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Lost in Definition: Conceptual and Practical Challenges

in Policing Cyberstalking

Tahreem TAHIR', Kelly BRACEWELL?, Joanne WESTWOOD?, Charlotte BARLOW*

Abstract

Cyberstalking is a growing concern within society, yet remains conceptually
contested and inconsistently defined across law, research and practice. Cyberstalking
can be understood as a pattern of unwanted, fixated and obsessive use of digital
technologies to monitor, contact or pursue individuals. Internationally, legal frameworks
have struggled to keep pace with such behaviours. Pre-digital UK stalking legislation
often fails to protect victims of cyberstalking, leading to gaps in investigations and

prosecution, particularly where anonymity and cross-jurisdiction issues arise.

This paper examines the definitional and practical challenges arising from ambiguity in
how harassment, stalking and cyberstalking are distinguished across arenas. Legal
uncertainty, inconsistent policy frameworks, and discretionary policing practices
contribute to fragmented responses, underreporting and missed opportunities for victim
protection. Reviewing legal, academic and clinical perspectives, the paper explores how
definitional debates directly influence policing responses. Engaging with these debates
is vital to improving cyberstalking case recognition, strengthening victim protection, and
developing coherent policing strategies. It concludes by highlighting the need for
research grounded in the lived experiences of victim survivors and frontline police

practice.
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Introduction

Cyberstalking is a growing concern in the digital age, exposing major gaps in the
criminal justice system (College of Policing, 2024). With internet use reaching 99%
among UK adults aged 16-44 years (Office for National Statistics 2020), digital
communication is embedded in everyday life and significantly shapes social interaction.
While digital technologies bring communication and connectivity, opportunities for
abuse have also multiplied and exposed the conceptual and legislative limitations

underpinning inconsistent policing of cyberstalking (Dragiewicz et al., 2018).

A central challenge in responding to cyberstalking lies in how police recognise, classify
and respond to these behaviours. Research suggests officers frequently misclassify or
minimise both ‘traditional’ stalking and cyberstalking, particularly in digital contexts
(Taylor-Dunn & Erol, 2022). This affects recording, risk assessment and early
safeguarding. This issue forms the central theme of this paper: lack of definitional clarity

surrounding cyberstalking creates significant practical difficulties for policing.

Stalking is understood as a pattern of behaviour directed at an individual, involving
repeated (two or more occasions) instances of unwanted visual and physical proximity,
non-consensual communication, or threatening acts that instil fear in the victim (Wilson
et al., 2022). While stalking has traditionally involved physical proximity, the increased
use of digital technologies has facilitated the rise in cyberstalking whereby perpetrators
exploitthe internet and electronic communications to pursue their victim (Marcum et al.,

2017).

There are no clear or agreed definition or criteria for cyberstalking (Nobles et al., 2014;
Wilson et al., 2022). Rather than a single, unified definition, the literature presents a
broad spectrum of behaviours that could be classified as cyberstalking. These
behaviours typically include repetitive, persistent and unwanted communication or
contact targeting an individual through electronic methods, including the internet and

social media (Marcum et al., 2017; Nobles et al., 2014; Strawhun et al., 2013) to



intimidate, threaten and harm victims. Examples include a range of perpetrator
behaviours, enabled through sophisticated use of technologies, relentless phone
contact (Freed et al., 2018), doxing (exposing private information without consent)
(Macallister, 2017), professional and personal sabotage (Tokunaga & Aune, 2017),
spoofing (impersonating by falsifying information to deceive) (Horsman & Conniss, 2015),
revenge porn (Finkelhor et al., 2023), swatting (fraudulent emergency call intended to
incite a police response to victims location) (Mery & Mery, 2021), and using social media

and surveillance applications for coercive control (Todd et al., 2021).

Measuring the prevalence of cyberstalking is challenging. Firstly, due to the rapid
evolution and availability of digital technologies and its covert nature. Secondly, varied
definitions across legal, academic, and clinical contexts result in inconsistent
understanding, recording and response (The Suzy Lamplugh Trust, 2019) contributing to
underrepresentation in statistics (Reyns & Fisher, 2018; Stonard, 2021; Strawhun et al.,

2013).

For example, there are discrepancies in definition, sampling, and differing
methodological approaches across studies (Kalaitzaki, 2019). Estimates suggest that
cyberstalking impacts approximately 20 to 40 percent of online users worldwide (Reyns
et al.,, 2012; Tokunaga & Aune, 2017). Technology-facilitated abuse, including
cyberstalking, disproportionately affects women (Henry & Powell., 2018), reflecting the
gendered nature of technology-facilitated abuse and interpersonal violence more
broadly (Enock et al., 2024). These disparities undermine prevalence rates and the ability

to safeguard victims.

The Definitional Maze

Cyberstalking is linked with severe significant psychological, physiological and
functional harm including, anxiety, depression, hypervigilance, fear, post-traumatic
stress disorder, and insomnia (Kaur et al., 2021). These harms are intensified by the

persistent and often inescapable nature of digital abuse, which erodes victims’ sense of



safety and stability (Kaur et al., 2021). However, police and prosecutors continue to
struggle with identifying patterns, gathering evidence and applying existing offences

highlighting the need to examine the statutory framework shaping current responses.

Statutory Framework

There is no standalone offence for ‘cyberstalking’ in England and Wales. Instead, cases
are prosecuted under the Protection from Harassment Act (1997) (PHA), including s2
(Harassment), s2A (Stalking), s4 (putting people in fear of violence), and s4A (Stalking
involving fear of violence or serious alarm or distress). The Crown Prosecution Service,
(2023a) also notes s42A (1) of the (Criminal Justice and Police Act, 2001), covering
harassment of a person in their home, and racially or religiously aggravated forms of

harassment under s32 of the Crime and Disorder Act (1998).

However, there is a lack of clarity surrounding the statutory definitions of ‘stalking’ and
‘harassment’ (HMIC & HMCPSI, 2017). Existing legislations for ‘traditional’ stalking is
criticised as difficult for officers to interpret, with overlapping elements that create
confusion between stalking and harassment (HMIC & HMCPSI, 2017). This leads to
missed patterns, inconsistent identification of stalking offences, and cases being
charged under wrong legislation. It is, therefore, unsurprising that there is further

ambiguity in digital contexts.

The Ambiguity of Harassment

The offence of stalking was introduced by the Protection from Harassment Act
(1997) to address repeated conduct causing alarm or distress in contexts such as a
neighbour dispute, workplace bullying and similar persistent behaviours (Crown
Prosecution Service, 2023a). Given that most victims are stalked by their partners or ex-
partners it could be argued that legislation has always been ill-suited to tackle the
complex dynamics of stalking. This misalignment is evident in section one of the act
which broadly prohibits harassment without defining stalking and adds ambiguity that

has complicated enforcement from the outset (Bliss, 2019).



Under s1(1) the defendant must not pursue a ‘course of conduct’ which (a) amounts to
harassment and (b) which they know or ought to know amounts to harassment. The
‘ought to know’ is objective and amounts to harassment if a ‘reasonable person’ with the
same information would think the conduct amounted to harassment (s1(2)). A‘course of
conduct’ is defined as occurring at least two occasions (s7(3)) and causing alarm or

distress to the victim (s7(2)).

This ‘course of conduct’ requirement creates evidential barriers in cases that do not
present a clear pattern and where incidents occur in isolation (Diaz, 2022). Victims often
experience escalating behaviours however, this perception rarely aligns with the legal
threshold (Scott, 2020). As a result, for isolated incidents, officers must rely on
alternative offences or protective measure while waiting for a pattern to emerge (Crown
Prosecution Service, 2023a). This delay exposes the victim to further risk and highlights
how the legal framework fails to provide timely protection (HMICFRS, 2024). This creates

evidential challenges and inconsistent thresholds for prosecution (Bliss, 2019).

Two aspects contribute to confusion. First, harassment is not defined in the Act beyond
reference to ‘alarm or distress’, leaving the distinction between uncomfortable behaviour
and a criminal pattern to the judgement of victims and individual police officers. For
example, a small number of unwanted contacts is relatively common at the start or end
of a relationship (e.g., De Smet et al., 2015) which makes relying solely on repetition to
define harassment and stalking questionable. Second, the requirement of conduct on ‘at
least two occasions’ means that a single serious incident cannot qualify, while incidents
that are dispersed or varied may not be recognised as part of one ‘course of conduct’
unless linked during early police investigation. Where early reports are recorded as
offences, such as public order, malicious communications, threats to kill or others, later
escalation becomes more difficult to reframe into a pattern of harassment or stalking.
Consequently, reviews such as HMIC & HMCPSI (2017) found victims held a profound
lack of confidence in the criminal justice system and recommended a separate offence

of stalking.



The Evolution of Stalking

Stalking was introduced by the Protection of Freedom Act (2012), which inserted
s2A and s4A into the Protection from Harassment Act (1997). It retains the harassment
framework (course of conduct; knows/ought to know; alarm/distress) and adds a non-
exhaustive list in s2A (3) of behaviours including following, contacting, publishing
material, monitoring online use, loitering, inferring with property, and surveillance (Crown
Prosecution Service, 2023). Stalking is a complex crime that may not involve direct
violence but rather the threat of violence (Logan & Walker, 2017). As with harassment,
there is no statutory definition of ‘stalking’, leaving the boundary between harassment

(s2) and stalking (s2A) unclear.

For the aggravated offence s4A of the Protection from Harassment Act (1997), the

prosecution must prove stalking plus one of the two additional elements:

(i) Repeated fear or violence (the victim fears, on at least two occasions that
violence will be used), or
(ii) Serious alarm or distress causing a substantial adverse effect on day-to-

day activity.

The evidential threshold makes the offence dependent on proving fear, whether of
repeated violence or of serious alarm and distress. The fear factor mandates that the
victim feel specific emotions and fear to constitute the crime (Reyns & Englebrecht,
2013) rather than reliance on the perpetrators conduct. Yet, how fear should be defined
and measured is debated (Wilcox, 1998). Fear can be conceptualised subjectively:
involving emotional responses triggered by cognitive processes; feeling scared, afraid,
fearful or frightened. Or objectively: considering behaviours that would cause fear in a
reasonable person (Garofalo, 1981; Wilcox, 1998). This distinction between subjective
and objective fear is central to assessing victim harm and the seriousness with which the

offence is prosecuted (Wilcox, 1998). However, research shows that stalking victims



often experience psychological, social and practical harms without necessarily reporting
fear (Storey et al., 2023; Tjaden et al., 2000; Fissel et al., 2022). This gap means some
victims fall outside the legal definition, exposing fundamental flaws in existing thresholds
that rely on demonstrating fear rather than recognising patterns of behaviour. Indeed,
reports by HMIC & HMCPSI (2017) and HMICFRS (2024) reveal persistent confusion in
applying stalking offences, with frequent mischarging between sections 2A and 4A. This
undermines consistency in charging and case outcomes. In contrast, In Scotland,
stalking is addressed as a standalone offence under s.39 of (The Criminal Justice and
Licensing (Scotland) Act, 2010) which avoids combining stalking and harassment and

makes it easier for officers and prosecutors to recognise (Middlemiss, 2014).

In sum, existing legislation in England and Wales remains reactive and narrow, failing to
reflect the complex dynamics of stalking. This has further implications for digital

contexts.

Problems in Defining Cyberstalking

Where harassment is defined only in broad statutory terms, stalking is reduced to
illustrative behaviours, and cyberstalking remains unrecognised in law, the phenomenon
becomes ‘lost in definition’. Introduced before widespread internet use, existing
legislation was never designed to address digital harassment or stalking (Stephen, 2017).
Although terms such as ‘course of conduct’, ‘contact’, ‘monitoring’, appear within the
legislation, as detailed above, none make explicit reference to digital methods (HMIC &

HMCPSI, 2017).

The Protection from Harassment Act (1997) and its amendments were never desighed to
encompass technology-facilitated abuse. Consequently, police and courts rely on
analogies with offline behaviour. This has resulted in misclassification, inconsistent
policing, and diminished victim confidence (Bliss, 2019) and is evident in the
underreporting and under recording of stalking and cyberstalking (HMIC & HMCPSI,
2017). Evidence from HMICFRS and HMCPSI’s Living in Fear (2017) reveals that online

behaviours were overlooked, with patterns of conduct across multiple platforms often



missed. These problems are compounded by statutory overlap, which distorts the

boundaries between harassment, stalking and cyberstalking.

In terms of legislation, there is further academic disagreement around repetition and
course of conduct. Mirroring traditional ‘stalking’ some studies classify a single severe
act (e.g., a credible online death threat) as cyberstalking, while others require a pattern
over time or focus more broadly on distress (Wilson et al., 2022). These definitional
inconsistencies influence how prevalence is measured, contributing to wide variation
across studies. The ‘fear standard’ is also widely debated with regards to cyberstalking.
A large-scale US survey showed that most cyberstalking victims did not report fear but
reported distress, frustration and anger (Fissel et al., 2022). Insisting on fear ignores
important dimensions of harm, creating tension between legal definitions and lived

experiences.

Victims describe tactics such as perpetrators using fake social media profiles, persistent
re-contact after blocking, use of spyware, GPS tracking, doxing, repeated online contact,
harassment, unwanted sexual advances, online threats of violence, and identity fraud
(HMIC and HMCPSI, 2017; Crown Prosecution Service, 2023a), yet these behaviours are
absent from the examples detailed in existing legislation. This leaves police and
prosecutors reliant on broad terms such as ‘contact’ or ‘monitoring’ to interpret online
conduct, a process that varies in cases (Crown Prosecution Service, 2023a; HMIC &
HMCPSI, 2017). The borderless and ubiquitous nature of the internet compounds the
issues, as victims can be subjected to constant intrusion. Without explicit legal
recognition, these behaviours are overlooked or treated as minor (Bliss, 2019). In
practice, the law makes it easier for police to overlook cyberstalking, with police often
categorising incidents under alternative offences, obscuring its true prevalence (HMIC &

HMCPSI, 2017).

Reliance on alternative legislation distorts official statistics and contributes to
misconceptions of the issue. Depending on the circumstances, cyberstalking incidents
can be placed under the Malicious Communications Act (1988), the Communications

Act (2003) or the Computer Misuse Act (1990). These laws focus on technology, but do



not capture the pattern of behaviour that characterises stalking. The Online Safety Act
(2023) aims to regulate harmful online activity by requiring social media platforms to
remove illegal harmful content and safeguard users. It is enforced by the Office of
Communications (OFCOM) rather than the police (Online Safety Act, 2025) and
introduces no new criminal offences. Instead, it introduces a regulatory layer rather than
a substantive criminal justice response. This leaves victims of cyberstalking reliant on
pre-existing legislation, such as the Protection from Harassment Act (1997), a law never

designed for the digital age, as detailed earlier.

International Contrast

Other jurisdictions have attempted to address challenges posed by cyberstalking.
In Canada, harassment and stalking are addressed under s.264 of the Criminal Code
(1985) which includes electronic communications such as email, social media and other
digital intrusions. However, legislation struggles to keep pace with rapidly evolving digital
behaviours, producing inconsistent police responses and evidential difficulties (Wang et
al, 2025). Similar to England and Wales, Canadian statutory frameworks also lack clear

distinction between harassment and stalking.

In Germany (S238 of the German Criminal Code (StGB) and Italy’s ‘atti persecutori’
(persecutor acts) criminalises ‘unwanted pursuit behaviours’ without requiring physical
proximity, enabling digital behaviours to be interpreted as stalking. These frameworks
reduce statutory ambiguity, but challenges remain when fear and distress are used as the

threshold.

In Australia, stalking laws in Queensland and Victoria explicitly include online contact,
social media messages, GPS tracking and impersonation as stalking behaviours under
the Criminal Law Consolidation Act (1935) (SA) s.19AA. In the United States, many states
have specific cyberstalking laws. For example, Florida defines it as ‘repeated electronic
communication causing substantial emotional distress’ serving no legitimate purpose.
These provisions offer clear guidance for identifying digital abuse, reducing uncertainty

forvictims and police. However, varying thresholds across states create legal uncertainty
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and inconsistent protection. This brief comparison is illustrative rather than
comprehensive, given the complexity of multi-jurisdictional framework. It does, however,
raise the question as to whether the UK should introduce a precise, technology-specific

definition to reduce reliance on broad harassment legislation and improve recognition.

Cyberstalking: Academic and Clinical Literature

Academic Definitions

Criminological and Sociological research has examined stalking through
behavioural patterns and conceptual boundaries (Bocij & Mcfarlane, 2002; Sheridan &
Grant, 2007). Early work, such as Meloy’s (1998) historically important but now outdated
contribution, framed cyberstalking as “a paranoid tinged world of malicious and intrusive
activity on the internet” while Spitzberg & Hoobler, (2002) described it as ‘persistent and
unwanted contact via technology’ emphasising repeated intrusion over specific acts.
Wilson et al’s (2022) research found substantial conceptual variations in definitions:
some require repeated behaviour, others accept a single incident; some prioritise fear,
others general distress; and views differ on whether indirect tactics like impersonation or
surveillance count. These disparities complicate how prevalence is measured and hinder

policy developments and policing responses.

Academic debates on cyberstalking reveal significant differences and overlaps.
Early work positioned cyberstalking as an extension of traditional stalking; that when
stalking moves online, the behaviours become more intrusive due to technology allowing
constant access, increased monitoring and the ability to cross personal boundaries
(Meloy, 1998). Others later argued that cyberstalking mirrors offline stalking involving
similar motives, patterns of behaviour, control and relationships (Cavezza & McEwan,
2014; Sheridan & Grant, 2007). From these perspectives, technology changes the
method of stalking, not its nature. More recently, emphasise has focused on the distinct
characteristics of cyberstalking, such as anonymity, persistence, impersonations,

constant access, covert surveillance and wide reach that sets it apart from traditional
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stalking (Kaur et al., 2021, Kim, 2023). Some of these behaviours mirror coercive control
in intimate or family relationships, however, cyberstalking also occurs outside those
contexts, meaning it cannot be assumed to be inherently synonymous with coercive
control (Dragiewicz et al., 2018). Nobles et al (2014) argue that cyberstalking victims
endure longer victimisation, adopt self-protective behaviours (changing routine, avoiding
social contact, quitting jobs) and face higher financial costs. Perpetrators often conceal
their identity through fake profiles or untraceable accounts and victims report severe
emotional consequences (Worsley et al., 2017). These factors require cyberstalking to be

treated as a unique form of abuse, not subsumed under existing problematic definitions.

Further complexity lies in terminology of behaviours. Researchers use terms such as
cyber-harassment, cyberbullying, and cyberstalking interchangeably, which blurs
distinctions further. For instance, cyberbullying research includes impersonation,
exclusion, threats and stalking (Losiak-Pilch et al., 2022). Bussu et al. (2025) found that
incidents in higher education labelled as cyberbullying often aligned more closely with
cyberstalking. When cyberstalking is treated as harassment or bullying, it risks
downplaying its seriousness. Again, this lack of clear terminology adds a further layer of

definitional drift which hinders legal and policy responses.

These issues reinforces a need to incorporate more survivor-centred definitions that

reflect lived impact rather than relying solely on narrow legal categories.

Clinical Definitions

Clinical literature on stalking has explored motivational typologies, including the
rejected, intimacy-seeker, incompetent suitor, resentful, and predatory stalker (Mullen
et al., 1999). However, their relevance is questioned due to their clinical focus and
limited practical use. Their application to cyberstalking is also inadequate. Weekes et al
(2025) question whether the existing typologies sufficiently categorise cyberstalking
perpetrators arguing that they typically lack social skills, have low self-control and use

digital surveillance tactics that do not easily align with traditional typologies. (Sheridan &
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Grant, 2007) questioned whether cyberstalking its within existing stalking typologies or
represents distinct motivations and behavioural pattern. Despite this early challenge,
clinical stalking theory still remains underpeopled (Parkhill et al., 2022). Although
different psychological theories such as attachment and social learning theory have

been applied, none sufficiently guide diagnosis or intervention.

Psychiatry and psychology, typically define stalking by impact and repetitive
intrusiveness (Mullen et al., 1999; Prabhu et al., 2019) rather than by a fixed behavioural
checklist. Clinical perspectives focus on consequences such as trauma, sleep
disturbances, and impaired functioning (Prabhu et al., 2019). Neither the DSM-5 nor ICD-
11 (manuals to diagnose mental health conditions) recognise stalking or cyberstalking as
diagnostic categories, leaving clinicians without guidance for assessing such harms.
Furthermore, existing risk assessment tools do not capture online behaviours (Gamache
et al., 2022). Although newer cyberstalking scales have developed, making comparisons
across studies is difficult (Wilson et al (2022). The lack of standardisation leaves
clinicians and police without reliable tools for identifying risk, reinforcing inconsistent

recognition and recording and inadequate victim protection.

Victims often report psychological harm such as anxiety, hypervigilance, and social
withdrawal due to cyberstalking (Fissel, 2021; Short et al., 2015), however, they may not
necessarily identify fear, as noted earlier. From the clinical perspective, these harms are
sufficient to gain recognition of cyberstalking. This contrasts with legal and operational
policing perspectives which undermines consistent protection, discussed above.
Without alignment, victims may receive therapeutic support but remain vulnerable to

inadequate legal remedies and operational responses.

Practical Policing Challenges

Recognition and Recording: From ‘incident’ to ‘course of conduct’
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As discussed, cyberstalking is often treated by frontline officers as a series of
unrelated incidents rather than a ‘course of conduct’ (HMIC & HMCPSI, 2017). The
difficulty of recognising patterns from disconnected reports is not unique to policing
stalking; similar problems appear in police responses to coercive control (Walklate &
Fitz-Gibbon, 2019). When cases are handled incident by incident, victims are repeatedly
required to retell their experiences to different officers, which fragments their narrative

and undermines confidence in police responses.

Cyberstalking is often minimised by police, treated as isolated incidents, and met with
poor responses - leaving victims feeling ‘invisible’ (Korkodeilou, 2014; Taylor-Dunn & Erol,
2022). Such concerns were raised in the national stalking super-complaint, where
victims reported that persistent online behaviour is not taken seriously or recognised as
stalking even where there is a clear pattern of behaviour (HMICFRS, 2024). While some
of these failures are attributable to individual policing practices, they reflect the deeper
structural consequence: without precise stalking and cyberstalking definitions frontline

policing faces uncertainty in decision-making.

Identification of Cyberstalking

Police lack confidence in responding to cyberstalking. For example, a study which
found officers who report confidence identifying stalking often lack confidence when
behaviours occur online. Williams et al (2021) found that while 96% of officers surveyed
across two British police forces felt confident distinguishing stalking from harassment,
fewer reported confidence doing so in cyberstalking cases (61%). Further, almost 38%
expressed low confidence in recognising cyberstalking behaviours. This raise concerns
around subsequent minimisation or misclassification and poor response and ultimately
leads to distorted recording and prevalence data (HMIC & HMCPSI, 2017). These
challenges are exacerbated by the speed at which digital technologies and behaviours

evolve.
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The absence of a screening tool for cyberstalking compounds the problem. The national
stalking super-complaint highlighted victims felt pressured to prove the seriousness of
digital incidents before they were recognised as victims, especially where the
cyberstalking occurred through repeated friend requests, third-party messages or
impersonation accounts (HMICFRS, 2024). This suggests that police responses may rely
on individual discretion and may illustrate wider misunderstandings about the
seriousness of cyberstalking. Given rapid technological change, any framework based on
fixed categories risks quickly becoming outdated and unable to capture novel emerging
behaviours. Nevertheless, a framework that provides a stable reference point for
practitioners and policymakers is needed, even if it requires regular review and adaptive

mechanisms to remain relevant.

Frontline officers often lack clarity on how to capture and present social media
evidence or how to approach platforms for disclosure of online activity (Wall, 2013). More
recently the HMICFRS (2024) super-complaint found breaches of stalking protection
orders, supported by screenshots, yet significant delays in police action. The evidential
challenge is compounded as police are under pressure to regulate social media - a
‘privately owned but publicly populated’ environment (Wall, 2013) - leaving them
dependent on the cooperation of platforms whose priorities diverge from the criminal
justice system. Without a clear accessible definition of cyberstalking or official guidance
on evidential thresholds, officers lack the blueprint for what to collect, from where and
with what degree of urgency. This conceptual uncertainty explains operational
hesitation: evidential gaps, inconsistent case-building and delayed CPS decisions,

ultimately undermining and impacting the victim (HMICFRS, 2024).

Officers’ knowledge, Training and Discretion

Discretion is amplified where legal definitions are vague. Without cyberstalking
specific statutory or policy guidance, officers rely on professional judgement rather than

specific criteria, leading to variations in responses. Korkodeilou (2014) noted victims’
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experiences often reflect misconceptions of stalking dynamics and over-reliance on their
evidence. Taylor-Dunn & Erol (2022) found shortcomings in the use of police risk

assessment tools when it comes to online abuse.

Police knowledge of what constitutes digital evidence is inconsistent. Korkodeilou (2014)
found operational officers relied on personal discretion to determine what counts as
digital evidence leading to variations and inconsistencies. Victims in the super-
complaint described being passed between multiple officers, each unfamiliar with their
cases, resulting in repeated re-telling of traumatic events and fragmented investigations
(HMICFRS, 2024). Taylor-Dunn & Erol (2022) indicated that victims continue to report the
same inadequate police responses, even after the Protection of Freedom Act (2012),
introduced to close the gap between legislation and policing practice. The persistence of
these failings highlights a deeper structural disconnect: officers are still expected to
interpret digital behaviours through legislative and policing frameworks designhed for
traditional stalking, leaving core practices unchanged in how cyberstalking is recognised,
recorded and assessed. Operational tools and procedures guiding officers have not been
meaningfully updated to reflect the realities of cyberstalking. Without survivor-informed,
adaptable tools that capture technological and contextual nuances, risk assessment will

remain outdated and ineffective, failing to capture the true scope and severity of harm.

Conclusion

Cyberstalking remains ‘lost in definition’ within law, academia and policing. The
mismatch between outdated legal frameworks and the fast-evolving nature of technology
means cyberstalking as a phenomenon is consistently under-recognised and poorly risk
assessed in practice. The core challenges lie in the absence of clear definitions,
limitations in current legislation, and difficulties in identifying and assessing digital
patterns of harm. These gaps leave victims exposed and unprotected while stalking and
cyberstalking escalates. Without clear definitions and effective tools, cases are under-

reported, misclassified and poorly managed. Reliance on outdated frameworks means
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policies fail to address technological change and lived experiences, resulting in missed

opportunities for early intervention and inadequate victim protection.

Drawing on experiences as a former police officer, the lead author has witnessed how
definitional ambiguity and incident-focused practices weakens effective policing
responses to stalking and cyberstalking, leaving victims at risk. Building on these
experiences, Tahir’s doctoral research examines police officers’ response to young
people's experiences of cyberstalking, with the aim to bridge the knowledge gap between
academia and frontline practice. By linking these perspectives, this research aims to
contribute to survivor-centred policing approaches that improves recognition,

safeguarding and delivers effective responses for victims.
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