crippling fears and phobias. The woman who questioned whether she had slipped into the Twilight Zone. The woman who was framed as delusional and self-obsessed for trying to talk about being stalked. The woman who was a victim in multiple police investigations whilst trying to hold down motherhood, a career and a marriage. The woman who almost lost her life.

But I am not one or the other. I am both. If I platform one part of myself, I deny the other. If I hide the trauma, the harm, and my personal experiences of being stalked, I only further stigmatise the experiences of victims around the world, who are told not to speak out. If I write a book where I prioritise my career and my professional identity, I teach the millions of women who follow me that they cannot be both capable and a victim of abuse and stalking at the same time.

And so, after much thought, I chose to write a book from both perspectives. I want to role-model our duality and our reality. This book is filled with stories, personal experiences, confessions, and thoughts – but it is also shaped by years of experience working with police and prosecution colleagues, peer-reviewed evidence, decades of theories, interesting data, academic studies, and global reports from some of the best minds in the world when it comes to these topics.

In this book, I take you through the world of online stalking – and into the minds and tactics of stalkers who are utilising the internet as a safe haven for their obsessions and crimes.

My name is Dr Jessica Taylor.

I am a psychologist specialising in trauma, abuse, and stalking.

And I am also a victim of stalking.




INTRODUCTION

A new breed of stalker

Jennifer’s phone lit the dark living room up again and again. It was 9:22 pm on a Thursday night.

She had been in back-to-back meetings with clients since 9 am and was exhausted. Her husband was in the kitchen finishing the clean up from dinner. The TV glowed with a frozen scene from the television programme Bridgerton, which had been paused now for well over an hour. She reached for her phone immediately and opened up the group chat that she had been added to earlier that evening. A rush of excitement pulsed through her. Anticipation gave her energy and then the seething resentment set back in.

She opened the chat as more notifications popped up.

Anna: Yeah, totally agree

Naomi: We need to expose her for what she really is

Anna: She wouldn’t like that now, would she?

Samantha: Who gives a fuck? What is she gonna do? She won’t know it was us

Jane: She will know . . . she’s not that stupid

Samantha: Doesn’t matter. She won’t be able to prove it. And she probably won’t figure it out fast enough. She isn’t as smart as she likes to believe

Jane: She will probably love the attention, knowing her

Anna: True! She is disgustingly self-obsessed. She had this coming for ages. I’m glad us girls are the ones to do it tbh

Jane: I’ve been waiting so long for this. I fucking hate her with a passion

Naomi: Girl, same

Jennifer watched the messages pop up, one by one, with unfettered glee. She had never done anything like this before but had readily accepted the invite when Anna had added her to the new group. She only really knew Anna, but the other women seemed just as committed to this as she was.

At first, she had been worried about joining the group, but Anna had reassured her that everyone was there for the same purpose. And it seemed safe enough. Surely no one was going to expose anyone else as it would be too much of a risk. Everyone was equally implicated, after all. Everyone had jobs and lives to protect. She took another sip of the Shiraz from dinner, being careful not to get caught smirking at her phone.

She took another quick, careful glance over her shoulder. Her husband was still in the kitchen, mumbling along to a song on the radio and not paying any attention.

Anna: I just hate her ugly face, do you know what I mean? I just want to punch her

Samantha: And that fucking fringe. Jesus. Looks like a bloody four-year-old cut it

Anna: That’s offensive to four-year-olds

Jane: It’s that face she always pulls in pictures. You can just tell by looking in her eyes what a nasty bitch she truly is behind the scenes

Naomi: Oh 100% – she plays this perfect role to the public, but I bet she is absolutely evil behind closed doors

Jennifer took another sip of wine and flicked over to the Instagram app. She had been watching the profile for weeks. Silently. Carefully. Never engaging. Never commenting or liking anything. Just watching her, hating her more and more each day. She had never wanted someone to suffer so much in her life. And now, it seemed that she had found others who felt the same way.

Samantha: She is evil. I know people who know her. I could say so much about her – and I will – I’ll tell everyone everything. We just need to strategise

Jane: I was thinking that we should set up a website about her. If we hide our details behind a fake name, she won’t be able to get it taken down

Naomi: Easier to just set up fake social media profiles, Jane

Jane: Yeah, true. We could do both?

Samantha: We can but it’s gotta be bigger than that. We have her address, phone numbers, emails, and we know everything about her. Her wife. Her kids. Her family. Her work. Who her friends are. I know plenty of people who hate her. We could fucking ruin her

Jennifer giggled into her glass. Her mind buzzed with wine and exhilaration. This was perfect. Beautiful to witness. Finally, someone was going to take this woman down – and she got to be right at the heart of it all.

Anna: I know someone who lives near her too. Sees her all the time in Asda looking like shit, apparently

Jane: Trolley filled with multipacks of her beloved crisps, is it?

Naomi: Probably. Don’t forget the chavvy Smirnoff Ice and that shitty Jam Shed wine she drinks!

Samantha: No wonder she got so fucking fat and then had to use filters on all her pictures

Naomi: She’s gross. How is she only 32? I swear she lies about her age. The state of her. I mean, I am not being funny but if I looked like that, I wouldn’t be prancing about on Instagram. I look better than her and I’ve got 20 years on her

Anna: Haha! True! I could ask my friend to find out what else she knows, actually. Do a bit of digging. She sees her all the time. She says she goes to a restaurant called La Belle in town, too. She told me that she walks her dogs across some fields near her house – found the road name on Google Maps

Jane: Like I said, we should dig up more stuff about her and put it online. I found her house on Rightmove – I’ll send you all the link. You can see the purchase price and photos of the entire house – it has the room plans on there too

Anna: Hmm. We need to think bigger. We should have a zoom call. We could plan properly then. Figure out what to do and hit her where it hurts

Jennifer looked over her shoulder to see where her husband was. She could still hear the faint noises of glasses and plates being stacked over the soft hum of the dishwasher. He knew nothing of the plans – and nothing about the new group. The thrill of the schemes and possibilities surged through her.

She took one last sip from her wine glass, paced the living room in front of the TV that was still paused, and held down her finger to record a hurried voice note to the group.

“I am so glad we have this group, ladies. You are all such wonderful, wonderful women. I am so proud that we have all come together to do this. I have been reading all of your messages, and I am up for all of it. I hate her so much. I can’t even put it into words. I say we do everything. Website. Social media. Drop leaflets all over her fucking street. Then we go to the press with stories about her. She won’t know it’s us, and actually, if she figures it out, I don’t even fucking care . . .”

Jennifer paused briefly to catch her breath. She realised that her hushed voice had raised with every sentence and peered slightly into the kitchen to make sure that her husband hadn’t heard anything.

As she finished her voice note to the other women, there were tears in her eyes. She was full of a heady mixture of overwhelming excitement and incandescent hatred for a woman she had only met the once for a few minutes.

“I, for one, cannot wait to end this cunt.”

***

That woman they were planning to take down? That was me.

The reason I know what was said in those private groups is because months later, one day in 2023, one of those women became so concerned by what they were involved in that she chose to tell me – and then showed me everything she had. Up to that day, I had no idea what was happening to me, how it was occurring, or who was behind it all.

The moment that I heard the familiar voice say those final words of the voice note through gritted teeth is burned into my memory. The joy, the rage, the confidence, the deep-seated hatred.

When people hear the word ‘stalker’, they don’t really picture a group of women in a dedicated WhatsApp group, do they?

More often than not, they picture something cinematic. A psychotic man in a car outside a house, watching as a woman comes home from work. A shadow at the end of a driveway, fantasising about murdering their next victim. Flowers left on a doorstep by an obsessed, socially inept weirdo. A rejected lover who cannot let go of his ex – and wants to make sure that no one else can ever have her. Even now – after decades of research, policies, legislation, and high-profile murders – stalking remains romanticised, sexualised, pathologised, minimised, and misunderstood. It is framed as obsession born of love, of madness, heartbreak, or delusion.

Worse still, ‘stalking’ is now becoming common parlance in the online world. People casually say, “I stalked her on Facebook”, or “I still stalk my ex on Instagram all the time!”

In that way, stalking is simultaneously positioned as a common, harmless, everyday thing we all do on social media when we are being a bit nosey – and also a rare, terrifying crime by a stranger that leads to abduction and violent murder.

For me, neither of those framings were particularly helpful – or accurate.

I came to understand stalking from two directions at once. The first was familiar to the criminal justice system: I was stalked and harassed by a man who refused to relinquish control over my life.

The second was something far less visible and far less understood: the digital, obsessive surveillance, harassment, and abuse from a group of women I barely knew – resulting in months of police investigations across multiple police forces and, eventually, court orders for stalking.

These two experiences collided in my life in ways that forced me to confront a reality that our institutions have not caught up with: the nature of stalking has changed. Or perhaps more accurately, stalking has revealed itself in new forms. Obsession, entitlement and grievance have always existed, the internet didn’t create them. But our digitalised world has industrialised them.

And as I will explore in this book, perhaps it has even encouraged them.

Stalking, in its simplest definition, is a pattern of unwanted, fixated and intrusive behaviours directed at a specific person that causes fear or distress. But it doesn’t help that there is still so much debate and discussion about how to define stalking. Even the words are up for debate. Some call it stalking, others call it harassment. Some call it cyberstalking, others call it online stalking. Online mobbing. Group stalking. Cyberharassment. Online abuse. Trolling.

It is not easy to pull together an evidence base on a crime that appears to have ten names.

I suppose some of this issue may be because online stalking is ever evolving. Someone writes a paper back in the early 2000s about the perils of MSN messenger, and in the blink of an eye, MSN messenger is obsolete, and we are dealing with a completely new threat. Charities warn that people are setting up riots and fights via BlackBerry Messenger, and a few years later, BBM doesn’t even exist. It’s been taken over by something entirely new.

Academics explore the distant, conceptual dangers of smartphones, and the possibility of children having unfettered access to the internet one day, and now we all have extremely powerful smartphones in our pockets with apps that connect us instantly to millions of strangers – children and toddlers included.

I don’t envy the academics attempting to keep up with this area of research. When it comes to online harassment, scholars have described this most recently as an umbrella term which covers trolling, insults, threats, stalking, aggressive communication, doxing and much more – including privacy violations, spreading false information about the victim, calls for death or physical harm, technological harms, mobbing, and coordinated attacks on reputation (Ivask & Lon, 2023; Citron, 2014; Waisbord, 2020).

Previously, the term ‘cyberstalking’ had been used for many of these same tactics – which was defined as the repeated pursuit to intimidate, control, monitor or harass using electronic means, usually characterised by fixation, repetition, unwanted contact, persistence and fear induction (Kavish & Naidu, 2022; Reyns et al., 2012; Dresing et al., 2014; Piotrowski & Lathrop, 2011).

As you can probably see, that’s a pretty huge list of behaviours and actions that has been added to over time and which, despite being lengthy, has been criticised as being too vague and too ambiguous by others (Miller, 2023).

Personally, I am not sure that I agree that it is too vague, I think it is a rather specific list. I just think that we are used to neater and smaller definitions of crimes. The issue with online stalking though, is that the crime is so multi-faceted, varied, and immense that academics and policymakers are struggling to pin it down – especially as rapidly changing technology means that it evolves at a pace that’s difficult to keep up with.

Not only is the crime evolving, but so are our populations. Different generations, cultures, education levels, sexes, backgrounds, political and religious beliefs and socioeconomic classes are all mixing together online – and they all have different relationships with the internet. Interestingly, for example, researchers have found that online stalkers tend to be younger, more educated, high performing, and more likely to be professionals than general stalkers (Kaur et al., 2020). Some research into the stalking of professionals in health and social care professions even found that professionals are much more likely to be stalked by their colleagues at work than by their clients or patients (Sheridan et al., 2019).

General stalking has more stable definitions in law, and in literature, generally harking back to Mullen’s et al.’s (2001) definitions from the exploration of stalking and stalking typologies – which we will return to later in the book. Stalking is defined as a pattern of repeated and unwanted contacts experienced as intrusion, leading to distress and fear. Mullen et al. (2000) and McKeon et al. (2015) also commented that stalking is ‘victim-defined’ – meaning that stalking is generally determined by the impact on the victim, rather than the perpetrator’s specific actions or their intent. In this way, stalking is quite a unique crime.

What they mean by this is that stalking can be made up of lots of seemingly benign, non-criminal acts – such as visiting an area repeatedly, or sending letters and gifts – none of those things are illegal, but if they are put together and if they are totally unwanted, repetitive and causing the victim psychological and emotional stress – they constitute stalking.

Stalking cannot be a singular act, and so, it is not a misunderstanding, or misplaced admiration, or an expression of romance. It is not fandom gone wrong. Stalking is defined as a course of conduct. It is repeated. It is intentional. And at its core, it is about power. Like all abuse.

Power to intrude, to monitor, to intimidate, to destabilise and sometimes, to punish.

However, one major problem with all of this is that the perceptions of professionals, police officers, friends and family must exactly match those of the victim of stalking if their concerns are to be recognised (Scott et al., 2014) – and so this presents a serious problem. If professionals do not agree, or do not perceive that the actions constitute stalking, the case goes nowhere.

The College of Policing in the UK recently introduced a mnemonic for police officers to use when identifying stalking – as so many cases are missed or wrongly categorised (Suzy Lamplugh Trust, 2022). The mnemonic is simple, effective, and useful and I use it myself in my teaching with police officers and detectives.


According to the College of Policing, stalking behaviours must be FOUR:

F – Fixated

O – Obsessive

U – Unwanted

R – Repetitive



I quite like this simple conceptualisation – it forces the officer to focus on the core of the behaviour, and not the individual incidents, which could easily be minimised or simply dismissed as coincidences. It also helps a victim to feel validated that their experience is in fact stalking, and that they are not exaggerating it, or misunderstanding it.

I guess, when we strip away the mythology and the definitions, stalking could be seen as an extension of coercive control. Coercive control, although widely recognised as domestic abuse, can occur across any domain. In the workplace, in our friendship groups, in our society, in religion, even in politics and media. We are frequently controlled, coerced, manipulated, lied to, intimidated, bullied, and monitored in many domains of our lives. As depressing as it may seem, coercive practices are part of our daily lives, and we are often groomed into decisions, experiences, desires and beliefs. This is so embedded into the fabric of our lives that we barely even notice anymore. It is no wonder that we struggle so much to recognise abuse, stalking, grooming, and violations of ourselves when it is happening all around us.

Stalking certainly bears resemblance to coercive control, which refers to a strategic pattern of behaviour designed to dominate another person by isolating them, undermining their autonomy, regulating their behaviour, and instilling fear (Stark, 2019). I had never really considered this heavy overlap before, but what I have seen and what I experienced has taught me that coercive control does not necessarily require any intimacy. It only requires fixation, a willingness to gain and a desire to exert power over someone.

The internet has expanded the reach of that power beyond anything our legal systems were built to manage. Before the internet, how could one person possibly have so much power over the portrayal and activities of a stranger’s life?

Contrary to some online criticism that calls victims ‘snowflakes who can’t take any criticism’, online stalking is not simply ‘trolling on social media’. It is not disagreement, debate or free speech. In line with traditionally defined stalking, it is a pattern of surveillance, monitoring, data harvesting, impersonation, narrative manipulation, humiliation, identity destruction, threat, intimidation, and mob activation carried out through digital platforms. It is the systematic use of the internet and other technologies to track, watch, document, distort, control, terrorise, and weaponise someone’s life.

The modern landscape makes this frighteningly easy – in fact, some scholars have recently found that being stalked online is now more common than being stalked in person (Fox et al., 2024).

When it comes to in-person stalking in our general population, the patterns of victimisation match those of other forms of abuse. Women are much more likely to be stalked than men.

1 in 5 women and 1 in 20 men report being stalked in their lifetime (ONS, 2025, Smith et al., 2017). Globally, 20% of people in English-speaking nations report having been stalked in their lifetime (Spitzberg et al., 2010). Studies have found that between 26–41% of victims who are stalked in person will also be subjected to online stalking from the offender (Ahlgrim and Terrance, 2021).

The other way around, my research for parliament into online stalking victims targeted on so-called ‘gossip’ website Tattle Life found that out of 150 cases I analysed, 24% were covertly filmed or photographed by their online stalker, 22% were followed in person, 23% were sent letters and emails directly, and in 20% of cases, the victim’s children were filmed or photographed by online stalkers who then uploaded that footage to the internet. In 16% of cases, online stalkers attended the home or work address of the victim to harass them in person (Taylor, 2025).

When it comes to the prevalence of online stalking where there is no contact offending or in-person stalking elements at all, the statistics vary greatly. Some recent academic reviews have found that in both university student and general population samples, between 5%–51% of people admit to stalking someone else online, and between 3%–41% of people say they have been stalked online (Weekes & Storey, 2025).

Interestingly, whilst some research has found that men are still the majority perpetrators of both in-person stalking and online stalking in forensic samples – more recent studies are now finding that men and women are equally likely to engage in stalking online, and that perpetration is increasing (Ahlgrim & Terrance, 2021).

My own research found that 87% of the perpetrators of online abuse, stalking and harassment were female (Taylor, 2025).

Women are more likely than men to perpetrate covert and persistent stalking behaviours over long periods of time, such as monitoring, watching, fixations on the victim’s social media accounts, creating websites, and gaining access to their victim’s emails and text messages (Fernandez-Cruz et al., 2021; March et al., 2020; Purcell et al., 2001; Smoker & March, 2017). This prompted me to include Chapter 3, which looks specifically at female stalkers, not least because almost all of my own stalkers were women. As a feminist psychologist, whose work centres around violence against women and girls, it was quite the confrontation to have to accept that the significant harm that I was being subjected to was being enacted by other women. When my research in 2025 found that hundreds of other victims were being targeted by women, I became interested in that emerging pattern.

With a few clicks, any person can access property records, business records and files, archived articles, cached social media posts, photographs, family members’ names, friends lists, follower lists, workplace information, CV documents, videos, playlists, comments, reviews, and all manner of historical content scraped from platforms you thought you had deleted years ago. Public records are searchable. Companies sell personal data. Old usernames resurface. Tagged images reveal our locations. Even well-intentioned friends inadvertently disclose personal information through birthday posts and celebratory photographs that they tag us in. It’s a minefield.

Surveillance by stalkers, once labour-intensive and risky, is now frictionless – and totally safe – for them.

People who stalk can sit in the comfort of their own living room, becoming increasingly obsessed with their victim – spending endless hours each day monitoring and harassing them – and no one around them will even notice because everyone else is on their phone.

Online stalking is invisible and hidden in plain sight.

You could be sat across from your partner in the living room whilst they obsessively stalk and traumatise their victim – and you would never even know.

Online surveillance refers to the continuous monitoring of someone’s digital presence: their posts, likes, comments, professional updates, photographs, friends, and associations. It often involves screenshots taken within minutes of publication, notifications set up to alert the stalker to any activity, and the archiving of content for later use. It is an alarming level of control over the victim, who oftentimes doesn’t even know they are being stalked in this way. For the stalker, it is maintenance of proximity and connection, without the need for physical presence or personal risk.

Six factors of cyberstalking – De Fazio et al., (2020)




	Factor

	Examples




	Dissemination

	Posting false information on social media; posting or sending private photos, videos and messages to networks; using email, messages and social media to spread rumours and accusations about the victim.




	Threats

	Physical threats to harm or kill; social threats to ruin the victim’s life or career; hacking into the victim’s accounts; stealing the victim’s identity; creating fake social media accounts in the victim’s name; sending spyware and viruses to the victim.




	Harassment

	Sending images, messages, voicemails, posts, comments, letters and/or any other form of communication, directly or indirectly, which can present as affectionate, romantic, hate-filled, angry, needy, suicidal, sexual, threatening, and obsessive.




	Denigration

	Encouraging others to contact or harass/stalk the victim; setting up defamatory websites, threads, forum topics and posts about the victim; making complaints and reports about the victim; ordering goods or items, or subscribing to services in the victim’s name.




	Contact/Proximity

	Unwanted repeated emails and calls; spying, monitoring, using GPS or electronic devices to track the victim; checking metadata on photographs and social media posts for locations and information; following, visiting or contacting venues, workplaces, addresses.




	Impersonation

	Using the victim’s name, photos, likeness or identity to send messages, set up accounts, post or comment on social media or forums – often pretending to be the victim whilst harming or harassing others .






In line with De Fazio et al. (2020), I identified 55 common tactics used by online stalkers, with the most common being mass dissemination of damaging lies claiming that the victim was committing crimes, abusing their children, and suffering from severe mental illnesses, or sustained ridicule, doxxing of home addresses, dissemination of personal data, public posts and doxxing of victims’ children, and making malicious allegations or reports to the victim’s employers (Taylor, 2025).

Social media and the rise of parasocial relationships have also changed the way that stalkers may feel entitled to access their victim, something which has been considered by scholars across several disciplines as access to the internet has spread since the turn of the millennium.

People are becoming increasingly personally and emotionally connected to acquaintances and strangers online because social media platforms allow us unprecedented access to other people’s lives. They are in love with celebrities, they feel like they ‘know’ their favourite YouTuber, and they feel like they are best friends with the influencers they follow. They ‘stalk’ their old friends and exes. They obsessively watch the stories of people they used to know twenty years ago – or vaguely know through someone else.

As someone with around half a million followers at the time of writing this book, I regularly receive letters, emails, messages and even gifts from people who feel strongly that they ‘know’ me. They offer for me to stay in their house if I am ever in their city, they ask me out to dinner and for drinks, and they contact me to tell me about extremely personal aspects of their lives.

Don’t get me wrong here – I don’t think that these people are stalking me or doing anything wrong. They are often lovely, friendly people from all around the world who feel compelled and comfortable to talk to me due to the relationship and connection they have with me due to my social media or my books. I also cannot pretend that I have never done the same. I can recall writing to a woman I had never met because I felt that I strongly related to a personal story that she had posted online. I wanted to send her some support, and to offer her my help, should she ever need it.

She replied within the hour, we had a short conversation – swapped stories – and it was helpful for both of us. The online world is peculiar, and I won’t pretend that I do not partake in that peculiarity! The world has changed so much in such a short space of time, and many of us now find and build friendships, connections and even significant intimate relationships online.

But a parasocial relationship is defined as a one-sided psychological attachment formed by an individual towards someone who does not know them (Brooks, 2021; Hackley and Hackley, 2016; McCutcheon et al., 2002). Originally used to describe audiences’ emotional attachments to celebrities, the term has expanded in the age of influencers, activists, and public intellectuals. Parasocial attachment is not inherently harmful, and in fact, it’s extremely common.

Research even shows that when news programmes were suffering from a lack of emotional connection with the viewer, TV channels realised that the more friendly, chatty, personable and attractive the newsreader, the more people would watch the news. Simply put, parasocial relationships are leveraged and utilised without us even realising.

Many of us feel very connected to public figures without crossing any boundaries. Parasocial entitlement, however, is different, as I explore across several chapters of this book.

Parasocial entitlement is the belief that access to someone’s public presence creates a right to their private self. It is the conviction that reading someone’s posts, listening to their podcast, following them on social media, buying their products, or watching their interviews grants intimacy and access to their personal lives, choices, thoughts, ideas and experiences. It morphs easily into resentment when that imagined intimacy is not reciprocated. The stalker feels wronged by boundaries. They feel excluded or rejected from a relationship that never existed in the first place (Brooks, 2021; Jin & Ryu, 2020).

For an online stalker, it can mean that they become increasingly angry when the person they have become obsessed with hasn’t shared something personal about themselves that the stalker wants to know about. Maybe the person hasn’t posted about their relationship, or their children, or maybe they have political or religious beliefs they have never shared online (McLaughlin & Wohn, 2021; Mardon et al., 2022).

Researchers exploring these reactions found ample evidence of strangers becoming fixated with influencers, media personalities and YouTubers – and then becoming disgusted, outraged and personally hurt when they felt that they were trying to keep some parts of their lives private. This is an interesting topic, highly interrelated with stalking, and so I have dedicated Chapter 11 to this phenomenon.

In my own personal experience, this parasocial element was where it got dangerous for me. People who were stalking me became alarmingly entitled, feeling like they should have access to my entire life.

When entitlement meets grievance – and 24/7 access to technology – a new breed of stalker emerges.

Grievance is a powerful psychological driver. It is the perception of injustice, humiliation or betrayal, often disproportionate or entirely fabricated. Grievance fuels revenge-seeking behaviour. Revenge justifies the endless intrusion. In some cases, the stalker constructs a false narrative in which they are the injured party and the target is morally corrupt, dangerous, fraudulent, or abusive. This moral reframing allows the stalker to see themselves not as an aggressor, but instead as a whistleblower, a protector, or a truth-teller – an approach much more common in female stalkers.

That’s where I got the idea for the book you are reading today – the ponderance that the modern online stalker was not like the traditional violent male stalker we are all warned about. Thousands of people online are convincing themselves that their target is the real issue, therefore, in their minds, justifying their stalking behaviours. What’s fascinating to me is how often I now see this pattern. Not just towards celebrities or people in the public eye – but towards women in the family courts, people who try to exit an abusive family, someone who owns a little shop in the centre of town, or someone who has simply left their employer for a better role.

People are working in groups to stalk and terrorise their victims online, whilst telling themselves that they are doing it for an important, justified or even moral reason. Friends do it. Families do it. Colleagues do it. Strangers do it.

This is where weaponised bureaucracy and stalking by proxy enter the story. Weaponised bureaucracy, another common tactic of online stalkers, refers to the strategic use of institutional systems to harass, intimidate, and destabilise a target. It includes repeated complaints to regulatory bodies, false reports to police or social services, vexatious legal actions, spurious safeguarding referrals and coordinated attempts to trigger investigations. From the cases I have analysed, the goal is never the pursuit of justice, rather it seems to be an attempt to exhaust and emotionally collapse the victim.

Stalking by proxy is scarily effective, too, which is something I will explore further as this book progresses.

The internet makes previously complex coordination frighteningly simple. Anonymous forums, encrypted messaging groups, and private chat channels allow individuals to organise collectively. Anonymous mobs form around a shared grievance, amplifying and exaggerating their accusations, encouraging escalating behaviours, and reinforcing each other’s hostility or hatred of someone. In these spaces, rumour becomes fact through repetition – the more they all say it, the more real it becomes to them. Screenshots and Facebook posts are dissected as though they are forensic evidence in a high-profile case, and people begin to see themselves as detectives solving a mystery or proving that someone is a criminal mastermind. Ordinary human behaviour such as celebrating a job promotion or posting pictures of a sunny holiday is reinterpreted through a lens of suspicion.

The new breed of stalker often operates successfully without physical proximity. Research shows that most never approach the victim in person (Weekes & Storey, 2025; Meloy et al., 2011), making it extremely hard for victims to explain the risk to police.

These types of stalkers may never attempt to visit or stand outside their home, for example. But that is because they have found other ways to watch, to document, to obsess and speculate. They construct elaborate timelines. They attribute hidden meanings and subliminal messages to the mundane social media posts of their victims. They interpret neutral statements as coded messages directed at them. They come up with fantastical stories about why someone was cropped out of a photo or fabricate in their minds the ‘real’ reason why someone isn’t posting about the latest political scandal.

Frankly, I have never seen anything quite like it and I am worried about where this will take us, if not discussed and then addressed. Especially because so many of us seem to be partaking in this behaviour, watching it, complicit in it, ignoring it, minimising it or have been victims of it.

Is stalking just a symptom of our toxic relationship with the internet? Or is it something much deeper?

Projection seems to play a central role. Projection is a defence mechanism in which an individual attributes their own thoughts, motives, or feelings to someone else. The stalker who is fixated and obsessed accuses the target of being obsessed with them. The stalker who monitors constantly accuses the target of monitoring them. The stalker who harbours hostility accuses the target of aggression, abuse or hatred of them or others. We do see this in general stalking cases, too – so this is not specific to online stalkers at all.

I experienced this myself. Some of the people stalking me would make posts addressed directly to me, as if I knew who they were. They would often say things like, “Hey Jess! I know you’re watching me! I know you’re obsessed with reading my posts!”

I was only made aware of these posts months later when police were investigating – but in the minds of my stalkers, I was watching them and reading everything they wrote about me (and to me).

As this was one of the most unsettling experiences of being stalked online, I was shocked to find that the behaviour had already been documented and analysed in academic research. Mardon et al. (2022) found many examples of online forums where the people stalking and harassing social media influencers were absolutely convinced that the victim was reading all of their posts – so much so, that they would frequently address them directly. More than this though, they would then interpret the victim’s subsequent behaviour or posts as if the victim were responding directly to them.

It is quite alarming to realise that there is someone out there in the world with a parasocial attachment to you, stalking you, fixated on you, and also thinking that you are not only aware of their existence but that you are reading all of their posts in real time, and subliminally responding to them.

As the stalking that I experienced became more serious, I was presented with dozens upon dozens of my own public posts and asked whether they were ‘really about’ a stranger who believed I was subliminally communicating with them. The idea that my public posts – my ordinary, general commentary about psychology, abuse, VAWG, and trauma – were secret messaging for a stranger not only baffled me, but also worried me a great deal. It was in those moments I realised that the people stalking me had moved beyond disliking me or wanting to frighten me, they had come to believe I was communicating with them specifically – and this was something police struggled to comprehend.

This reveals another uncomfortable truth that will be explored in this book: our systems are woefully unprepared for this new breed of online stalker because they have been taught to cling to outdated psychological and psychiatric models.

Stalking is still frequently framed and explored in academia and practice as a manifestation of mental illness and personality disorder (Albrecht et al., 2022). Even public discourse still leans heavily on ideas of delusion, erotomania, or psychosis. Erotomania (a psychiatric term supposedly describing a delusional belief that another person, often of higher status, is in love with the individual) has been researched and theorised in stalking cases for decades – despite most stalking cases having very little to do with love or romance.

As an anti-pathology, trauma-informed psychologist myself, I reject the pathologisation of any behaviours – even the ones that harm me – that seem totally ‘delusional’. I don’t think stalking is driven by mental illness or personality disorder, but I do think we need to explore what is really driving these fixations. Research has repeatedly shown that stalking is not driven by psychosis or mental illness (Albrecht et al., 2022; BPS, 2022). Instead, it is influenced by many social behaviours and it is often driven by control and grievance (even if that grievance is imagined).

By pathologising stalking as madness, we obscure its strategic nature. We render it tragic instead of dangerous and deliberate – meaning that the sympathy and support can lean towards the offender. We treat it as a helpless romantic obsession rather than coercive and abusive power – again, framing the offender as having no control. The fact is that they have all the control, whilst the victim is left to struggle. From my perspective, when we frame stalkers as sociopaths, psychopaths and people with personality disorders, we fail to see the calculated behaviours of those who are perfectly capable of planning, coordinating, evading, and manipulating systems.

In thinking so deeply about these issues as a trauma-informed psychologist, I came to realise recently that the digital environment also creates what I can only describe as a new kind of victim.

The victim of online stalking might not be afraid of being physically followed home, but she is afraid of being followed everywhere. A stalker might have knowledge of her workplace. Her children’s school. Her professional regulators. Her clients. Her community. Her clubs. Her town centre. Her conversations. Her social media profiles.

She must consider not only physical safety, but another form of safety. Her privacy. Her career. Her livelihood. Her reputational survival. In our online world, her digital footprint quickly becomes one of the most dangerous and valuable assets to her stalker.

For most people, they have likely never considered how much their ‘reputation’ is worth. I don’t just mean the reputation of a celebrity either, I mean your own reputation. As you sit there right now, reading this book – you have a reputation, do you not?

Maybe you have a reputation for being funny, caring, kind and friendly. Maybe you have a reputation for being a great parent, or a loving partner. Maybe people would say about you that you are great at your job, a person with strong morals, or someone who would go out of your way to help someone in need.

Now imagine what would happen to your life, your family, your job, and your friendships if your reputation was suddenly destroyed. You woke up tomorrow and your new reputation was that you were actually a terrible person behind closed doors, you were selfish, abusive, nasty, violent or manipulative. You neglect your children, you cheat on your partner, you steal from your workplace, you lie about your life, and you have no morals. You don’t care about anyone but yourself. And now, everyone is saying it about you.

Our reputations carry incredible weight that most of us don’t consider much of the time, but in a world where we present ourselves online every day, a stalker can examine, analyse, monitor and then weaponise our reputation with very little effort.

Reputational harm is not abstract. It has the power to upend our entire identity. In professional contexts, repeated allegations, even if they are unproven, can trigger investigations, suspensions, suspicion, bullying, or lost employment. In personal contexts, rumours can fracture friendships and isolate people from their families. The new kind of victim must anticipate not only violence, but narrative – something that exists about all of us, but most of us have never really thought about unless we have personal
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