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Abstract

This study examines the phenomenon of cyberstalking of young women by romantic
partners and analyzes the various dimensions of this issue in a contemporary social and
cultural context. The research was conducted using a qualitative method and grounded
theory. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 21 young women
experiencing cyberstalking and analyzed based on the systematic method of Strauss and
Corbin including open, axial and selective coding. The results showed that cyberstalking
acted as a tool to control and intimidate women and was influenced by social and cultural
norms. The axial categories are: surveillance and tracking, access and impersonation,
psychological manipulation, passive resistance, double cost, reciprocal violence,
legalistic response, collective resistance networks, fear of privacy violation, fear of
objective threats and digital subterfuge. Women's coping strategies in the face of
stalking, including conservative and assertive responses, had profound psychological
and emotional impacts on victims. This research will help to better understand how to
develop policies and educational programs to increase women's awareness and safety in
cyberspace.
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Introduction

Cyberstalking, as a new form of gender-based violence, has become a worrying
phenomenon in contemporary societies with the spread of digital technologies.
Cyberstalking is defined here not simply as a criminal behavior, but as a
systematic tool for control, intimidation, and maintaining power in unequal
relationships. The nature of cyberstalking in emotional relationships is
fundamentally aimed at creating an asymmetrical power relationship through
mechanisms of psychological control and fear-mongering.

International studies indicate that 67% of victims of cyberstalking are abused by
current or former partners (Guide to Basic Concepts: Online Gender-Based
Violence Against Women and Girls, 2019). In Iran, with an internet penetration
rate of 89.7% and an average daily social media use of 4 hours and 37 minutes
(Statistical Center of Iran, 2024), young women aged 18 to 30 are increasingly
exposed to this harm. This study, employing a qualitative approach and
grounded in data-driven theory, has explored the hidden dimensions of this
phenomenon within the cultural context of Iran. Despite the large volume of
research in the field of cyberbullying, a significant research gap is observed in
examining cyberstalking by romantic partners in Iran. Previous studies in Iran
have mainly focused on general aspects of cyberbullying .The findings also
indicate that former romantic partners are motivated by jealousy, a sense of
ownership, and revenge (Mohammadkhani, 2023), and strangers engage in
cyberstalking with the aim of sexual harassment or financial exploitation. This
phenomenon has devastating consequences such as persistent anxiety, reduced
self-esteem, and social isolation (Dekeseredy et al., 2019).

The objectives of the study are: ldentifying the forms of cyberstalking
experienced by romantic partners among young women, explaining the
emotional and psychological consequences of cyberstalking for young women,
and explaining young women's coping strategies to control cyberstalking by
romantic partners

The present study has benefited from several theories:

Lifestyle theory (Hinduja& Patchin, 2020) links increased likelihood of
victimization to risky digital behaviors (such as revealing location). Theory of
everyday activities, which emphasizes the triple interaction of "motivated
perpetrators”, "appropriate targets”, and "lack of adequate protection”. The
presence of these three variables provides the conditions for cyberstalking.
Finally, the combination of these two frameworks shows that cyberstalking is
not simply a "digital accident”, but rather the result of a risky interaction

between users' behaviors, perpetrators' motives, and weak protective systems.
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From a feminist perspective, stalking and Cyberbullying can be seen as an
extension of patriarchal control and violence against women from the physical
environment to the cyber environment. This theory emphasizes how social
norms often devalue women’s autonomy and safety, leading to environments
where women are more likely to be stalked. This theory can explain the
systematic nature of gender-based violence, including in digital spaces. Iranian
studies, such as Hajidehabadi and Salimi (2018) and Tavakol and Fateminia
(2019), have also emphasized the role of digital lifestyle in women’s
victimization, but their focus has not been on romantic partners. Most Iranian
studies have only analyzed cyberbullying. A review of previous research shows
that despite the significant volume of domestic and foreign research in the field
of cyberbullying, previous studies in Iran have mainly focused on the general
aspects of this phenomenon and have particularly ignored the role of romantic
partners in the cyberbullying of women. International research shows that
cyberstalking in romantic relationships is systematic and controlling in nature.

Methodology

This research was conducted using grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
During the research process, 21 women aged 18-30 who experienced
cyberstalking were interviewed. Semi-structured interviews lasting 45 to 90
minutes were conducted by the interviewer. Three-stage coding (open, axial,
selective) was used to analyze the interviews. It was used to validate the

research. Three methods of "credibility”, "dependability” and "confirmability"
were used.

Findings

After coding and specifying the categories, the paradigmatic model was
identified as follows:

a) Causal conditions

The coexistence in Intimate Relationships: Intimacy becomes a tool for
accessing privacy.

Fluctuating relationship: oscillation between extreme closeness and sudden
distancing.

Relationship breakup: the culmination of control turning into active pursuit,
especially with the disclosure of confidential information.

b) Contextual conditions
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The gender discipline systems: norms such as "a good woman should always be
available".

Psychological profiling: identifying the victim's emotional and communication
weaknesses to design personalized attacks.

c¢) Coping strategies
Passive resistance: the victim's hope that the harassment will stop spontaneously
Double cost: deleting user accounts or frequently changing contact numbers.

Collective Resistance Networks: Using Circles of Friends and Support
Institutions

d) Consequences

Fear of privacy violation: persistent mistrust of technology.

Hidden digital fear

Fear of objective threats: persistent fear of physical exposure to the perpetrator.

Conclusion

By introducing the concept of “digital panopticon: male surveillance system in
intimate relationships” as a core category, this study shows that cyberstalking
results from the interaction of various factors. This concept shows how
emotional partners create a unique surveillance system by combining the three
elements of digital tools, information, and gender norms. This surveillance
system has a dual function; it is used as a pretext for care before separation and
for revenge and harm after separation. The key element in both cases is control.

Unlike Western studies (Wilson et al., 2022), honor-based norms in Iran
normalize the silence of victims. The most important solutions suggested by this
research include digital literacy training with an emphasis on privacy,
establishing rapid reporting systems, and developing victim self-help networks.
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Table 1. Respondents' characteristics

The level of
Name Age Education Dg[tzrtﬁ:l Job ac\tlli‘rftlutzlm
networks
Mahsa 22 Student Single Unemployed low
Samaneh 25 Student Single Unemployed High
Laleh 27 Bachelor's degree | Divorced Employed Medium
Soodabeh 25 Master's degree Single Employed High
Nasrin 24 Bachelor's degree Married Unemployed Low
Maryam 31 Master's degree Single Employed High
Mahboobeh 28 Master's degree Divorced Employed Medium
1, Credibility

2, Dependability
3, Confirmability

RGO PSS WA P30 )LC._J gf‘L‘”l )‘ J<Ldj>u Lo 6\]’ .\‘
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Table2. Category extraction process

Categories derived from open coding

Axial categories

Core category

Marginalization of women

Disciplining the body

Controlling family

Compulsion to maintain hono

Gender discipline system

Public-private division

Controlling society

Enforced gender roles

Gender control systems

Emotional identity reconstruction

Sexual experience

Circular dependence

Attachment hierarchy

Selective attention

Coexistence in intimate
relationships

Controlled recall

Emotional memory formation

Interrelationalcompetition

Time partitioning

Regulated attention economy

Floating relationship

Planned avoidance

Controlled emotional deprivation

Relationship breakup

Awareness of moral and behavioral
characteristics

Access to past/current private
information

Awareness of daily activities

Awareness of family information

Identification of psychological
vulnerabilities

Psychological profilg

Recording digital interactions

Access to connected devices

Access to digital records

Access to passwords

Physical/digital access

The digital
panopticon: The
male surveillance

System in intimate
relationships

Access to financial information

Awareness of professional
information

Social/economic capital
capturing
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Fear of repeated and continuous
cyberattacks Digital invisible fear
Imaginary tracker syndrome
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stalking
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canital containment
Strategy and tactics

,passive resistance, double cost, reciprocal violence
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Consequences

and ,Fear of privacy violation, fear of physical threats
latent digital fear

Figure 1. Research paradigm model
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