
Citation: Brown, Cynthia, and Kelsey

Hegarty. 2024. Fear and Distress:

How Can We Measure the Impact of

Technology-Facilitated Abuse in

Relationships? Social Sciences 13: 71.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

socsci13010071

Academic Editor: Karlie E. Stonard

Received: 22 September 2023

Revised: 29 December 2023

Accepted: 17 January 2024

Published: 22 January 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

$
€£ ¥

 social sciences

Article

Fear and Distress: How Can We Measure the Impact of
Technology-Facilitated Abuse in Relationships?
Cynthia Brown * and Kelsey Hegarty

Faculty of Medicine, Dentistry and Health Sciences, University of Melbourne, Carlton, VIC 3010, Australia
* Correspondence: cynthia.brown@unimelb.edu.au

Abstract: Technology-facilitated abuse in relationships (TAR) is a relatively new form of intimate
partner violence. Research exploring the impact of TAR on young people is limited, and while robust
measures of TAR itself are emerging, measures of TAR impact lack evidence of validity. A mixed-
methods approach was used to establish preliminary face and content validity for the measurement
of TAR impact. Youth discussion groups (n = 38) revealed that (1) distress is favored over upset as
a preferred measure of TAR impact, and (2) fear is an appropriate impact measure for some TAR
behaviors. In an online survey, frontline practitioners (n = 171) perceived and subsequently rated a
total of 54 TAR behaviors in the upper half of the severity range on fear and distress, with 6 behaviors
ranking among each of the top 10 most fear- and distress-inducing behaviors. These findings provide
evidence of both face and content validity for the use of fear and distress measures when seeking
to understand the impact of TAR. Scholars, practitioners, and educators alike can use this evidence
to enhance the validity of investigations into TAR and its impact, to support victims of TAR, and to
improve TAR education among youth.

Keywords: digital dating abuse; dating violence; technology; intimate partner violence; youth; mixed
methods; psychological abuse; impact; validity; measurement

1. Introduction

Technology-facilitated abuse in relationships (TAR) has emerged as a relatively new
but highly prevalent form of intimate partner violence (Aghtaie et al. 2018; Flynn et al.
2023; Mumford et al. 2023; Vogler et al. 2023). It is a widespread problem among youth
and involves using technology to perpetrate abuse in intimate relationships (Borrajo et al.
2015b; Brown and Hegarty 2021; Reed et al. 2016; Smith-Darden et al. 2017). In particular,
the spaceless 24/7 nature of digital devices enables a TAR perpetrator to generate a unique
form of omnipresence and coercive control over their target (Fiolet et al. 2021; Harris and
Woodlock 2022; Powell and Henry 2016). The use of technology in this way can transcend
fixed, physical, or geographical borders and boundaries (Dragiewicz et al. 2018), extending
the duration, intensity, and invasiveness of the abuse (Woodlock et al. 2019). These effects
can be compounded when a perpetrator enlists others who knowingly or unknowingly
help perpetrate the abuse (Dragiewicz et al. 2018). These unique features of TAR render it a
distinct form of intimate partner violence that warrants its own investigation.

Theoretically, TAR is grounded in the understanding that intimate partner violence
comprises a pattern of abusive, coercive, and controlling behaviors that occur in the
context of familial, cultural, and structural gender inequality (Dobash and Dobash 1979).
Stark (2007) emphasizes the pattern of both physical and non-physical abuse and control
that are central to understanding the many different forms of intimate partner violence
while Anderson (2008) highlights the potential for high levels of control even in the absence
of physical violence. Thus, TAR, as a non-physical form of abuse, ought to be considered in
the broader context of intimate partner violence and coercive control.
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Scholars have yet to agree on the range of behaviors constituting TAR, and ambiguity
exists around the terms and definitions used to delineate the phenomenon
(Rocha-Silva et al. 2021; Rogers et al. 2022). For the purposes of the current paper, we
define TAR as “. . . a patterned (or single) use of abusive or controlling behaviors in intimate
relationships, enacted via digital mediums” (Brown 2021, p. 10). Scholars are also yet to
ascertain the gendered influences on how TAR is perceived and experienced (Brown and
Hegarty 2018; Caridade et al. 2019) and to fully understand the impact of TAR behaviors on
victims (Afrouz 2023; Brown and Hegarty 2018; Dragiewicz et al. 2019; Rogers et al. 2022).

Technology-facilitated abuse in relationships is thought to engender a range of neg-
ative consequences for victims (e.g., Brown et al. 2020, 2021; Dragiewicz et al. 2019;
Ortega-Barón et al. 2020; Stonard 2019, 2020). Young women may be more adversely af-
fected than young men (Barter et al. 2017; Brown et al. 2020; Henry et al. 2019; Reed et al.
2017, 2020). However, studies to date provide varied and somewhat unrefined approaches
to the measurement of TAR impact (e.g., Barter et al. 2017; Brown and Hegarty 2021;
Duerksen and Woodin 2019; Reed et al. 2017). For example, TAR impact was measured via
anticipated impacts (Bennett et al. 2011; Reed et al. 2016), degree of upset (Reed et al. 2017),
fear of partner, depression, and perceived stress (Duerksen and Woodin 2019). Participants
have also been asked to select from a range of negative and affirmative feelings, or no effect,
to measure TAR impact (Barter et al. 2017). More recently, Flynn et al. (2023) measured
impact via the extent to which participants felt controlled, humiliated, depressed, or afraid
for their safety (among other more neutral measures) and collectively referred to these as
harmful emotional impacts. Boateng et al. (2018) identify best practices for developing and
validating health, social, and behavioral scales as including three phases: generating scale
items and assessing their content validity, constructing the scale through pre-testing and
administering the scale, and evaluating the scale’s reliability and validity. The abovemen-
tioned studies neglected to engage in these best practice steps and, thus, did not establish
evidence of validity for their respective TAR impact measures and may not have generated
valid findings or measured what was intended (Groth-Marnat 2009).

A crucial factor in the construction of measurement tools, validity indicates the degree
to which a tool measures what it claims to measure (Groth-Marnat 2009). Multiple forms of
validity exist, including face, content, criterion, and construct validity (Groth-Marnat 2009).
In particular, face validity ensures the measure makes sense to, and exhibits test rapport
with, the people who will take the test. It is most often generated with sample test users and
improves the acceptability, relevance, and quality of the measure and its related research
(Connell et al. 2018; Groth-Marnat 2009; Zamanzadeh et al. 2014). A lack of face validity can
be associated with inaccurate and dishonest responses to survey questions (Connell et al.
2018). Content validity ensures the elements of a measurement instrument are relevant to
and representative of the construct under question and is most often generated via content
experts such as professionals with topic research interests or professional experience in
the field (Almanasreh et al. 2019; Devellis 2017; Zamanzadeh et al. 2014). A lack of content
validity can prevent the attainment of measurement reliability and can produce inconsistent,
unpredictable, and inaccurate results (Groth-Marnat 2009).

The measurement of partner abuse is replete with complexities that challenge scholars’
ability to establish the accuracy of measurement (Follingstad and Rogers 2013). Self-report
partner violence assessment tools that study the frequency of behavior alone, for example,
can lead to the erroneous reporting of partner abuse and TAR (Brown et al. 2021; Hamby
2016). Additionally, the subjectivity of people’s perceptions of events and the nuanced,
interpersonal, and often hidden nature of partner abuse can lead to inaccurate reporting
(Follingstad and Rogers 2013). Further, the context in which abusive behaviors occur also
holds relevance (Borrajo et al. 2015a, 2015b; Follingstad and Rogers 2013).

Undoubtedly, measures that fail to account in some way for the contextual nature
of TAR will produce invalid findings (Brown and Hegarty 2018). Some scholars argue
that the unique psychological significance of the behavior to the individual enduring it,
particularly in the context of non-physical forms of relationship abuse, informs whether



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 71 3 of 16

the behavior is experienced as abusive or not and is, therefore, central to understanding
TAR and its impact (Brown and Hegarty 2018; Brown et al. 2021; Dragiewicz et al. 2019;
Henry et al. 2019; Hinson et al. 2019). Accounting for impact when measuring TAR may
also help scholars establish whether behaviors constitute abuse (rather than just hurt
feelings or other aggressive but more normative behaviors) and, thus, help to establish
measurement validity and provide a more accurate form of measurement (Follingstad and
Rogers 2013). We argue the importance of measuring the impact of TAR on the basis that
some TAR behaviors are highly contextual (Brown and Hegarty 2018), and others, such
as the live digital monitoring of a partner’s whereabouts, are often normalized among
younger people (Aghtaie et al. 2018; Brown and Hegarty 2018; Harris and Woodlock 2018;
Stonard 2020). Furthermore, we argue that valid measurement of the impact of TAR is
essential to scholars’ understanding of this relatively new phenomenon.

Moreover, youth identified technology-facilitated behaviors involving social inter-
action, such as threats, public and private insults, non-consensual sending/sharing of
nude photos, and sexual rumors, among their worst dating experiences (Reed et al. 2020).
Each possessing a social quality, we contend these behaviors can lead to psychosocial
stress—a form of stress resulting from situations of social threat or social interaction with
others (Kogler et al. 2015). Systematic reviews and longitudinal studies link psychosocial
stress to varying forms of ill-health, including cardiovascular disease, mental illness, and
changes in other physiological markers that contribute to disease (e.g., Calcia et al. 2016;
Chiang et al. 2019; Fishta and Backé 2015; Mathur et al. 2016; Pruessner et al. 2008; Thoits
2010; Turecki and Meaney 2016; Wirtz and von Känel 2017). This further strengthens the
argument that the measurement of TAR should include the measurement of constituent
forms of psychosocial stress as indicators of the impact, seriousness, and abusiveness of
TAR behaviors.

We recently published the development and preliminary validation of the new TAR
Scale (Brown and Hegarty 2021). The development of the scale utilized best-practice scale
development procedures for the scale’s behavioral items (Brown and Hegarty 2021). This
included factor analysis (a form of construct validity) and consultation with topic experts
and youth to establish content and face validity, respectively (Boateng et al. 2018; Carpernter
2018; Devellis 2017). The measurement of fear and distress were incorporated into the TAR
Scale as indicators of TAR impact (Brown and Hegarty 2021), but the validation of these
was not included in the development publication. Seeking to address earlier mentioned and
well-documented measurement challenges in the field of partner abuse (e.g., Follingstad
and Rogers 2013; Hamby 2016; Jouriles and Kamata 2016; Messing et al. 2020; Walby et al.
2017), the current paper expressly addresses the question of how face and content validity
for the measurement of TAR’s emotional impact can be established. Without such validity
evidence, a measurement of the TAR phenomenon is likely to be inaccurate and render
future research and the subsequent provision of support to youth who experience the
harmful effects of TAR at risk of compromise.

Accordingly, the current paper describes the process used to consult youth and experts
to establish face and content validity for the TAR impact measures of the TAR Scale, is
supplementary to the previously published validity evidence for the TAR Scale behavioral
items (Brown and Hegarty 2021), and completes the provision of validity evidence for the
entire scale. The aim of the current paper is, therefore, to establish face and content validity
evidence of fear and distress as relevant and theoretically appropriate measures of youth
TAR impact.

2. Materials and Methods

This paper reports two studies (see Figure 1). The first study aimed to establish pre-
liminary face validity by exploring youths’ preferred emotion words for the measurement
of the emotional impact of TAR. The second study aimed to establish preliminary content
validity by surveying domestic violence practitioners’ perceptions of the extent to which
the words proposed by youth in study 1 (distress and fear) related to a selection of TAR
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behaviors. The second study also explored practitioner perspectives on how distress- and
fear-inducing a range of TAR behaviors was perceived to be; this was considered a potential
indicator of harm.
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Figure 1. Studies designed to establish face and content validity for measuring impact of technology-
facilitated abuse in relationships.

2.1. Study 1—Youth Qualitative Study
2.1.1. Participants

Thirty-eight youths (23 women, 15 men) aged 16 to 24 years (average age 18.4) were
recruited via the university student portal, community youth organizations, and Facebook.
Each participant received an AUD 30 gift voucher for participation in a discussion group.
Of the participants, 18 women and 11 men then provided feedback on a survey about
harmful technology use and its impact, receiving another AUD 30 gift voucher. Ethics
approval for the study was granted by the university research ethics committee.

2.1.2. Procedures

Data was collected via semi-structured discussion groups (Liamputtong 2011). Totaling
four and each of 60 min duration, the two all-men and two all-women discussion groups
were conducted by two experienced facilitators in university or public library rooms.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants following which definitions were
provided. Dating Relationships were defined as “sexual or non-sexual, casual or serious,
short-term or long-term, straight, gay, monogamous or open”. Technology was defined
as “any form of modern-day technology/device. . . such as smartphones, tablets laptops,
notepads, computers, internet, social media, GPS devices, software, apps etc.”. Harmful
Behaviors were defined as “including (but not limited to) behaviors that are psychologically,
emotionally, physically, or sexually harmful”.

When undertaking qualitative research to inform the development of a measure,
the discussion guide should begin with broad, open-ended questions and proceed to a
more detailed exploration of participant responses and, finally, to an exploration of the
researcher’s additional questions of interest (Brod et al. 2009). Accordingly, with the
use of a topic guide, participants were asked to identify and then write ‘emotion’ words
they would use to describe the impact of harmful technology behaviors in the context
of dating relationships. The facilitators displayed these on a whiteboard and promoted
discussion using verbal prompts. Participants were then prompted to discuss the words
upset, distress, and fear as generic measures of the impact of harmful technology use in
dating relationships. Following this, participants were invited to privately write down the
two words they considered most suitable for measuring the impact of the behaviors. These
rankings remained anonymous and were collected by the researchers. The consultation of
youth in the current study was undertaken to form preliminary evidence of face validity
for the measurement of TAR impact.

2.1.3. Data Analysis

The group discussions were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using an induc-
tive approach (Braun and Clarke 2006; Thomas 2006). A coding structure was developed
through multiple readings of the data, reflexive journaling, and memo writing. These codes
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were then applied to the data to identify emerging themes, followed by an iterative review
and cross-checking process to confirm the accuracy and consistency of the themes. A simple
count method was used to analyze participants’ preferred words for measuring emotional
impact and rankings on the combination of distress and fear. To maintain anonymity
during analysis and reporting, each participant was designated an individual identifier
comprising their gender and a unique number.

2.2. Study 2—Practitioner Quantitative Study
2.2.1. Participants

Domestic violence frontline practitioners (1082) from Australia were invited by email
to participate in an online survey, of whom 325 agreed (30%). The responses of 47.5% of
participants (154) were removed due to incomplete surveys, leaving 171 participants with a
mean age of 44 years. Participants were contacted based on their membership in WESNET
(an Australian organization whose vision is to promote the prevention of domestic violence)
or participation in the Safe Connections Smartphone program (an Australian program
providing smartphones, pre-paid credit, and education about safe technology use to women
impacted by domestic violence). Surveying frontline practitioners enabled us to tap into
the collective knowledge, insights, and expertise of professionals who have undertaken
a multitude of in-depth interactions with victims of domestic violence, including TAR,
aiding consistency with the perspective, experience, and words of the target population
(Brod et al. 2009). Thus, the current sample of content experts was chosen to assist with the
generation of evidence of content validity for the use of the words distress and fear in the
measurement of TAR impact.

Ninety-eight percent of respondents identified as women, and two percent identified
as men. Participants represented all states and territories of Australia as follows: New
South Wales 35%, Victoria 19%, Queensland 19%, Western Australia 9%, South Australia
8%, Northern Territory 5%, Tasmania 3%, and Australia Capital Territory 1%. Eighty-five
percent of participants specifically provided domestic/family violence services, and the
remaining provided a range of support services, including for sexual assault, homelessness,
drug and alcohol, child protection, crisis accommodation, and counseling. Thirty-four
percent of participants were working as frontline practitioners for more than 10 years, 16%
for 6 to 9 years, 25% for 3 to 5 years, and 25% for less than 2 years.

2.2.2. Procedures

Ethics approval for the study was granted by the university research ethics committee,
and informed consent was obtained from all participants. In their capacity as frontline
practitioners, participants were invited to rate 54 TAR behaviors (see Appendix A) on a
scale from 1 (Not at all) to 10 (Extremely) based on the extent to which they thought each
behavior to be (a) distress-inducing and (b) fear-inducing. This enabled us to establish the
extent to which experts thought the emotional impacts of distress and fear were relevant
to and theoretically representative of the impact of a selection of TAR behaviors and also
served to reveal practitioner perspectives on the impact of TAR.

2.2.3. Data Analysis

Analysis was completed using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 27). No patterns were
found among missing variables (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013). The distress and fear variables
were treated as continuous variables, and missing data, which were <5% on each variable,
were replaced with their respective series means (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013). Overall
means were then calculated for each TAR behavior on both the distress and fear variables,
and the behaviors were ranked in order of most to least distress-inducing and most to
least fear-inducing.
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3. Results
3.1. Study 1—Youth Qualitative Study

When asked to nominate words that would describe the impact of harmful technology
experiences, female participants nominated words such as fear, betrayal, anxiety, distress,
self-doubt, and isolation. Young men initially nominated words such as embarrassment,
shame, loss of self-esteem, irritation, annoyance, and anger. Upon reflection and after
discussion among the group, both men and women privately nominated distress and fear as
preferred words for measuring the impact of harmful technology behaviors. The following
themes emerged: (1) youth favored distress over upset for measuring the impact of TAR
behaviors, and (2) fear is relevant for measuring the impact of selected TAR behaviors.

Distress and fear were the two words most frequently preferred by participants as
generic measures of the impact of harmful technology behaviors in dating relationships.
In the discussion groups, totaling 38 participants, distress was privately nominated as the
preferred top word by 20 participants (12 women, 8 men), and fear was nominated by 7
participants (5 women, 2 men).

Youth favored distress over upset for measuring the impact of TAR behaviors.

Participants expressed a preference for the use of the word distress rather than upset.

“Yeah, I think ‘distress’ would cover traumatized; anxiety. But upset doesn’t”. F6

“I don’t think [upset’s] quite specific enough. . .” F18

“. . . I think distress works as a catch-all term. . . probably works for all of the examples
that we’ve said”. M10

“I think upset might be a bit too broad”. F8

“. . . ‘distress’ sounds like a grander, more serious word”. M9

Female participants identified distress as encompassing future-oriented concerns,
including anxiety and uncertainty about consequences.

“I think distress covers some words that are. . . future based, because distress comes with
that kind of emotion of you’re not sure what’s going to happen”. F4

“I think [distress] would be a better fit, because when I hear distress I think more anxiety,
more. . . like an ongoing. . . I think it’s a more specific mix of emotion than upset”. F8

“. . . [distress] relates a lot more to anxious. . . anxiety. . . panic, you’re sweating. . . and
you can’t think straight. . . your heart’s beating fast. . .”. F20

There was also a view that upset did not adequately represent the severity of the
impact of harmful technology use.

“Upset’s just not strong enough”. F1

“[Upset] weakens how bad this is”. F2

“Upset’s just anything that’s not positive, isn’t it?. . .it’s a very broad term”. M13

Overall, participants perceived the strength and seriousness of the word distress as
more accurately describing the impact of the behaviors than those of upset.

Fear is relevant for measuring the impact of selected TAR behaviors.

Participants felt that fear was relevant to some behaviors but not all and possibly to
those that could be considered more harmful.

“I think for example fear. . . it won’t go with all of them, but some of them. . . I reckon it’s
definitely a top thing. . .”. F5

“. . . fear. . . you might need to address the situation a little bit sooner, because it might be
personally endangering”. M6

“. . . the stalking will lead to fear”. M4
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“You might not be afraid in every situation”. F14

When asked about which behaviors would make people feel fearful, female partici-
pants suggested blackmail, abuse, and “Controlling behavior through maybe demanding your
password to your account, like your Facebook account. . .” F8.

“Fear. . . also fear of people finding out. . . I guess that goes back into the blackmailing,
sort of thing. Like holding maybe a conversation or explicit photo or something as ransom,
to say, ‘I’ve got you.’” F8

Aside from single-word responses nominating “stalking” and “GPS tracking” as
eliciting fear, male participants did not voluntarily describe the experience of fear in
relation to any other harmful technology behaviors during the discussion.

In summary, the above themes suggest that youth favored distress over upset for
measuring the impact of TAR and that fear is also seen as a suitable measure of TAR impact,
particularly for behaviors that may be considered more harmful.

3.2. Study 2—Practitioner Quantitative Study

Practitioners’ mean ratings on the extent to which they thought each of the 54 TAR
behaviors were distress- and fear-inducing were all in the upper half of the possible range of
zero to 10 (see Appendix A). The mean ratings ranged from 9.44 (distress-inducing) and 9.41
(fear-inducing) for threatened on a digital device to physically hurt their partner’s family or friends)
to 7.56 (distress-inducing) and 6.65 (fear-inducing) for shared an embarrassing non-sexual
photo or video of their partner on a digital device. Behaviors rated in the top 10 most distress-
inducing (see Figure 2) included five behaviors involving threatening behavior, three
behaviors involving nudity or sexual acts, one behavior involving monitoring of a partner,
and four behaviors containing references to physical harm. Behaviors rated in the top 10
most fear-inducing (see Figure 3) included seven behaviors involving threatening behavior,
two behaviors involving nudity or sexual acts, two behaviors involving the monitoring of
a partner, and four behaviors containing references to physical harm. Six items appeared
in both top 10 lists (see Table 1). These included four behaviors involving threats, two
behaviors involving nudity or sexual acts, one behavior involving the monitoring of a
partner, and three behaviors containing references to physical harm.
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Table 1. Behaviors appearing in top 10 most distress- and fear-inducing and their rankings.

Behavior Ranked in Top 10 Most
Distress-Inducing

Ranked in Top 10 Most
Fear-Inducing

Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt their partner’s family
and friends 1 1

Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt their partner 2 2
Shared a nude photo or video of their partner without their permission 3 9
Threatened to distribute nude image(s) of their partner 4 4
Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt themselves if their
partner didn’t do what they wanted 6 5

Monitored where their partner is via tracking software 9 3

4. Discussion

This paper aimed to demonstrate face and content validity evidence for the measure-
ment of youth TAR impact by exploring (1) youths’ perspectives on which emotion words
should be used to measure the emotional impact of TAR and (2) practitioners’ perspectives
on the emotional impact of TAR across a range of TAR behaviors. Youth identified distress
(as preferable to upset) and fear as their preferred words for measuring the emotional
impact of TAR. Frontline practitioners then reported the extent to which they thought
individual TAR behaviors were distress- and fear-inducing. These findings bring new
insights into understanding the impact of TAR and how it can be measured.

While research into the effects of TAR is limited, our finding of the relevance of fear to
the impact of TAR aligns with women’s reports of fear resulting from TAR victimization
(Brown et al. 2020, 2021; Dragiewicz et al. 2019; Duerksen and Woodin 2019; Flynn et al.
2023; Henry et al. 2019). A study among young adults found that experiencing TAR
increased women’s, but not men’s, fear of their partner (Duerksen and Woodin 2019),
while practitioners perceive that TAR behaviors create a constant state and omnipresence
of fear for female victims (Dragiewicz et al. 2019; Fiolet et al. 2021; Rogers et al. 2022;
Woodlock et al. 2019). Youth and adult victims of image-based sexual abuse (a subset of
TAR) also reported being ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ fearful for their safety as a result of the
behaviors, with women more likely to feel fearful than men (Henry et al. 2019), although
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men may also experience fear as a result of TAR victimization (Flynn et al. 2023). Relatedly,
the measurement of “fear of partner” was identified as a useful short-form method for
identifying the presence of partner abuse among women (Signorelli et al. 2020). While
the gendered nature of TAR impact is yet to be fully understood, findings of women
experiencing fear as a result of TAR echo findings in the adjacent fields of cyberstalking
(Davies et al. 2016; Worsley et al. 2017), online harassment (e.g., Davies et al. 2016; Lindsay
et al. 2016; Pereira et al. 2016), cyberbullying (e.g., Hoff and Mitchell 2009; Randa 2013; Yu
2017), in-person dating violence (e.g., Barter et al. 2017; Burton et al. 2013; Conroy 2016;
Reidy et al. 2016), and non-physical aggression in relationships (O’Leary et al. 2013).

Distress was also reported by victims of TAR. Young and adult women
(Bennett et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2021; Henry et al. 2019; Reed et al. 2017) reported greater
levels of distress resulting from TAR behaviors than their male counterparts, with some
adult women victims of TAR reporting ‘extremely high’ levels of distress (Dragiewicz et al.
2019). Young women have also more often reported high levels of distress than young
men on selected TAR behaviors such as threats or the non-consensual distribution of nude
images, being told to harm oneself, and being forced to remove contacts from one’s digital
device (Brown et al. 2021). Another study found victims of image-based sexual abuse were
almost twice as likely as non-victims to report high levels of distress, where threats to
distribute sexual images specifically were associated with victims’ highest distress levels
(Henry et al. 2019). Similarly, 93% of (mostly female) participants whose images were
distributed online non-consensually experienced significant emotional distress (Cyber Civil
Rights Initiative 2014). These findings likely bear similarity to reports of distress associated
with offline relationship abuse, particularly in relation to non-physical forms of abuse
(Arriaga and Schkeryantz 2015; Evans et al. 2014).

Youths’ preference for using distress over upset is important in light of the varying
ways in which scholars have measured this construct. For example, studies elicited self-
reported ‘upset’ to measure distress among young victims of TAR (Reed et al. 2017), female
victims of domestic violence (Evans et al. 2014; Hegarty et al. 1999), and in relation to
sexting coercion (Drouin et al. 2015). In contrast, the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale
(Kessler et al. 2002) was used to measure distress among victims of image-based sexual
abuse (Henry et al. 2019) and TAR more broadly among adult Australians (Flynn et al.
2023). Research investigating the relationship between the distress and upset constructs
is limited; however, Eisenberg et al. (1989) reported that children (and adults, to a lesser
extent) experience distress and upset as two different constructs, while other scholars view
upset as a subset of distress (e.g., Batson et al. 1983; Cialdini et al. 1987; Mitchell et al. 2012;
Sze et al. 2012). Our findings suggest that young people perceive distress and upset as
different constructs and prefer distress for the measurement of the emotional impact of TAR
behaviors. Youths’ identification of distress and fear as applicable words for describing
the impact of TAR behaviors establish face validity for its use in the measurement of
TAR impact.

To establish content validity, frontline practitioners reported a range of distress and
fear ratings across the 54 TAR behaviors, with all mean ratings falling in the upper half of
the possible range. This reveals frontline practitioners’ perceptions that the words distress
and fear are relevant to and theoretically representative of the impact of TAR, providing
content validity for the use of distress and fear in the measurement of TAR impact. Of note,
some behaviors were perceived by practitioners as more distress- and fear-inducing than
others. For example, threats to hurt a partner, a partner’s family or friends, or themselves
ranked in both the top ten most distress- and fear-inducing behaviors. These findings
accord with other reports of high levels of fear and distress being associated with threats of
physical harm to an intimate partner (Brown et al. 2021; Cercone et al. 2005; Olson et al.
2008). Concerningly, the findings may also mirror meta-analysis reports of threatening
behavior (Matias et al. 2020), including threats to harm a partner (Spencer and Stith 2020)
as risk factors for partner homicide.
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Also, in practitioners’ top ten most distress- and fear-inducing behaviors was the non-
consensual distribution of, or threats to distribute, nude images, a finding consistent with
other studies reporting high levels of victim distress and fear resulting from these behaviors
(Cyber Civil Rights Initiative 2014; Henry and Powell 2016; Henry et al. 2019; Office of
the eSafety Commissioner 2017). Digital tracking of a partner was the final behavior
ranked in the top ten most distress- and fear-inducing behaviors, mirroring victim reports
of distress and fear from stalking (Diette et al. 2014), technology-facilitated surveillance
(Dragiewicz et al. 2019), and technology-facilitated monitoring (Woodlock et al. 2019). Such
fear may be linked to perpetrator omnipresence and inescapability engendered by TAR
(Dragiewicz et al. 2019; Flynn et al. 2023; Woodlock et al. 2019) and highly warranted in
light of cyberstalking’s association with partner homicide (Todd et al. 2020). The current
findings suggest that some TAR behaviors, including those rated by practitioners in the
top ten most distress- and fear-inducing in the current study, may have extremely serious
consequences for victims.

Further signaling the seriousness of TAR, fear and distress are constituent forms
of psychosocial stress (Duerksen and Woodin 2019; Ebesutani et al. 2011; Waters et al.
2014)—stress resulting from situations of social threat or social interaction with others
(Kogler et al. 2015). By its very nature, TAR involves social interaction and, often, social
threats (Brown and Hegarty 2021; Reed et al. 2016). Fear and distress resulting from
a victim’s experience of TAR may, therefore, indicate the presence of serious harm and
the potential for subsequent disease or other forms of ill health. In the current paper,
youths’ and practitioners’ endorsement of fear and distress as relevant to and theoretically
representative of the impact of TAR suggest that these particular psychosocial, emotional
impacts—fear and distress—exhibit validity in the measurement of TAR.

The two studies presented in this paper exhibit limitations. Firstly, the qualitative data
represent convenience samples from locations where the discussion groups were conducted
and participants were of binary gender and mostly referred to heterosexual relationships;
thus, a diverse range of views may not have been achieved, and the findings may not be
generalizable to a more diverse population. Future research should engage a more diverse
and representative sample of youth to achieve a broader, more inclusive range of views. Sec-
ondly, only 30% of frontline practitioners responded to the survey invitation, 98% of whom
were female and 47% of whom provided insufficient data. The responses may, therefore, be
unrepresentative of the broader frontline practitioner perspective, the specifics of which
were unable to be determined from the descriptive data obtained from practitioners. In
future research, the collection of additional descriptive data from practitioners may assist in
determining sample bias associated with lower response rates or partial responses. Further,
it is possible that frontline practitioner perceptions of some TAR behaviors, particularly
the non-consensual sharing of nude images, may have been influenced by the saliency of
“revenge porn” media coverage (Henry et al. 2019) during the period the study took place.
A repeat survey after a period of minimal relevant media coverage may overcome this
potential bias. Thirdly, when young men were initially asked which emotion words they
would use to describe the impact of TAR, they nominated words such as embarrassment,
shame, and anger; however, after group discussion about fear, distress, and upset, many of
the young men privately nominated fear and distress. The reasons for this are speculative,
and further qualitative research is needed to obtain a more nuanced understanding of
young men’s perceptions and experiences of the impact of TAR. Finally, it should be noted
that the content validity evidence in the current study is preliminary in nature and that
rigorous assessment of content validity as a psychometric property can only be undertaken
quantitatively (Brod et al. 2009).

In conclusion, this research identifies distress and fear as youths’ two most preferred
words for measuring the impact of TAR behaviors, providing face validity for their use in
the measurement of TAR impact. The frontline practitioner ratings support that distress and
fear are relevant to and theoretically representative of the victim impact of TAR, providing
preliminary content validity for their use in the measurement of TAR impact. Practitioner
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perceptions suggest that some TAR behaviors may be more distress- and/or fear-inducing
than others, strengthening the view that some behaviors may be more harmful than others.
Collectively, our findings support the argument for measuring TAR impact and provide
validity evidence for the use of distress and fear for its measurement. The inclusion of
distress and fear measures in TAR research will furnish a more accurate understanding of
the TAR phenomenon and the psychological significance of TAR behaviors to victims. It
may also provide a path through which the harmfulness and/or abusiveness of specific
TAR behaviors can be established, enabling practitioners and policymakers to develop more
targeted and effective approaches for responding to TAR risks, supporting TAR victims,
and educating youth about this new, serious, and highly prevalent phenomenon.
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Appendix A

Means and Standard Deviations for Practitioner’s Ratings on The Extent to Which
They Perceived 54 Technology-facilitated Abuse in Relationships Behaviors as Distress-
and Fear-inducing.

Behavior *
Distress Fear

M SD M SD

Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt their partner’s family or friends 9.44 1.25 9.41 1.28
Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt their partner 9.42 1.38 9.35 1.40
Shared a nude photo or video of their partner without their permission 9.30 1.59 8.77 1.89
Threatened to distribute nude image(s) of their partner 9.27 1.62 9.02 1.77
Threatened to distribute embarrassing information about their partner 9.23 1.48 8.95 1.66
Threatened on a digital device to physically hurt themselves if their partner didn’t do
what they wanted

9.22 1.50 8.95 1.70

Took a photo or video of their partner naked or during sexual activity without
their permission

9.11 1.73 8.67 1.94

Started a social networking page for posting negative information about their partner 9.11 1.65 8.75 1.87
Monitored where their partner is via tracking software 9.10 1.68 9.02 1.76
Told their partner on a digital device to harm themself 8.98 1.73 8.63 1.96
Pressured their partner on a digital device to engage in sexual acts 8.94 1.86 8.52 2.16
Threatened on a digital device to damage things that are important to their partner 8.93 1.56 8.75 1.70
Made their partner feel threatened if the partner ignored their calls or messages 8.92 1.60 8.87 1.61
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Behavior *
Distress Fear

M SD M SD

Edited a photo or video of their partner in an offensive manner and sent it to them 8.92 1.76 8.47 2.03
Pressured their partner to engage in sexual activity via live video 8.90 1.99 8.57 2.30
Taken a video or photo of their partner against their wishes 8.88 1.76 8.65 1.94
Publicly declared their partner’s sexuality via a digital device without their permission 8.86 1.89 8.18 2.23
Threatened on a digital device to emotionally hurt their partner 8.85 1.75 8.61 2.00
Monitored their partner’s internet activity using software 8.85 1.62 8.77 1.79
Arrived uninvited when their partner has published their location online making the
partner feel uncomfortable

8.81 1.65 8.68 1.76

Pressured their partner to send nude image(s) of themself 8.78 1.87 8.39 2.20
Sent their partner threatening messages on a digital device 8.73 1.85 8.64 1.73
Used a digital device to damage their partner’s friendship with another person 8.65 1.72 7.95 2.11
Signed their partner onto a pornography site without their permission 8.61 2.05 8.02 2.34
Prevented their partner from using their digital device (against their will) 8.61 1.78 8.26 1.96
Monitored their partner’s activity by insisting they answer their phone calls and/or
messages

8.61 1.69 8.45 1.76

Pressured their partner on a digital device to send sexually explicit messages 8.56 1.98 8.05 2.35
Encouraged others to post negative things about their partner 8.54 1.88 7.79 2.16
Shared private information about their partner on a digital device without their permission 8.52 1.94 7.65 2.41
Checked to see who their partner was communicating with on their digital device, in a
way that made the partner feel uncomfortable

8.51 1.78 8.02 2.07

Pressured their partner to engage in phone sex 8.44 2.11 7.99 2.40
Shared their partner’s private conversation on a digital device without their permission 8.42 2.00 7.59 2.40
Edited a photo or video of their partner in an offensive manner and shared it with others
on a digital device

8.41 2.03 7.71 2.31

Pressured their partner on a digital device to discuss sexual issues 8.41 2.02 7.81 2.39
Contacted their partner via a digital device to check up on them in a way that made them
feel uncomfortable

8.41 1.82 8.18 2.06

Made their partner disclose to them digital conversation(s) they’ve had with another
person(s)

8.39 1.87 7.92 2.10

Posted negative comments about their partner 8.39 1.79 7.65 2.15
Read their partner’s digital conversation(s) with other people without their permission 8.38 1.92 7.79 2.09
Taken over their partner’s digital device conversation with another person in a way that
made the partner feel uncomfortable

8.31 2.07 7.69 2.39

Sent their partner unwelcome nude images 8.29 2.12 7.63 2.52
Pretended to be their partner on a digital device in a way that made the partner feel
uncomfortable

8.28 2.02 7.69 2.31

Made their partner stop interacting with another person(s) on their digital device 8.28 1.89 7.69 2.20
Interacted with their partner on a digital device without informing the partner who they
were

8.27 2.00 7.95 2.19

Logged onto their partner’s digital device without their permission 8.26 1.95 7.83 2.20
Posted something negative through their partner’s account without their permission 8.26 1.93 7.57 2.21
Pressured their partner to watch pornography 8.20 2.24 7.61 2.48
Took their partner’s digital device password without their permission 8.20 1.95 7.80 2.31
Made their partner remove or add contact(s) on their digital device 8.14 1.92 7.56 2.25
Shared a hurtful meme about their partner on a digital device 8.09 2.18 7.09 2.53
Changed an aspect of their partner’s online profile without their permission 7.91 2.16 7.21 2.26
Called their partner insulting names on a digital device 7.86 2.07 6.87 2.30
Posted indirect comments that criticized their partner without using their name 7.80 2.14 7.06 2.42
Pressured their partner to share their password(s) with them 7.70 2.19 7.51 2.26
Shared an embarrassing non-sexual photo or video of their partner on a digital device 7.56 2.39 6.65 2.55

Note: Practitioners were requested to rate each behavior on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 10 (Extremely) based on the

extent to which they thought each behavior to be (a) distress-inducing and (b) fear-inducing. * = Behaviors ranked

in order of highest to lowest mean Distress ratings.
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