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Objectives: This study aimed to compare the experience of stalking victimization among 
students and workers, considering the prevalence of the phenomenon, physical and emotional 
consequences, and coping strategies

Methods: A total of 291 students (51.9%) and 270 workers (48.1%) who were victims of 
stalking completed an anonymous questionnaire.

Results: The results showed that the reported behaviors were consistent with a higher 
percentage of workers experiencing mediated and interactive contact, harassment, and physical 
violence. Students also reported more physical and emotional symptoms than workers, with 
some significant differences (loss/increase of appetite, nausea, self-inflicted injuries, panic 
attacks, suicidal thoughts, sadness, confusion, lack of trust in others, aggressiveness, paranoia, 
irritability, and agoraphobia). Moreover, interactive contact was associated with physical and 
emotional symptoms in students, while in workers, the same behavior was only associated 
with emotional symptoms. Regarding coping strategies, results showed that students were 
more likely to report increased social contact.

Discussion: This research can guide intervention and prevention strategies, such as promoting 
educational campaigns for bystanders rather than only for victims.
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Highlights 

● Workers reported higher rates of mediated contact, harassment, and physical assault than students.

● Students experienced more severe physical and emotional consequences, including panic attacks, suicidal thoughts, 
and self-harm.

● Interactional contact was linked to both physical and emotional symptoms in students, but only to emotional 
symptoms in workers.

● Students used social contact as a coping strategy more often than workers, suggesting different support needs 
between the two groups.

Plain Language Summary 

This study investigated how differently stalking affects students and workers, focusing on how frequently it occurs, 
what emotional and physical factors affect it, and how affected individuals deal with it. A total of 561 people participated 
in the study (291 students and 270 workers), all of whom had experienced stalking. They answered the network for 
surviving stalking questionnaire. The results showed that workers were more likely to experience stalking behaviours 
involving technical means (such as messages or calls), direct contact, harassment, and even physical violence. However, 
students reported more intense physical and emotional effects of stalking. These included serious problems such as 
changes in appetite, nausea, self-harm, panic attacks, suicidal thoughts, sadness, confusion, paranoia, and even fear of 
leaving home. Interestingly, stalkers who made direct contact with their victims caused both physical and emotional 
problems in students, but mainly emotional issues in workers. This suggests that students may be more susceptible to 
certain stalking behaviours. In terms of coping behaviour, students tended to use contact with friends and others for 
support more often than workers. Therefore, different approaches are needed to support victims of stalking. Preventive 
measures should not only target victims, but also encourage bystanders to recognise and respond to stalking. Tailor-
made measures can be effective for protecting students or workers.

Introduction

he etymological term stalking goes back 
to the language of sport hunting. The 
term “stalking” refers to pursuing prey 
that moves stealthily [1], a temporally 
concealed approach and pursuit with the 

intent to capture and harm. Applied to interpersonal 
relationships, this definition means that someone who 
pursues another person does so with threatening or 
harmful intent [2]. Meloy [3] asserts that stalking is 
typically described as malicious and harassing over an 
extended period, in which a person intentionally acts on 
another person whose safety is threatened. This defini-
tion includes two elements: Threats to safety and the 
repetition of harassment. Many stalking behaviors can 
be equated to those of a normal courtship, intentional 
or not. Petherick asserts that the experience of fear for 
one’s safety and the duration and persistence of the be-
havior are some discriminatory features that may con-
tribute. The first is caused by the stalker’s inability or 
unwillingness to accept the reality of the facts, i.e. the 

victim is not interested in the relationship. The second 
is specifically related to repeated harassment; it is this 
act that identifies the difference between stalking and 
unwanted courting by an ex-partner, a rejected suitor, 
or a stranger. Two main characteristics of stalking are 
repetition over time and the unwanted nature of the 
stalker’s behaviors. Stalking behaviors are described as 
persistent harassments in which the stalker establishes 
various forms of surveillance, communication, control, 
and unwanted contact with another person. These be-
haviors are perceived as threatening and may affect the 
victim’s quality of life [4, 5]. Fear emerges as a critical 
element in many definitions of stalking, although it is 
controversial given the difficulties in operationalizing 
it [6, 7]. According to Sheridan et al. [8] these behav-
iors can be routine and innocuous acts (e.g. offering 
gifts, making phone calls, sending written messages) 
or intimidating acts (e.g. stalking, sending threatening 
messages) that negatively impact the victim’s daily 
life. Stalking behaviors tend to escalate in frequency 
and aggressiveness and may be accompanied by other 
forms of violence, particularly psychological, physi-
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cal, and sexual threats and aggression [9]. Spitzberg 
and Cupach [10] identified eight strategies that stalkers 
use to harass: Hyper-intimacy, mediated contacts, in-
teractional contacts, surveillance, invasion, harassment 
and intimidation, coercion and threat, and aggression. 
Hyperintimacy refers to a range of excessive or inap-
propriate behaviors (e.g. offering gifts) toward victims. 
Mediated contacts are forms of communication, includ-
ing those using information-communication technology 
(e.g. email, cell phone). Interactive contacts include 
direct contact (e.g. physical approach, showing up at 
places where the victim usually is) or indirect contact 
(e.g. approaching people known to the victim). Surveil-
lance strategies involve monitoring and attempting to 
obtain information about victims. Invasion tactics in-
clude invading and violating the victim’s privacy (e.g. 
property invasion, theft). Harassment and intimidation 
are a series of verbal or nonverbal threats designed to 
upset the victim (e.g. spreading rumors). Coercion and 
threats consist of behaviors intended to cause harm to 
the victim (e.g. threats against the victim’s life or that 
of third parties). Finally, aggression includes intentional 
acts that cause harm to the victim or third parties (e.g. 
physical or sexual violence) [11].

Prevalence of the phenomenon

The National Violence Against Women Survey, a repre-
sentative study in the United States of experiences of vi-
olence, including stalking, reports that 8% of women and 
2% of men have been stalked at some point in their lives 
[12]. A meta-analysis of 175 studies on stalking found 
lifetime prevalence rates for male victims ranging from 
2% to 13% and for female victims ranging from 8% to 
32% [13]. A particular group of workers were involved 
in studies on the phenomenon, suggesting that stalking 
in the workplace is not uncommon. Pathé and Mullen’s 
[14] study of 100 stalking victims found that 25% first 
met their stalker at work. Purcell et al. [15] studied 40 
female stalkers and found that 58% targeted professional 
contacts or others they first met at work. In their study of 
371 stalking victims in the United Kingdom, Sheridan 
et al. [16] found that 16% of victims reported that stalk-
ers were in the workplace. Moreover, there is evidence 
in the literature from surveys of journalists, teachers, 
politicians, trade unionists, university professors, health 
care professionals, and others. For example, a survey of 
493 German journalists showed that the frequency of the 
phenomenon related to professional activity is 2.19% 
[17], while the percentage among 721 English teachers 
is 5.10% [8, 10]. Morgan and Kavanaugh’s [18] study 
showed that of 934 US university teachers, 33% were 
stalking victims. A survey conducted by Galeazzi et al. 

[19] in Italy of 361 healthcare professionals found that 
the percentage of victimization was 11%, with stalk-
ers being patients in 90% of cases. In their systematic 
review, Harris et al. [13] found that the prevalence of 
victimization among mental health professionals varied 
between 10.2% and 50%.

University students are considered the most vulner-
able population to stalking and have higher prevalence 
rates than the general population [20]. Sheridan et al. [8], 
reported an average frequency of victimization of 24%, 
similar to that found in an Italian sample [21]. The preva-
lence rates range from 8-25% for women and 2-13.3% 
for men. In a systematic review by Pires, et al. [22], prev-
alence indicators for lifetime victimization among stu-
dents varied from 12% [23] to 96% [24]. The prevalence 
indicator for victimization since the beginning of college 
was 19.9% [25]. Fisher et al. [26] found a prevalence 
of 15% of students who were victims of stalking, using 
the last year as the reference period. Finally, Jordan et 
al. [27]. used three reference periods for stalking victim-
ization in their study: 40.4% of stalking victimization 
occurred over a lifetime, 18% of victimization occurred 
since the student entered college, and 11.3% of victim-
ization occurred in the past year. Data on the prevalence 
of cyberstalking in the college population only consider 
the reference period of lifetime victimization, ranging 
from 13% [28] to 74.8% [29]. Authors, such as Menard 
et al. [30] and Fedina et al. [31] argue that stalking may 
develop since this population is mostly young adults and 
singles who have a desire for independence and predict-
able routines on university campuses [32].

Consequences of the victimization 

Several studies that addressed the impact of stalking 
on victims reported that mental health was most affected 
(e.g. anxiety, depressed mood, anger) [33-35]. In addi-
tion to mental health, physical consequences (e.g. sleep 
disturbances, headaches, and muscle weakness) were re-
ported [5, 36, 37]. Fissel et al. [38] also indicated conse-
quences for the victim’s lifestyle (e.g. losing confidence 
in others). For students, consequences affected different 
areas: Economic (e.g. changing cell phone number or 
residence, investing in software to protect technology), 
social (e.g. social isolation), professional/academic per-
formance (e.g. absence from work or classes, changing 
or quitting jobs, leaving the University) [39], and the 
victim’s mental health (e.g. feeling threatened for safety, 
anger, anxiety, fear) [31]. Paullet et al. [28] also pointed 
to physical health (e.g. sleep disturbances, fatigue, and 
headaches) as one of the most affected areas [40]. 
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Coping strategies

Victims most frequently activated sources of informal 
support (i.e. family and friends) [41-43]. At the same 
time, studies reported that victims did not report these 
behaviors to formal sources of support (i.e. security forc-
es, and health professionals) [44-46]. However, Sheridan 
et al. [16] showed that workers victims experience spe-
cific stalker tactics, such as threats of termination and 
manipulation of workplace practices to gain contact with 
the target. Concerning student victimization experienc-
es, studies reported that informal sources of support were 
most frequently activated by victims [44]. In their study, 
Cass and Mallicoat [47] found several reasons why stu-
dents do not formally report their stalking victimization, 
including a sense of shame, especially among those who 
had a prior intimate relationship with the stalker, and the 
belief that stalking is not serious enough to report un-
less it involves persistent threats or physical incidents. 
The lack of help-seeking behavior by students regarding 
stalking masks the actual and perceived prevalence and 
severity of stalking in this population.

Purpose of the present study

In Italy, an anti-stalking law was added to the Penal 
Code in 2009 (Art. 612 bis). The law defines the offence 
as “constant threats or harassment of another person to 
such an extent that a serious, persistent state of anxiety 
or fear is created, or that the victims have a well-founded 
fear for their safety or the safety of relatives or other per-
sons connected to the victims by kinship or emotional 
ties, or that the victims are forced to change their liv-
ing habits.” Data from the Eurispes [48] report indicated 
that approximately 1 in 10 citizens reported having ex-
perienced stalking. This phenomenon increased by 1.4% 
compared to 2020. These results are consistent with 
those from 2014, when the number of stalking victims 
was 9.9% [49]. The highest percentage of stalking vic-
tims was found in the 18-24 age group (13%), while the 
percentage in other age groups was around 9%. Victims 
report experiencing fear, anger, and confusion. A previ-
ous survey [50] found that the most common behaviors 
suffered by victims included direct contact (15.1%), 
sending messages and emails or phone calls or unwanted 
gifts (13.5%), and repeatedly asking for dates (13.1%). 
In 11.9% of cases, they waited outside the home or 
workplace, and in 9.5% of cases, victims were followed 
or spied on. In a few cases, the behavior consisted of 
damaging their belongings or threatening them or other 
close people. Fifty percent of victims reported defend-
ing themselves or waiting for the stalker to stop doing 
nothing. A total of 17.4% asked friends and relatives to 

intervene, while almost 2 in 10 victims (18.9%) chose to 
limit outings, hobbies, and socializing with friends. The 
strategy of reporting to someone is lower among victims 
aged 18 and 24, who reported it in 9.8% of cases. The 
older ones are more likely to report (16%) when they 
are victims of stalking. The 18–24-year-olds are also the 
ones who most often decide to defend themselves (in 
41.5% of the cases): A rather high percentage compared 
to the other age groups.

Based on the literature and data from the Italian con-
text, this study aims to compare the experience of vic-
timization between students and workers. Therefore, the 
following objectives were formulated.

To identify behaviors that characterize stalking, stu-
dents reported a greater number of behaviors (H1). 

To determine the consequences experienced, students 
reported more and more severe physical and emotional 
symptoms than workers, including depressive and anxi-
ety symptoms (H2).

To evaluate whether students are more likely to defend 
themselves than workers (H3).

This study aimed to examine the impact of different 
stalking behaviors on students and workers regarding 
physical and emotional symptoms (as we do not have a 
specific hypothesis on this topic, we analyzed it with an 
exploratory goal).

Materials and Methods

In this cross-sectional study, the participants were 561 
self-identified stalking victims: 291 students (51.9%) 
and 270 workers (48.1%). Most were women (79.9%), 
and four did not indicate gender. The Mean±SD age of 
the participants was 29.26±10.37 years; range 18-70 
years. Regarding marital status, most participants were 
single (39.6%), 29.2% were engaged, 12.8% were mar-
ried, 7.8% lived in a partnership, 5.2% were divorced, 
and one person was widowed. 24 participants did not re-
spond to this question. Two groups of victims of stalking 
were identified: Those who identified themselves as stu-
dents and those who identified themselves as workers.

Measures

To measure behaviors that characterize the stalking 
experience, a modified Italian version of the network 
for surviving stalking questionnaire was used [51, 52]. 
The items included behaviors, such as unusual letters, 
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phone calls, emails, harassment, threats, and physical as-
sault (28 items, possible answer options: No=0; once a 
month=1; more than once a month=2; once a week=3; 
more than once a week=4; daily=5). As suggested by 
Spitzberg and Cupach [53], these behaviors were clas-
sified as follows: 

1) Hyper-intimacy (four items: Offering gifts, send-
ing unwanted material, unwarranted expressions of 
affection, and attempts to ingratiate themselves with 
the stalking target; range=0-20); 2) Mediated contact 
(four items: Letter, email, text message, social contact; 
range=0-20); 3) Interactional Contact (three items: 
Physical approach, showing up at home and university/
workplace, approaching friends/colleagues/relatives; 
range=0-15); 4) Surveillance (three items: Following, 
photos, and moving around); 5) Invasion (three items: 
Visiting home, visiting workplace/university, property 
invasion; range=0-15); 6) Harassment and Intimida-
tion (three items: Spreading rumours, harassment of the 
victim, and harassment of friends/colleagues/relatives; 
range=0-15); 7) Coercion and Threat (four items: Coer-
cion, threats against the life of the victim, threats against 
the life of friends/colleagues/relatives, threats against the 
life of the victim’s pet; range=0-20), and 8) Aggression 
(four items: Physical violence, sexual violence, property 
damage, violence against the victim’s pet; range=0-20).

23 items from the Italian version of the stalking ques-
tionnaire were used to measure the consequences of the 
experience [54]. Twelve items examined physical symp-
toms (e.g. headaches, sleep disturbances, nausea, panic 
attacks; possible response options: Yes/no) and 10 items 
examined emotional symptoms (e.g. anger, fear, aggres-
siveness; possible response options: Yes/no). 

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the Italian 
short version of the Beck depression inventory (BDI) 
[55, 56]. It includes 13 items to classify symptoms and 
define different severity levels: No or minimal depres-
sion (scores 0–4), mild depression (5–7), moderate de-
pression (8–15), and severe depression (>15) (in this 
study, Cronbach’s α was 0.92, indicating excellent inter-
nal consistency).

The state-trait anxiety inventory (STAI) was used to 
measure anxiety symptoms [57, 58]. It includes two sub-
scales (STAI-Y1 and STAI-Y2; 20 items each) that as-
sess how participants feel in the present moment (state 
anxiety) and how they feel most of the time (trait anxi-
ety). The total scores ranged from 20 to 80, with 40 being 
the threshold for anxiety symptoms. The rating scale had 
different severity levels: Mild (40-50), moderate (51-

60), and severe (>60). This study’s Cronbach’s α values 
were 0.91 for both subscales, indicating excellent inter-
nal consistency.

Coping strategies were measured using eight items 
from the Italian version of the stalking questionnaire 
[54]. The different coping strategies included collecting 
evidence, preparing a safety plan, increasing social con-
tacts, increasing alcohol misuse, increasing drug misuse, 
increasing psychotropic substance use, decreasing social 
contacts, and getting a weapon (possible response op-
tions: Yes or no).

Procedure 

All ethical guidelines were followed, including the le-
gal requirements for research involving human subjects. 
Data were collected by research assistants whom the re-
searchers had previously trained. Participants completed 
an anonymous questionnaire, which was given individu-
ally in paper form, and returned immediately after col-
lection. They received an information letter, an informed 
consent form, and a questionnaire. The letter clearly 
explained the research objectives, voluntary nature of 
participation, data anonymity, and the results. The ques-
tionnaire took approximately 20 minutes to complete. 
All respondents participated in the study voluntarily and 
received no compensation.

Data analysis 

SPSS software, version 29 was used to generate de-
scriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive measures 
(Mean±SD) were calculated for all test variables for the 
two groups of participants (students and workers) and 
their stalking experiences. χ2-tests were used to measure 
differences between stalking victims (students and work-
ers) on episode characteristics (physical and emotional 
symptoms, severity of depression, and anxiety symp-
toms). Differences in stalking behavior, consequences of 
victimization (depression, state, and trait anxiety scores), 
and coping strategies were examined using descriptive 
statistics. Differences in scores were examined using the 
t-test. Differences were considered statistically signifi-
cant when P<0.05. Correlations were calculated to ex-
amine the relationships between stalking behavior and 
physical and emotional symptoms, including depressive 
and anxiety symptoms. Simple linear regression was 
used to analyze which variables were the best predictors 
of anxiety and depression symptoms among victims. We 
summed the physical and emotional scores to perform 
the analyses and calculated the means to create dummy 
variables. Physical and emotional scores were consid-
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ered dependent variables, and stalking behavior and 
physical and emotional symptoms were used as indepen-
dent variables. Statistical significance was set at P<0.05.

Results

Sociodemographic analysis

The results of the descriptive statistics showed that in 
the group of students, 79% are women. The students had 
an Mean±SD, 22.52±2.63. Most were single (55.3%), 
37% were engaged, 3.9% lived in a partnership, 1.8% 
were married, and one was divorced. In the group of 
workers, the percentage of women is 82% (χ2=0.36, 
P=0.212). The workers have a mean age of 36.87±10.59; 
t=-20.77, P=0.001). Most were married (26.5%), 25.7% 
were single, 23.3% were engaged, 13% were in a part-
nership, 11.1% were divorced, and one was widowed.

Behaviors characterizing stalking

As shown in Table 1, workers were more likely to indi-
cate certain behaviours than students. These behaviours 
are mediated contact, interactional contact harassment, 
and intimidation. 

Physical and emotional symptoms

On average, students indicated 2.1±2.37 and workers in-
dicated 1.86±2.13 physical symptoms (t=1.26; P=0.208; 
Cohen’s d=-0.063). Students are more prone to indicate 
some physical symptoms (loss/increase in appetite, nau-
sea, self-inflicted injuries, and panic attacks) than are 
workers. Regarding emotive symptoms, students on av-

erage indicate 3.92±2.47 and workers indicate 2.83±1.99 
symptoms (t=5.52; P=0.001; Cohen’s d=0.484). Students 
scored higher on most emotional symptoms (suicidal 
thoughts, sadness, confusion, lack of confidence in others, 
aggressiveness, paranoia, irritation, and agoraphobia) (Ta-
ble 2). Regarding the symptoms of depression and anxiety, 
the results showed that on average, workers indicated a 
higher score for state anxiety (Table 3). Specifically, the 
evaluation of scores for depressive symptoms and anxiety 
showed no differences between students and workers. It 
should be noted that the rating of depression is at a mini-
mal level, while for anxiety, the condition that is suddenly 
most pronounced is mild anxiety symptoms (Table 4).

Coping strategies

Analysis of the results for coping strategies revealed 
some differences in students’ and workers’ strategies. 
Students were more likely than workers to indicate an in-
crease in social contact. In contrast, workers were more 
likely than students to indicate an increase in alcohol 
misuse and the strategy of getting a weapon (Table 5).

Inferential statistics

A correlation matrix was used to examine the relation-
ships between stalking behaviors, physical and emotion-
al symptoms, BDI, STAI from Y1, and STAI from Y2 in 
student and worker victims of stalking (Tables 6 and 7). 

In students, the results show that as hyper-intimacy, in-
teractional contact, surveillance tactics, harassment, and 
intimidation behaviors increase, emotional symptoms de-
crease, while physical symptoms decrease as interactional 

Table 1. Behaviours characterizing the stalking in students and workers (n=561)

Behaviours
Mean±SD

t P Cohen’s d
Students (n=291) Workers (n=270)

Hyper-intimacy 7.05±1.13 7.34±1.01 -1.48 0.070 -0.28

Mediated contact 7.97±1.24 8.79±1.07 -3.91 0.001 -0.73

Interactional contact 8.70±1.22 9.25±0.92 -2.53 0.007 -0.55

Surveillance tactics 6.76±1.12 7.04±1.02 -1.45 0.075 -0.27

Invasion tactics 7.76±0.55 7.78±0.54 -0.24 0.407 -0.44

Harassment and intimidation 12.76±1.3 13.16±1.01 -1.75 0.043 -0.37

Coercion and threat 9.59±0.71 9.63±0.71 -0.25 0.403 -0.05

Physical aggression 3.78±0.42 3.91±0.31 -1.71 0.047 -0.37
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contact, harassment, intimidation, coercion, and threat be-
haviors increase. In workers, physical symptoms decrease 
as hyper-intimacy, interactional contact, surveillance tac-
tics, harassment and intimidation, invasion tactics, and 
coercion, and threat behaviors increase, and emotional 
symptoms decrease as interactional contact, surveillance 
tactics, harassment and intimidation, invasion tactics, co-
ercion, and threat behaviors increase. The only exception 
is trait anxiety, whose symptoms increase in workers as 
interactional contact, coercion, and threats increase.

Linear regression

A linear regression analysis was conducted to pre-
dict the risk of physical and emotional symptoms in 
the victims (students and workers). Physical and emo-
tional symptoms were divided into two categories (suf-
fering: Yes/no) using the cut-off based on mean scores 
(students’ physical symptoms=2.11, emotional symp-
toms=3.92; workers’ physical symptoms=1.86, emo-
tional symptoms=2.83). 

Table 2. Physical and emotional symptoms: Comparison between students and workers 

Symptoms Students (n=291) Workers  (n=270) Χ2 P

Physical symptoms

Weight change 15.8 14.1 0.33 0.324

Loss/increase of appetite 22 15.6 3.79 0.033

Sleep disorders 36.4 37 0.02 0.475

Headache 23 22.6 0.01 0.492

Tiredness 25.1 25.6 0.02 0.488

Nausea 15.1 5.9 12.40 0.001

Weakness 17.9 12.6 3.00 0.053

Self-inflicted injuries 4.5 1.1 5.69 0.014

Use of laxatives 1.0 1.1 0.01 0.621

Forced vomiting 4.1 2.6 1.00 0.222

Injuries (caused by the 
stalker) 2.7 2.6 0.01 0.559

Panic attacks 24.1 14.4 8.26 0.003

Emotional symptoms

Suicidal thoughts 6.5 2.6 4.91 0.021

Sadness 38.1 20 22.21 0.001

Anger 60.1 55.9 1.02 0.178

Confusion 42.6 25.6 18.05 0.001

Fear 45.7 38.9 2.66 0.061

Lack of confidence in 
others 32 15.6 20.62 0.001

Aggressiveness 19.6 11.9 6.28 0.008

Paranoia 38.8 11.9 53.19 0.001

Irritation 51.5 37.8 10.73 0.001

Agoraphobia 8.2 2.2 10.04 0.001

Note: The total percentage can be over 100 because the participant could choose multiple consequences related to the online/
offline stalking experience.
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The results showed that students’ physical symptoms 
were associated with interactional contact and coercion 
threats (Table 8). Emotional symptoms were associated 
with interactional contact (Table 9). In workers, emo-
tive symptoms were associated with surveillance tactics 
(Tables 10 and 11).

Discussion

This study compared the victims of stalking in two 
groups: Students and workers. Analysis of the litera-
ture revealed differences in both the experiences of 
stalking and the consequences of victimization. We 
made assumptions. The first was that University stu-
dents were expected to exhibit more behavior than 
workers. Instead, the hypothesis was not borne out: 
The behaviors suffered turned out to be the same, with 

a higher percentage of workers reporting mediated 
contact, interactive contact, harassment, and physi-
cal violence. This is interesting because it is related 
to the consequences of the phenomenon reported by 
victims. Students reported more emotional symptoms 
than workers, with some significantly different symp-
toms. We talk about suicidal thoughts, sadness, confu-
sion, lack of trust in others, aggressiveness, paranoia, 
irritability, and agoraphobia. These symptoms indicate 
a condition that leads to closure on one side and feeds 
a sense of claustrophobia on the other, so that students 
are unable to escape the state of victimization [43, 59]. 
This result is confirmed by the type of physical symp-
toms that the students report more than the workers, 
namely loss/increase in appetite, nausea, self-inflicted 
injuries, hyperarousal, and panic attacks [60]. It is as if 
the experience is debilitating. Workers reported more 

Table 3. Depressive and anxiety symptoms: Comparison between students and workers (n=561)

Symptoms
Mean±SD

t P Cohen’s d
Students (n=291) Workers (n=270)

Depressive symptoms (range: 0–39) 5.65±6.29 5.81±7.2 -0.229 0.919 -0.023

Anxiety symptoms: State inventory (range: 20–80) 49.72±13.78 53.41±12.81 -2.50 0.012 -0.277

Anxiety symptoms: Trait inventory (range: 20–80) 50.27±12.56 51.78±11.33 -1.16 0.248 -0.126

Table 4. Gravity of depressive and anxiety symptoms: Comparison between students and workers

Gravity of Depressive and Anxiety Symptoms Students (n=291) Workers (n=270) Χ2 P

BDI

- None or minimal level (scores 0–4) 84.7 76.6

5.11 0.164
- Mild depression (scores 5-7) 5.1 15.9

- Moderate depression (scores 8-15) 8.5 4.7

- Severe depression (score >15) 1.7 2.8

STAI-Y1

 -None or minimal level (score <39) 36.7 36.9

0.65 0.885
- Mild (score from 40 to 50) 48.3 46.6

- Moderate (from 51 to 60) 8.3 11.7

- Severe (>60) 6.7 4.9

STAI-Y2

- None or minimal level (score <39) 26.2 31.1

1.49 0.686
- Mild (score from 40 to 50) 54.1 51.5

- Moderate (from 51 to 60) 14.8 15.5

- Severe (> 60) 4.9 1.9

STAI: State-trait anxiety inventory; BDI: Beck’s depression inventory. 
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sudden anxiety than students. Therefore, hypothesis 
two is partially confirmed. Other data come from cor-
relations, where negative meanings indicate that as the 
stalker’s behavior increases, physical and emotional 
symptoms decrease. A possible explanation could be 
that the reinforced behavior of the stalker cannot ig-
nore the danger and the need to ask for help; therefore, 
the subject is forced to take precautions and act [21]. 
This is our conjecture. Further research could be use-
ful to better understand the dynamics when a subject 
stalks at different stages of victimization. For example, 
research using qualitative methods (interviews, focus 
group discussions) could be used to understand what 
aspects characterize the decision to defend the victim, 

ask for help, or activate the home alarm system. Con-
firming this supposition, inferential statistics showed 
that interactional contact is associated with physical 
and emotional symptoms in students, while in work-
ers, the same behavior is associated with emotional 
symptoms. Interactive contact is the type of behavior 
that places the victim before the stalker. These behav-
iors involve third parties, who can then suggest that 
the victim take precautions. Future research could 
involve observers of the phenomenon to examine the 
propensity to help the victim and the type of strategy 
used, based on the perceived motivations underlying 
the stalker’s behavior.

Table 5. Coping strategies: Comparison between students and workers

Coping Strategies Students (n=291) Workers (n=270) Χ2 P

Collect evidence 41.6 41.9 0.0 0.508

Have a safety plan 9.3 11.1 0.51 0.281

Increase social contact 24.7 17 5.01 0.016

Increase misuse of alcohol 16.5 25.9 7.5 0.004

Increase use of drugs 3.4 1.9 1.35 0.184

Decrease social contact 3.8 1.9 1.88 0.132

Increase use of psychotropic substances 8.9 5.6 2.36 0.084

Get a weapon 8.6 14.4 4.75 0.020

Note: The total percentage can be over 100 because the participant could choose multiple coping strategies.

Table 6. Correlation analysis between the behaviours, physical and emotive symptoms, BDI, STAI Y1 and STAI Y2 of students

Symptoms Emotive Symptoms Physical Symptoms BDI STAI Y1 STAI Y2

Hyper-intimacy -0.352* -0.2 0.001 -0.008 -0.171

Mediated contact -0.254 -0.063 0.031 -0.031 -0.143

Interactional contact -0.578** -0.468** -0.095 -0.014 0.078

Surveillance tactics -0.445** -0.29 -0.065 -0.004 0.166

Invasion tactics -0.058 -0.277 -0.214 -0.019 -0.041

Harassment and intimidation -0.466** -0.36* -0.109 -0.082 0.126

Coercion and threat -0.268 -0.4* -0.003 -0.149 0.027

Physical aggression -0.096 -0.207 0.117 -0.227 -0.252

*P=0.05; **P=0.001.

STAI: State-trait anxiety inventory; BDI: Beck’s depression inventory.
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Regarding coping strategies, the results do not sup-
port our hypothesis that students tend to use more than 
the workers’ defense strategies (collect evidence, and 
have a safe plan). The results showed that students 
were more likely than workers to report increased so-
cial contact. This could be related to trying to escape 
the victim’s isolation [43]. Also, workers were likelier 
than students to report abusing alcohol and obtaining 
weapons. This result may be due to the age difference 
of the subjects because workers are, on average, older 
than students, and we did not ask how long the stalking 

behavior lasted. The duration of stalking may deter-
mine the perception of danger, especially when other 
people are involved and not just the stalking victim 
[11, 27], such as in the case of digital violence [61]. 
Further research could be conducted to explore the 
number and type of secondary victims involved in the 
phenomenon and attempt to correlate the type of cop-
ing strategy with the duration of stalking, investigating 
any effect on bystanders [62, 63].

Table 8. Predictors of physical symptoms in students

Symptoms

Students (n=291)

Β P
95% CI

Lower Upper

Hyper-intimacy 0.37 N.s. -0.35 1.72

Mediated contact -0.11 N.s. -0.37 0.73

Interactional contact -0.98 0.010 -2.96 -0.43

Surveillance tactics -0.30 N.s. -1.65 0.51

Invasion tactics -0.15 N.s. -1.94 0.78

Harassment and intimidation 0.74 N.s. -0.43 2.43

Coercion and threat -0.36 0.048 -2.55 -0.01

Physical aggression -0.09 N.s. -2.11 1.24

Abbreviations: β: Unstandardized (B) coefficient; CI: Confidence intervals; N.s.: Not statistically significant.

Table 7. Correlation analysis between the behaviours, physical and emotive symptoms, BDI, STAI Y1 and STAI Y2 of workers

Symptoms Emotive Symptoms Physical Symptoms BDI STAI Y1 STAI Y2

Hyper-intimacy -0.091 -0.22* -0.129 -0.008 -0.032

Mediated contact -0.156 -0.121 0.056 0.135 -0.141

Interactional contact -0.274** -0.332** 0.058 0.109 -0.344**

Surveillance tactics -0.266** -0.242** -0.018 0.162 0.178

Invasion tactics -0.246** -0.270** 0.023 0.085 0.192

Harassment and intimidation -0.355** -0.325** 0.032 0.045 -1.45

Coercion and threat -0.294** -0.253** -0.073 -0.142 0.303*

Physical aggression 0.011 -0.13 -0.043 -0.074 -0.131

STAI: State-trait anxiety inventory; BDI: Beck’s depression inventory. 

*P=0.05; **P=0.001.
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Similar to any research, this study has limitations. The 
first relates to the nature of the research. We conducted 
a cross-sectional study; therefore, the results should not 
be generalized and can be referred exclusively to the 
population studied. Further research should consider 
comparisons with other populations [64-66]. For ex-
ample, Harris et al.’s [13] data suggest that healthcare 
workers are at a higher risk of victimization; therefore, 
a comparison between this population and a population 

of workers of other types could be suggested. Another 
limitation is that we did not consider sociodemograph-
ic variables. The first variable was sex [64]. The study 
showed that most of the victims were female, which 
confirms data from previous investigations on the preva-
lence of this phenomenon in the population [27, 36, 67, 
68]. For example, a comparison between genders could 
be useful, to better understand which men and women 
use coping strategies to understand if there are differ-

Table 9. Predictors of emotive symptoms in students

Emotive Symptoms

Students (n=291)

Β P
95% CI

Lower Upper

Hyper-intimacy 0.24 N.s. -0.61 1.59

Mediated contact -0.08 N.s. -0.73 0.43

Interactional contact -0.87 0.017 -2.99 -0.31

Surveillance tactics -0.36 N.s. -1.90 0.39

Invasion tactics 0.22 N.s. 0.50 2.39

Harassment and intimidation 0.38 N.s. -0.63 1.99

Coercion and threat -0.14 N.s. -1.89 0.80

Physical aggression -0.03 N.s. -1.94 1.61

Abbreviations: β: Unstandardized (B) coefficient; CI: Confidence intervals; N.s.: N statistically significant.

Table 10. Predictors of physical symptoms in workers

Physical Symptoms

Workers (n=270)

Β P
95% CI

Lower Upper

Hyper-intimacy -0.03 N.s. -0.59 0.48

Mediated contact -0.08 N.s. -0.44 0.16

Interactional contact -0.26 N.s. -1.17 0.11

Surveillance tactics -0.11 N.s. -0.77 0.34

Invasion tactics -0.10 N.s. -1.22 0.53

Harassment and intimidation 0.02 N.s. -0.57 0.65

Coercion and threat -0.13 N.s. -1.02 0.34

Physical aggression -0.11 N.s. -1.7 0.38

Abbreviations β: Unstandardized (B) coefficient; CI: N intervals; N.s.: Not statistically significant. 
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ences. Moreover, a sociodemographic variable that we 
did not consider was sexual orientation. Studies by Fe-
dina et al. [31] suggest that sexual orientation may be 
the trigger for some stalking behavior. Another useful 
difference that has not been explored is the perception 
of the phenomenon [69]. It should be noted that partici-
pants described themselves as stalking victims. We do 
not know if this is their perception or if they are truly vic-
tims. Analysing the characteristics of victims who report 
the phenomenon to the police could be useful to better 
assess their propensity to use this type of strategy [70]. 
In addition, it would help understand the characteristics 
of stalking behavior that determine the decision to file 
a complaint. Another useful type of survey is aimed at 
awareness campaigns about the phenomenon, what sce-
narios are presented, and how they affect the perception 
among men and women.

Prevention and policy implications

Despite these limitations, the research we have con-
ducted allows us to guide intervention and prevention 
strategies. It is essential to emphasize bystanders’ role 
in this phenomenon [71]. Bystanders can help the vic-
tims defend themselves; they can mitigate the negative 
effects of stalking by offering support and assistance [30, 
72]. Most importantly, they can help the victim to escape 
isolation, which is a main characteristic of the phenom-
enon, improving individual resilience and perceived so-
cial support [73, 78]. Coming out of isolation can help 
mitigate the negative effects of stalking and understand 

what strategies can be used to stop the stalker [79]. At 
the social and political level, educational campaigns for 
bystanders and not only victims [80-87] could be useful 
to understand the different scenarios of stalking (for ex-
ample, not only the affective relationship or the female 
gender for the victim and the male gender for the stalker) 
and building a more respectful society [88-91].

Conclusion 

This study aimed to compare stalking victimization be-
tween students and workers. Based on the results, work-
ers mainly experience stalking behaviours, including 
mediated contact and physical violence, while students 
mainly experience emotional and physical problems. 
This suggests that while the experienced stalking behav-
iours are more intense in workers, stalking mostly causes 
psychological harm to students, perhaps due to their age, 
social environment, or lack of resources. In addition, stu-
dents use more social contact for coping, perhaps to avoid 
isolation. Workers, on the other hand, are more likely to 
use drugs or acquire weapons, perhaps due to a different 
perception of risk or for age-related reasons. This study 
also showed a complex relationship between the stalker's 
actions and the victim's response; the increase in stalking 
behaviours may coincide with a decrease in symptoms, 
suggesting a possible point at which the victims decide to 
protect themselves. Understanding these differences can 
help develop more effective and targeted support systems 
for different groups of stalking victims.

Table 11. Predictors of emotive symptoms in workers

Emotive Symptoms

Workers (n=270)

Β P
95% CI 

Lower Upper

Hyper-intimacy 0.26 n.s. -0.03 0.92

Mediated contact -0.12 n.s. -0.47 0.08

Interactional contact -0.00 n.s. -0.57 0.57

Surveillance tactics -0.34 .022 -1.08 -0.09

Invasion tactics -0.00 n.s. -0.78 0.79

Harassment and intimidation -0.24 n.s. -0.95 0.14

Coercion and threat -0.18 n.s. -1.04 0.16

Physical aggression -0.02 n.s. -0.80 1.05

 

Abreviations: β: Unstandardized (B) coefficient; CI: Confidence intervals; N.s.: Not statistically significant.
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