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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

In a large and diverse sample of U. S. adults, we assessed participants’ Sextortion; intimate partner
experience with pre-COVID in-person intimate partner violence (IPV) violence; health disparities;
victimization and with sextortion victimization during COVID to better CovID-19

understand the relationship between these phenomena. Experiencing

sexual IPV pre-COVID increased the likelihood that men and women

would experience sextortion during COVID. Men, Black and Native

women, LGBTQ individuals, and emerging adults more often experi-

enced sextortion during COVID than other groups. Implications for

research on technology-facilitated sexual violence and practice with

survivors are explored.

While the widespread use of information and communication technology has
brought about many societal benefits, such changes have also enabled online violence
in various forms (Clevenger et al., 2018; Henry, McGlynn et al., 2020; Jane, 2020).
For example, growing proportions of people in the United States are reporting
experiencing online harassment, including stalking, sexual harassment, and threats
(Vogels, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic may have exacerbated this public health
problem, as it necessitated a massive shift to web-based information and commu-
nication technologies (ICTs), enabling millions of Americans to work, attend classes,
perform errands, and sustain social and civic connections while maintaining physical
distance from others.

Indeed, since the start of the pandemic, nonprofit organizations, government institu-
tions, and legal professionals in the U.S. have reported a substantial increase in technology-
facilitated sexual violence (Boniello, 2020; CCRI, personal communication, June 2, 2020;
FBI, 2020, 2021). Technology-facilitated sexual violence (TSFV) is defined as sexual abuse
via electronic or digital means, and can include nonconsensual pornography (also known as
“revenge porn”), deepfakes, cyber harassment, cyber stalking, cyber dating violence, and
sexual extortion or “sextortion” (Henry & Powell, 2018). In all these forms of abuse,
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technology is used to violate a survivor’s sexual autonomy, whether by producing, procur-
ing, and/or distributing their intimate images without consent, and/or using intimate
images to threaten and extort.

Technology-facilitated sexual violence

Empirical research on TESV is sparse, though growing, and more work is needed regarding
the manner in which technology is used to facilitate TFSV and who is most at risk of
victimization and perpetration (Fisico & Harkins, 2021). According to Henry and Powell’s
(2018) review of existing empirical research, there are five types of TFSV studies on adults: 1)
online sexual harassment, 2) gender- and sexuality-based harassment, 3) cyber-obsessive
pursuit (cyberstalking), 4) image-based sexual exploitation, and 5) the use of a service to
perpetrate an assault or coerce an unwanted sexual experience. While these are distinct
dimensions, they can overlap and interact with each other depending on the type of offense
being investigated.

Certain forms of TFSV have received increased scholarly attention over the last decade.
For example, by 2020, sufficient work on the psychology of nonconsensual porn had been
conducted to allow for a review of 32 empirical articles (Eaton & McGlynn, 2020).
Nonconsensual porn (NCP) refers to the distribution of intimate images of individuals
without their consent, including threats to share without consent (Citron & Franks, 2014).
In this review, the authors found that NCP has been studied using a variety of psycho-
logical frameworks, including the Power and Control Wheel (Eaton et al., 2020), gender
roles and sexual scripts (Hall & Hearn, 2019; Henry & Flynn, 2019; Van Oosten et al,,
2020), social norms theory (Ehman & Gross, 2019), and individual difference theories
(Pina et al., 2017).

However, other forms of technology-facilitated sexual violence are less researched, such
as sextortion. Sextortion also appears to have increased during the pandemic according to
complaints to the FBI Internet Crime Complaint Center (FBI, 2020, 2021). In this paper, we
test the relationship between sextortion during the COVID-19 pandemic and pre-pandemic
intimate partner violence (IPV) among diverse men and women in the U.S.

Sextortion

Sextortion, a combination of “sexual” and “extortion,” is the act of threatening to expose or
distribute sexually explicit materials unless a victim complies with certain demands (Acar,
2016; Clevenger et al., 2018; Powell et al., 2019; Wolak & Finkelhor, 2016). In this regard, it
falls within the umbrella of NCP, but does not necessarily include the actual distribution of
material (Citron & Franks, 2014; O’Malley & Holt, 2022). Sextortion is an evolving term,
and may also be referred to as “threatening with NCP” or “online sexual coercion and
extortion” (e.g., Equality Now, 2021).

As the majority of sextortion victims in the U.S. are under the age of 18 (Brookings, 2016;
O’Malley & Holt, 2022), most academic research on sextortion has been done on minors
(e.g., Gamez-Guadix & Incera, 2021; Patchin & Hinduja, 2020; Wolak et al., 2018).
However, sextortion has been increasing among adults (Wittes et al., 2016), especially in
the last few years (FBI, 2020, 2021). Based on the little work that exists on adult victims of
sextortion, we know that sextortion can occur when perpetrators hack into victim’s
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electronic devices, accessing stored images and webcams (for a review including young
adults, see, Paat & Markham, 2020). Sextortion may also be perpetrated as the result of
sexual acts (consensual or forced) that are nonconsensually-recorded. Consensually-shared
sexual images may also be used for sextortion by former and current intimate partners.
Finally, perpetrators may target victims in scams, such as online dating scams where they
are lured to a dating profile, groomed by a perpetrator, and then sexually extorted (Whitty,
2015).

In terms of perpetrator motivations for sextortion, sexual aggression and toxic disin-
hibition (expressing negative behaviors in an uninhibited manner online) were found to be
positive predictors of self-reported likelihood of perpetrating TFSV, including image-based
sexual exploitation (Zhong et al., 2020). Work by Wolak and Finkelhor (2016) found that
perpetrators primarily wanted additional sexual images or videos, and less frequently
wanted sexual favors or sought financial gain. More recent work by O’Malley and Holt
(2022) analyzing 152 media articles and court documents specifically uncovered four
different themes of sextortion perpetrators: minor-focused oftfenders, cybercrime offenders,
intimate partner offenders, and transnational offenders. Thus, sextortion can be perpetrated
by a variety of offenders, including intimate partners, friends, and strangers, for a variety of
reasons.

Sextortion and intimate partner violence

Here, we examine the relationship between in-person IPV victimization and later experi-
ences with sextortion during COVID-19. There are a number of reasons in-person IPV
victimization before the pandemic should positively predict sextortion victimization during
the pandemic. First, in-person IPV and sextortion may be related tactics committed by the
same abusive partner. Indeed, research with college undergraduates by Ross et al. (2019)
found overlap between sexual coercion and sexting coercion victimization in intimate
relationships. Research also finds that abusive partners sometimes use intimate images to
control their victims (Bates, 2017; Eaton et al.,, 2020). Based on a content analysis of
366 U.S. news articles, Eaton et al. (2020) established NCP as a form of IPV that can be
perpetrated using intimidation, economic control, or coercion and threats (i.e., sextortion).

Next, even among those who changed intimate partners from before-to-during the
pandemic, there is reason to expect a positive correlation between in-person IPV from
a pre-pandemic partner and sextortion from a new partner during the pandemic.
Specifically, research suggests that individuals in abusive relationships tend to leave those
relationships for other relationships that also contain violence and aggression (Carbone-
Lopez et al.,, 2012). For example, young women who experience dating violence in adoles-
cence are more likely to experience dating violence in college (Smith et al., 2003). Thus,
those experiencing abuse from one partner in the form of in-person IPV should be more
likely to experience abuse from a later partner in the form of sextortion.

Finally, those who were victims of sextortion from someone other than an intimate
partner may also share the risk factor of previous in-person IPV. Adults who have been
victims of one form of violence have also been found to be victims of other types of
violence- a phenomenon called polyvictimization (Hamby & Grych, 2013). For example,
nationally-representative data from the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence
Survey (NISVS) pilot study found that that women who had experienced violence by
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intimate partners were typically more likely to also experience violence by non-intimate
partners (Krebs et al., 2011). Experiences of polyvictimization in the form of both online
and offline violence is also common (DeKeseredy et al., 2019). DeKeseredy et al. (2019)
found that women who received sexts and other unwanted digital sexual messages and
images were 3.4 times more likely to also be sexually assaulted offline than college students
who never received such digital sexual messages. Indeed, polyvictimization may be espe-
cially likely when both forms of violence are sexual in nature (Gidycz et al., 1995; Sabina &
Straus, 2008).

Therefore, our first hypothesis is that in-person IPV victimization before the pandemic
should positively predict sextortion victimization during the pandemic for both women and
men adults (H1). While some recent research has found links between cyber victimization
and in-person experiences of psychological, physical, and sexual IPV among adults, that
research has come from convenience samples, samples of college students, or samples of
females only (e.g., DeKeseredy et al., 2019, 2018; Marganski & Melander, 2018; Reed et al.,
2016) prohibiting generalization as well as limiting understandings of victimization risk
across dimensions of social identity.

Sextortion and identity

Based on a person’s social location, they may be more or less at-risk for TESV such as
sextortion. First, research finds that women are victimized more often by sexual crimes
(e.g., rape and assault) than men in the U.S. (Statista, 2021), including TFSV (for
a review, see, Henry, Flynn et al., 2020; for exceptions, see, Patel & Roesch, 2020;
Powell & Henry, 2019). Sociological and feminist thinking on technology and gender
has proposed that TFSV lies on a continuum of violence (McGlynn et al.,, 2017), as
a result of old and new gender roles and scripts (Henry & Powell, 2015; Ruvalcaba &
Eaton, 2020). Though there have been limited studies on the role of gender in sextortion
victimization (Hinduja & Patchin, 2018; Powell & Henry, 2019), sextortion may also be
used disproportionately against women because of the gendered nature of sexual violence
and TFSV, driven by gender roles and sexual double standards. Thus, our second
hypothesis is that women will more often report being victims of sextortion during the
pandemic than men (H2).

Given the higher prevalence of TFSV among young adults (Paat & Markham, 2020;
Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020), they may also be at greater risk for sextortion than adults of other
ages. For example, work by Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2020) found that emerging adults in the
U.S. (age 18-29; Arnett, 2014) had more often been victimized by NCP than adults in other
developmental periods. This may be the product of their greater sexual and relationship
experimentation compared to older adults (Maheux & Choukas-Bradley, 2021), as well as
the high rate at which they use technology (Pew Research Center, 2021). Therefore, we also
hypothesized that age would be negatively associated with TSFA victimization among
adults, with emerging adults experiencing the highest levels of sextortion during the
pandemic (H3).

Due to the social, economic, and health consequences of structural racism in the U.S,,
adults’ risk for TFSV may also vary across racial/ethnic groups. First, Black and Native
people in the U.S. have been found to be more at-risk for sexual violence, generally,
than their White, LatinX, and Asian counterparts (Black et al, 2011). For example,
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African American college women are more likely to report experiencing sexual assault
than their White counterparts (Abbey et al.,, 1996), and Native Americans are twice as
likely to experience a rape or sexual assault compared to those from other racial groups
(Perry, 2004).

Black and Native individuals are also typically more likely than other groups to experi-
ence sexual and reproductive coercion in relationships (Grace & Anderson, 2018). In
nationally-representative research by Basile et al. (2021), Black women and men had
significantly higher lifetime prevalence of reproductive coercion in intimate relationships
than other groups (Basile et al., 2021). Native women and men, meanwhile, have been found
to have higher rates of lifetime sexual coercion than their non-Hispanic White counterparts
(Caponera, 2018). Rates of adult sextortion across racial/ethnic groups, however, have not
been directly examined to the authors’ knowledge, perhaps as a result of racial/ethnic
homogeneity in samples of sextortion victims (e.g., Wolak et al., 2018). In the current
study, we hypothesize that Black and Native individuals will be more likely to report
sextortion during the pandemic than other racial/ethnic groups (H4).

Finally, we expect that members of LGBTQ community will more often report having
been victims of sextortion during the pandemic than heterosexuals (H5). LGBTQ indivi-
duals have been found to more often be victims of sexual violence and more likely to
experience polyvictimization than heterosexuals (Daigle & Hawk, 2021; Schwab-Reese et al.,
2021). Bisexual individuals have been shown to be especially at risk for rape and sexual
violence committed by any perpetrator, and also of rape, physical violence, and/or stalking
by intimate partner (Schwab-Reese et al., 2021; Walters et al., 2013). Research on adoles-
cents has found that bisexual, homosexual, pansexual, asexual, and queer adolescents have
more often been victims of online sextortion than heterosexual adolescents (Gdmez-Guadix
& Incera, 2021). However, this study will be the first to the authors’ knowledge examining
sextortion rates among LGBTQ adults in the U.S.

Methods

Qualtrics panels were used to apply proportional quota sampling (Trochim et al.,, 2015) to
collect online survey data from diverse men and women adults across the United States.
Quotas were established for age group (18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64, and 65+), region
of the U.S. (South East, North East, Mid-West, West, and South West), gender (woman/
transwoman, man/transman), race (White or European Non-Hispanic, Black/Afro-
Caribbean/African, Latino/a or Hispanic, Asian, and Native American or Alaskan Native
(Lavrakas, 2008), and sexual identity (LGBTQ, heterosexual). Additionally, we oversampled
for racial and ethnic minorities, to give adequate power to statistical analyses comparing
racial/ethnic groups. The sampling approach was not intended to produce a perfectly repre-
sentative sample for the purpose of prevalence estimates, but to allow for adequately-powered
examinations of associations between variables of interest, with robust comparative analyses
across relevant population subgroups.

Data were collected in January-March 2021, marking approximately one year since the
start of the pandemic in March 2020. Data collection included 3,150 adult U.S. participants.
This larger sample was restricted to individuals who reported having a partner prior to
COVID, resulting in a final data set of 2,006 participants (52.4% female). Fifty-four and a
half percent of participants identified as “White or European (Non-Hispanic),” 10% as
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Table 1. Sample demographics.

Variable Grouping % n
Age
18-29 17.6 354
30-40 25.1 503
41-65 44.2 886
65+ 13.1 263
Education
Some High School 2.2 44
High School/ GED 30 599
Associate’s Degree 16.8 335
Bachelor’s Degree 29.3 586
Master’s Degree 16.5 329
Doctorate 24 48
Professional Degree 29 58
Employment
Not Employed 36.2 725
Employed Part-time 15.2 304
Employed Full-time 48.7 975

“Black, Afro-Caribbean, or African,” 14.9% as “Latino/a or Hispanic,” 8.9% as “Asian,” 9.4%
as “Native American or Alaska Native,” and 2.3% as “Other.” Eighty eight percent identified
as Heterosexual, 2.4% identified as gay, 1.4% identified as lesbian, 6.1% identified as
bisexual, and 1.6% identified as “other.” Twenty seven percent of participants indicated
living in the South East U.S., 22% in the North East, 22% in the Mid-West, 17% in the West,
and 12% in the South West. See Table 1 for additional demographic data.

Measures

Participants were asked to complete an online survey including measures assessing intimate
partner violence victimization before the pandemic, sextortion victimization during the
pandemic, and a number of demographic items. The survey also included additional
measures not relevant to the current study, such as experience with other forms of cyber
abuse, technology use, gender role attitudes, well-being, social support, and alcohol use.

In-person IPV victimization pre-COVID was examined using the psychological
aggression, physical assault, and sexual coercion victimization subscales from the
Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2), which is considered reliable and wvalid
(Archer, 1999; Straus et al., 1996). To assess these forms of IPV pre-COVID, partici-
pants were first asked “did you have a romantic partner before COVID-19 (e.g.,
boyfriend/girlfriend, spouse)?” Participants who answered “yes” to this question were
then asked to complete the CTS-2 subscales by indicating “how many times your most
recent partner did these before COVID-19.” Across the three subscales, participants
indicated the frequency with which each form of IPV victimization occurred, from this
has never happened (0) to more than 20 times before the pandemic (6). An example of
the 8-item psychological aggression subscale is “my partner insulted or swore at me”
This subscale had a Cronbach’s a = .90 (Straus et al., 1996). The physical assault
subscale is a 12-item subscale (e.g., “my partner punched or hit me with something
that could hurt”) with a Cronbach’s a = .97 (Straus et al., 1996). The sexual coercion
subscale is a seven-item subscale with a Cronbach’s a = .89 (Straus et al., 1996). An
example item is “my partner used threats to make me have sex.”
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Sextortion victimization was examined by asking participants if they had ever been the
victim of sextortion. Sextortion was defined for participants as “the act of threatening to
expose a nude or sexually explicit image in order to get a person to do something such as
send more nude or sexually explicit images, pay someone money, or perform sexual acts.”
Response options included “yes, before the pandemic,” “yes, after the pandemic,” and “no,
never.” Responses were coded to reflect whether the participant had been a victim of
sextortion during the pandemic (1) or not (0).

Statistical analysis

First, a series of chi-square analyses were conducted in SPSS 28.0 on the unweighted
sample to examine associations between gender and race and sextortion victimization
since the pandemic began. To examine the simultaneous effects of physical, sexual, and
psychological IPV on sextortion during the pandemic, while controlling for age, race,
and whether the sextortion was perpetrated by a partner or non-partner, data were
analyzed in MPlus version 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2007) using multi-group path
analysis with multiple binary and continuous predictors and one logistic outcome.
For MPlus to treat the sextortion after the pandemic began variable as a logistic
outcome, we used mixture modeling that treated gender as a known observed variable.
This type of modeling does not allow for paths to be constrained as is typically done in
multi-group path analysis with a continuous dependent variable. To assess statistically
significant differences between males and females, we conducted a series of Wald chi-
square tests on each logistic regression of interest. These Wald chi-square tests allowed
for an examination of whether each logistic regression pathway within the model was
significantly different for males and females (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2002).

Results
Multi-group logistic path analysis

The relationship between physical IPV, psychological IPV, and sexual IPV victimization
before the pandemic and sextortion victimization after the pandemic began were next
examined for both men and women. Neither prior victimization by physical IPV (Male
OR = 1.03, 95% CI [.99, 1.06], p = .16; Female OR = .96, 95% CI [.90, 1.02], p = .26) or
psychological IPV (Male OR =.99, 95% CI [.96, 1.04], p = .98; Female OR = .96, 95% CI [.91,
1.01], p = .20) prior to the pandemic were significant predictors of sextortion once the
pandemic began (see, Figure 1 for all multi-group logistic path analysis results). However,
sexual IPV levels pre-pandemic were significant predictors of sextortion during the pan-
demic (Male OR = 1.05, 95% CI [1.02, 1.09], p = .01; Female OR = 1.17, 95% CI [1.06, 1.30],
p =.009), partially supporting H1.

Higher levels of sexual IPV pre-pandemic resulted in 1.05 times greater risk of sextortion
for men and 1.17 times greater risk of sextortion for women. A Wald test on this significant
pathway indicated that the strength of this relation did not differ for men and women, x
(1) = 2.79, p = .09. Of the covariates also included in the model, IPV that was previously
perpetrated by a partner was also a significant predictor of sextortion for both men and
women (Male OR = 3.23, 95% CI [1.29, 8.10], p = .04; Female OR = 9.76, 95% CI [3.09,
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Before Pandemic After Pandemic

Physical IPV 1.03/ 0.96

Psychological

PV Sextortion
LO5%%/ 1.17**
Sexual [PV
3.23%/ 9.46%* 229/ 6. 77+ [ 1.54/7.33%*
. Mative/ . s
Sextortion by Indigesous N. ha\imfan
Partner American merican

Figure 1. Multi-group logistic regression examining predictors of sextortion during the pandemic. *Note:
Coefficients before the “/” represent estimates for males, coefficients after the “/” represent estimates for
females. Only significant covariates are pictured ** p < .01 ***p < .001

30.86], p < .001). The strength of the effect of IPV that was previously perpetrated by
a partner on sextortion during the pandemic was not significantly different by gender, x
(1) = 1.53, p = .22.

Group level differences

Differences in the frequency with which sextortion since the pandemic was reported were
identified by gender, age, sexuality, race, and race and gender combined. Four and
a half percent of men and 2.3% of women reported experiencing sextortion since the
pandemic began. In contrast to H2, a significantly higher percentage of men reported
sextortion than women, x2(1) = 7.82, p = .005. Age at victimization did not differ between
men and women, #(65) = .22, p = .83. However, participants who were victims of
sextortion were significantly younger (M = 38.64, SD = 14.46) than participants who
were not victims of sextortion during the pandemic (M = 45.32, SD = 15.37). Using
logistic regression with age as a continuous variable, age was a significant, negative
predictor of sextortion during the pandemic, OR = .97, 95% CI [.95, .99], b = -.03
(x2(1) = 11.83, p < .001), supporting H3. When examining individuals based on their
developmental periods (see, Table 1 for sample distribution across developmental
groups) those between the ages of 18-29 were most likely to report sextortion victimiza-
tion during the pandemic, with 5.4% (n = 19) of this sub-sample reporting an experience
of sextortion, followed by 4.3% (n = 21) of individuals between the ages of 30-40, 2.7%
(n = 24) of individuals between the ages of 41-64, and 1.1% (n = 3) of participants over
age 65, (x2(3) = 10.63, p = .01), further supporting H3.

Racial differences in the frequency with which sextortion was reported were also
identified, x2(5) = 14.35, p = .014. Supporting Hypothesis 4, 7% percent of Black, Afro-
Caribbean, or African and 5.3% of Native American or Alaskan Native participants
reported sextortion, compared to 3.4% of Latinx, 2.8% of Asian, and 2.6% of White
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participants. These racial differences were significant for women (x2(5) = 21.32,
p < .001) but not for men (x2(5) = 2.64, p = .76). Seven percent of Black, Afro-
Caribbean, or African women and 5% of Native American or Alaskan Native women
reported sextortion, while 2.4% of Latinas, 2% of Asian women, and 0.8% of White
women reported sextortion. Identifying as Native Alaskan or Indigenous North
American compared to White (OR = 6.77, 95% CI [2.11, 21.78], p < .001), or as an
African American compared to White (OR = 7.33, 95% CI [2.34, 22.98], p < .001), were
significant predictors of sextortion during the pandemic for women but not men. Native
Alaskan and Indigenous North American women were 6.77 times more likely than
White women to experience sextortion, while African American women were 7.33
times more likely than White women to experience sextortion during the pandemic.

The distribution of sextortion during the pandemic also significantly differed by sexual
orientation, x2(4) = 15.50, p = .004, in support of Hypothesis 5. Two-point-nine percent of
heterosexual, 2.0% of gay, 7.1% of lesbian, 8.9% of bisexual, and 6.3% of participants who
self-identified as “other” sexual orientation reported experiences of sextortion during the
pandemic. The most commonly reported perpetrator of sextortion against victims was “a
stranger” (29%), followed by “a current romantic partner” (20%), a “former romantic
partner” (18%), a “friend outside of work or school” (9%), “someone I met online” (9%),
“someone from work” (7%), “someone from school” (4%), and “someone I met outside of
work or school” (4%). The frequency of perpetrator identity did not differ by gender,
(x2(7) = 11.09, p = .14) or by race, (x2(35) = 46.16, p = .10).

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought increased scientific, legal, and public attention to
digital crimes that can be perpetrated from a distance, including technology-facilitated sexual
violence (Boman & Gallupe, 2020). One of the forms of TFSV that has gained increased
attention during the pandemic is sextortion (FBI, 2020, 2021), or the threat to distribute
intimate materials unless a victim complies with a perpetrator’s demands (O’Malley & Holt,
2022). A unique aspect of sextortion is that, unlike other forms of TESV, the victim and
perpetrator may never interact offline; perpetrators may gain possession of a victim’s images
through a variety of means, including coercion and hacking (Liggett, 2019).

In the present study, we surveyed a large diverse sample of U.S. adults to better
understand the relationship between in-person IPV and TFSV victimization. We
found that experience with sexual IPV pre-pandemic (but not physical or psycholo-
gical IPV) was a significant predictor of sextortion during the pandemic for both
men and women. In addition, we examined the occurrence of sextortion victimiza-
tion during the pandemic across gender, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation in the
U.S. We found that men, Native American and Black women, and sexual identity
minorities (specifically lesbians, bisexuals, and “others”) more often reported sextor-
tion victimization during the pandemic than their counterparts. Finally, we found
that victims of sextortion during the pandemic tended to be younger than non-
victims, with emerging adults (age 18-29) reporting the highest levels of victimiza-
tion. This is consistent with research on TFSV in Australia finding that younger
individuals were generally at greater risk for TFSV than other age groups (Douglass
et al., 2018; Powell & Henry, 2019).
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Sextortion and gender

Our finding that men were more often victims of sextortion during the pandemic than
women was contrary to our initial predictions. However, not all work on TFSV finds
that women are disproportionately victimized (e.g., Patel & Roesch, 2020; Powell &
Henry, 2019). The primary forms of TFSV that appear to more often affect women
include the distribution of NCP and online sexual harassment (for a review, see, Henry
& Powell, 2018). Gender differences in the frequency of threats to distribute intimate
images, however, has not been systematically examined among U.S. adults until now.
Our research is consistent with findings from the office of Australia’s eSafety commis-
sioner in 2020, which found that seven out of 10 victims of sextortion in Australia
were men (Yi, 2020).

There are several reasons U.S. men may have more often reported being victims of
sextortion during the pandemic than women. First, recent research has highlighted
gender disparities in unpaid care work and household-related work since the begin-
ning of the pandemic (Xue & McMunn, 2021; Zamarro & Prados, 2021); it is possible
that men had more time to spend online than women during the pandemic. Although
the finding that men were more likely than women to be victimized was contrary to
our hypothesis, a recent study with a representative sample of U.S. middle and high
school students found that boys reported sextortion victimization more frequently than
girls (Patchin & Hinduja, 2020). According to the authors of that study, there is
a strong correlation between male offenders and male victims such that individuals
with experience in one role are likely to also experience the other (Patchin & Hinduja,
2020). Male online dating patterns, such as being less selective than women (Whyte &
Torgler, 2017), may have also contributed to the current finding. Finally, research
indicates that men and highly educated individuals are more likely to be victims of
cyberscams, including consumer, charity, and romance scams (Whitty, 2015); this
victimization may extend beyond cyberscams to sextortion.

Sextortion and sexual IPV

The finding that sexual IPV pre-pandemic (and not physical or psychological) was
positively associated with sextortion during the pandemic only partially supported our
initial prediction. However, it is consistent with research finding that different types of
sexual victimization (e.g., rape and verbal sexual coercion) are highly correlated (e.g.,
Abbey et al., 2004; Mellins et al., 2017). However, the limited work on the relationship
between IPV and cyber abuse among adults rarely separately analyzes different types of
IPV (e.g., sexual and nonsexual) and their individual relationships to different types of
cyber abuse (e.g., sexual and non-sexual; Wolford-Clevenger et al., 2016). For example,
work by Sargent et al. (2016) found that cyber victimization was related to psychological
IPV among first-year college students. However, the type of cyber victimization partici-
pants reported could have included sexual and non-sexual types. Our work suggests that
teasing apart the subtypes of victimization experienced by polyvictims may be key to
understanding the nature of polyvictimization, generally, and predictors of sextortion
victimization, specifically.
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Limitations

This work represents the first study on sextortion using a large and diverse sample of U.S.
adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, it comes with a number of limitations.
First, the data were collected cross-sectionally. This inhibits our ability to establish
temporal precedence for the different forms of sexual violence examined, and it increases
the risk of within-survey order effects (Laursen et al., 2012; Shadish et al., 2002). Future
research should examine the relationship between IPV types and TFSV using
a longitudinal design.

Second, our data consisted only of self-reports, making it possible that differences
obtained between groups, for example, were a function of group-level differences in
sexual violence perceptions or norms, rather than actual rates of victimization. Next, our
data were collected during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, and may not
represent rates or relationships during non-pandemic periods, or during the subsequent
part of the pandemic. Next, we did not assess how many times sextortion victimization
occurred during the pandemic- only whether or not it had occurred. This measure
prohibits us from examining the relationship between in-person IPV and TFSV fre-
quency or severity.

Finally, the current paper did not test mediators of group-level differences in IPV. Future
research should examine potential explanations for differences by race, age, gender, and so
on. For example, age-related differences may be the result of emerging adults using
technology more frequently than older people (Powell & Henry, 2017), or engaging in
more relationship and sexual experimentation than older adults (Maheux & Choukas-
Bradley, 2021).

Contributions to research

Our work contributes to research on TFSV in a number of ways. First, we uncovered
a number of identity-related predictors of sextortion victimization that are shared with
other forms of sexual violence, such as being a Black or Native American woman,
a sexual minority, and young. This suggests that sextortion may operate like other
forms of sexual violence, with similar identity features that offenders target (e.g.,
bisexuality) and similar sociocultural risk factors (e.g., social norms). Thus, theories
like target congruence theory and lifestyles-routine activities theory, which were
developed and are used to study in-person victimization, may also be useful for
understanding online victimization (Snyder et al., 2021).

On the other hand, our finding that men more often reported being victims of sextortion
during the pandemic than women suggests that sextortion may be unique from other forms
of sexual violence. While women are generally more often victims of sexual violence than
men, including TESV (for a review, see, Henry, Flynn et al., 2020), sextortion may be more
frequently targeted toward men (Yi, 2020). Clarifying the operational distinctions between
different forms of TFSV is crucial for not only elucidating potential motivations for
offending, but also for better addressing the nuances of victimization. For example, gaps
in definitions of TFSV in the U.S. population have hindered public health efforts for cyber
abuse victims (Fernet et al., 2021).
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Nonetheless, even when men experience equal or greater rates of sexual violence than
women, the nature and/or impacts of that violence may still be gender-differentiated
(Powell & Henry, 2019). For example, work by Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2020) found that
NCP victimization has a more negative relationship with well-being for women than
men. Future research should therefore examine the consequences of sextortion for
diverse men and women, as well as the consequences of sextortion and other types of
TESV for the family, friends, and later partners of primary survivors (Clevenger &
Navarro, 2021).

Next, our research contributes to existing research by showing that only sexual IPV, and
not other types of in-person IPV, was related to later sextortion. This is in line with calls to
treat IPV as multidimensional (e.g., Lagdon et al., 2014), especially when understanding
polyvictimization (Gilbar & Ford, 2020), and suggests that because different types of sexual
violence co-occur, they may share some risk and protective factors. Possible shared pre-
dictors of sexual IPV and TFSV should be examined at individual, relational, social, and
cultural levels.

Contributions to practice

The current research underscores the importance of adding screening for TESV to
existing IPV screening measures for both men and women in healthcare settings,
particularly for individuals who have already been a victim of sexual IPV, and regardless
of whether that prior IPV was perpetrated by a partner. Such screenings would allow
doctors and clinicians to identify polyvictims and potentially disrupt a pathway to life-
time health disparities (Andersen et al., 2015). These screenings are especially important
in communities that serve sexual and racial minority men and women, as the data from
this study reinforce the finding that both groups are at increased risk for both in-person
IPV and TFSV (Cho, 2012; Daigle & Hawk, 2021; Gadmez-Guadix & Incera, 2021; Tjaden
& Thoennes, 2000).

Finally, our research suggests that prevention programs aimed at reducing TFSV, like
sextortion, should consider supporting participants in the development of skills, experi-
ences, and beliefs that protect against multiple types of sexual violence. Teaching healthy
relationship attitudes and beliefs, for example, has been shown to be a protective factor
against polyvictimization (Wolfe, 2018). Such programs should also be sure to include
supports and interventions aimed at boys and men, who show the same relationship
between sexual IPV victimization and sextortion victimization as women, and who may
be at greater overall risk for some types of TESV.

Conclusion

Given the rise in TFSV over time, and sextortion during the pandemic specifically, it has
become increasingly urgent to better understand the nature of cyber sexual abuse. This
large, study of U.S. adults suggests that sextortion victimization can be predicted by gender,
race, age, sexual orientation, and sexual IPV, with men, Native and Black women, LGBTQ
people, and sexual IPV victims all being at greater risk for sextortion.
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