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Differentiating between Physically Violent and Nonviolent
Stalkers: An Examination of Canadian Cases

ABSTRACT: This study is one of a few that empirically investigated factors that differentiated the physically violent stalker from the nonviolent
stalker. Using discriminant analysis, 103 Canadian cases of “simple obsessional” stalking were examined. Overall, the success of the model for clas-
sifying cases into one of two groups was 81%. Results revealed that the physically violent stalker is more likely to: (a) have a stronger previous emo-
tional attachment toward their victim; (b) be more highly fixated/obsessed with their victim; (c) have a higher degree of perceived negative affect
towards their victim; (d) engage in more verbal threats toward the victim; and (e) have a history of battering/domestic abuse towards the victim.
Opverall, the variables that best differentiate the physically violent stalker from the nonviolent one appear to characterize underlying themes of anger,
vengeance, emotional arousal, humiliation, projection of blame, and insecure attachment pathology.
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In recent years, researchers have attempted to better understand
the criminal behavior known as stalking (or more formally known
as criminal harassment in Canada). Stalking can be defined as the
repeated, intentional, and malicious pursuit or annoyance of another
person who feels threatened as a result (2).

Laws have been adopted in the U.S. and in most other devel-
oped countries to try and eradicate these types of behaviors. In
Canada, the law to prohibit stalking has been strengthened over
the years since first adopted in 1993. In 1997 amendments
included a condition stating any homicide committed in the pro-
cess of stalking a person is upgraded to first-degree murder,
regardless of whether the murder is planned and deliberate. In
addition, stalking while under conditions of a protective court
order is considered an aggravating factor for sentencing purposes.
Further, in 2002, the maximum sentence for stalking was
increased from 5 years to 10 years. In 2006, a new provision in
the law banned the practice of having the accused cross-examine
the victim unless the judge feels that the proper administration
of justice requires it.

The majority of victims in stalking are women and their stalker
is most often a man (3,4). The latest government report in Canada
suggests that 1.4 million women over 15 years old (11% of the
population) and about 900,000 men (7% of the population) have
been stalked, with the majority of victims (80%) stalked by males,
regardless of the sex of the victim (3). This compares to an esti-
mated lifetime prevalence rate for stalking in the U.S. of 8% for
women and 2% for men (4).

An expanding number of typologies exist to describe the various
types of stalkers (5-8). Relational typologies—which describe stalk-
ers based on their relationship to their victim have been seen as
more theoretically practical in some research (9). One developed
by the Los Angeles Police Department proposes four types of stalk-
ers: (1) the erotomanic—where the perpetrator is under delusions
and is convinced that their victim, whom they may have had brief
contact, is in love with them; (2) the love obsessional—where there
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is no relationship between the perpetrator and victim and where the
perpetrator tends to suffer from schizophrenia or bipolar disorder
(i.e., celebrity or public figure fixation), (10); (3) the simple obses-
sional—where the perpetrator and victim have known each other in
some manner and may have engaged in either an intimate or non-
intimate relationship; and (4) false victimization syndrome—where
a person falsely accuses another of stalking when no such activity
has taken place.

The most violent stalking cases tend to be found within the
“simple obsessional” category of stalker and in particular, those
with a prior intimate relationship (6,9,10). The relatively high fre-
quency of violence by stalkers is reported to range from 25% to
40%, with one meta-analysis averaging the incidence at 33%
(11,12) and another meta-analysis averaging the rate at 38.7% (13).
With respect to individuals who were intimate partners, the percent-
age that is violent increases dramatically with a range of 55-89%
in various research studies (14-16).

The rate of homicide in stalkers is estimated to be less than 2%;
however, this rate may be underestimated since the crime of stalk-
ing may not be charged when a homicide occurs and not all cases
are reported in the scientific literature (17,18). More recently,
research in a large sample of stalkers found the homicide rate to be
only 0.5%, although authors noted that this estimate is higher than
the risk in the overall U.S. population (<0.01%) (6). In Canada
between 1997 and 1999, there were nine homicides that involved
stalking as the precipitating crime. In each of these homicides, the
victim was a female who was being stalked (and later killed) by a
former spouse/intimate (19).

With respect to gender differences in violence, one research
study found that female stalkers appear to have the same inclina-
tion for threats and violence, although the rates of physical assault
appear to be somewhat higher among male stalkers, and female
stalkers appear to be less likely than males to progress from threats
to actual physical violence (20).

Factors Associated with Violence in Stalking
Several studies have examined factors associated with violent

behavior in stalkers (1,16,21-23). To this end, some studies have
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found a significant relationship between violence and former inti-
mates (21,23-28). This research suggests that the strength of emo-
tional attachment may be an important factor in predicting
violence.

Similarly, it is reasonable to assume that stalkers with a former
intimate relationship with their victim may also be more
obsessed/fixated with their victim—given their previous emotional
connection and extensive knowledge of the victim—manifesting
itself in potentially more varied and numerous contacts with their
victim. They may also tend to exhibit a higher degree of negative
affect/emotion towards their victim, given the previous strength of
the former relationship. Thus, factors such as obsessional thinking,
anger, persecutory thinking, and/or suicidal’homicidal ideation or
intent may be important when attempting to predict violence in
stalkers (18,29-31). To this end, consistent with earlier research by
the author, it is proposed that those perpetrators highly fixated on
their victim and those with a higher degree of negative affect
towards their victim would be more likely to engage in physical
violence against the victim (1).

Another variable that has been found to be significantly associ-
ated with violence in stalkers is the presence of threats made
towards the victim (1,20-23,25,28). Associations have ranged
between r = 0.15 and 0.39 (32) and risen to r = 0.54 (1). How-
ever, while the presence of threats may be significantly correlated
with increased violence in stalkers, the real predictive value of
threats has been questioned because it is common in stalking
cases (15). Also, there may be significant cases where threats are
not carried out and/or no threats are made previous to acts of
violence (32). Moreover, the use of various definitions of violence
in studies may alter the strength of the actual relationship with
threats.

Other factors that have been reviewed as possible risk factors in
the relationship between violence and stalkers are the presence of a
mental disorder, personality disorder, and/or substance abuse
(1,13,21,23). Here the research has had mixed results, given the dif-
ferences in methodology in research and the lack of generalizability
of small sample sizes. Some studies have found modest significant
univariate associations between violent offenders and psychosis
(7,23) and the presence of a major clinical disorder (Axis 1) and
violence (21). Others have found no significant association between
psychosis and violence (21,33) or the presence of a personality dis-
order (Axis II) and violence (21,23). Moreover, this same line of
research has found that violence was actually less likely among
psychotic offenders (23,33) or those with a major mental disorder
(21). While Morrison (1) did find a significant univariate associa-
tion with mental/personality (Axes I and II) disorders, this associa-
tion did not remain in the hierarchical regression model.

With respect to personality, stalkers, in general, tend to be asso-
ciated with personality disorders such as antisocial, borderline, his-
trionic, and narcissistic; however, no consensus has been achieved
regarding the relationship, if any, with violence (10,13). Given the
small number of studies, as well as the mixed results and various
research methodologies utilized, inclusion of factors such as the
presence of a personality disorder and major clinical disorder in a
model of violence prediction seems worthwhile, if only as a control
variable.

Moreover, while both drug abuse and alcohol abuse have been
found to have modest significant associations with stalking violence
in some research, (7,23,34) others report a significant association
with drug abuse only (22) or no association at all with substance
abuse (21,27). Overall, given that violence risk research seems to
support the inclusion of alcohol and drug abuse in predictive mod-
els of violence (35), inclusion of these variables seems worthwhile.
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Another factor frequently associated with violence in stalkers is
the presence of previous criminal behavior in the perpetrator’s past
history (1,7,16,34). The old adage that past behavior predicts future
behavior reflects this notion. However, some studies have not found
any relationship with past criminal history (21,23); thus, these
mixed results suggest the need for further inquiry.

Similarly, previous domestic violence towards the victim has also
been associated with stalking violence. Past research has indicated
a relatively high percentage of former intimate partners who stalk
(4,19). However, while several studies have found significant asso-
ciations between previous domestic abuse and stalking violence
(1,36-38), other studies have found little or no association between
the two (16,23,34). Thus, the results are still inconclusive in this
area. However, domestic violence history was viewed as an impor-
tant risk factor in this study given past significant results by the
author and the potential limitations of data collection in past studies
for screening for domestic violence (16).

Present Study

This study attempts to add to previous research by examining
factors that could potentially differentiate stalkers who are physi-
cally violent towards their victim from those who are not physically
violent. Violence in this research was defined as any act of inten-
tional physical aggression towards the victim. The author has
attempted to replicate and extend previous research in this area.
Variables were included based upon past clinical and empirical
research that appear to be associated with stalker violence. Further,
this study includes two variables—degree of emotional attachment
and substance abuse—not included in a previous predictive model
of stalker violence by the author (1). In addition, this study
assessed the influence of personality disorder and mental disorder
as separate variables (previously combined in past research by the
author) and also included a variable indicating the presence of a
criminal record (previously assessed as degree of aggression in past
alleged offenses) (1). All other variables included in the previous
study by the author were also included in this study including pres-
ence of threats, presence of previous domestic abuse, degree of
obsession with the victim, and level of negative affect of the
perpetrator.

Overall, this study’s hypotheses suggest that nine variables—pre-
vious emotional attachment, level of obsession/fixation with the
victim, level of perceived negative affect, threats toward the victim,
Axis I clinical disorder (i.e., schizophrenic/delusional), Axis II per-
sonality disorder, substance abuse, criminal record, and domestic
abuse would be useful in classifying stalkers who are physically
violent.

Research into factors that differentiate violent stalkers from non-
violent stalkers has important implications for victims of stalking as
well as those working in the justice system and medical health
fields. Further research in this area can aid in developing a more
complete picture of stalkers who commit violent acts and in deter-
mining factors that are beneficial to law enforcement officials in
assessing risk in individual cases as well as constructing guidelines
for assessing stalkers in general.

Method

The population for this study was described as all individuals in
Canada who had been formally charged with criminal harassment
as defined under the Criminal Code of Canada, who also met the
following criteria: (1) the stalker—victim relationship was known as
“simple obsessional” as described by Zona et al. (10) and (2) the
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case contained sufficient information to allow for analysis related
to the objectives of the study.

Although various classifications for stalkers exist (6,26), this
investigation examined the ‘“‘simple obsessional” type of relation-
ship exclusively given that these cases are common in empirical
studies and in police investigations and these cases tend to be the
most violent (8,10).

Case studies were chosen from two databases: (1) Lexis-Nexis—
A legal database containing selected cases from Canadian courts;
and (2) Canadian Newsstand—a news database containing news
stories from major newspapers across Canada. All cases chosen
had judgment dates between the years 2000 and 2006.

A complete database of all individuals in Canada charged with
stalking whose stalker—victim typology was classified as “‘simple
obsessional” was not available; therefore, the researcher used a
nonrandom sample of convenience. However, the final sample may
be representative of the entire defined population given that every
available case from these two databases that met the population
definition was utilized. Further, other researchers have also sup-
ported the use of nonrandom samples of convenience in order to
study this population (22,23,33).

The final sample size was constricted by the availability of crim-
inal harassment cases on the two databases used in this study. A
review of the two databases for cases meeting the definition
described above yielded 103 usable cases between March 2000 and
May 2006. Given that the sample contained cases from various
provinces and varying degrees of criminal behavior, it was thought
to be representative of perpetrators of this crime in general. Thus,
the results appeared to be generalizable to the overall defined
population.

After an extensive review of the literature on stalking and crimi-
nal harassment in published journals, books, and government docu-
ments, and reviewing a previous code sheet utilized by the author
as well as the code sheet utilized by other research (6) data collec-
tion was initiated. The collection of data was based on:

(1) determination of data necessary for hypotheses testing;

(2) generation of questions that would obtain this data from cases;
and

(3) data required for statistical analysis.

A data code was produced in order to quantify the patterns of
harassment developed in the review. After editing, 46 items were
chosen for use, some of which used a nominal scale for measure-
ment (i.e., 1,0) and others that were measured on either a five-point
or seven-point interval-ratio scale.
The dependent measure was defined as the presence of any
act(s) of intentional physical aggression towards the victim and was
rated on a nominal scale (i.e., 1 = yes, 0 = no).
The nine predictor variables included were defined as follows:
(1) Degree of indications of likely obsession/fixation (Obsess)—
ranging from (1) low/none obvious to (5) high relating to the
relative number of contacts with the victim as well as the
degree to which the perpetrator either went out of his way to
contact the victim or acted in an unusual or peculiar manner;

(2) Degree of perceived negative affect/emotion in actions (Ne-
gaff)—ranging from (1) low to (5) high relating to the degree
of perceived anger/hatred towards the victim based on known
emotional hostility directed towards the victim;

(3) Explicit verbal threat/no threat status towards victim (Threat)—
nominally scaled item (1 = yes; 0 = no);

(4) Strength of emotional attachment (attach)—based on the type
and degree of emotional attachment ranging from (1) weak
(casual acquaintance, dated and/or known less than 6 months)

to (5) strong (married, commonlaw, may have kids with victim
and/or lived together and/or relationship extended more than
3 years);

(5) Known substance abuse/dependency (i.e., legal or illegal
drugs/alcohol) (Drugalc)—nominally scaled item (1 = yes;
0 = no);

(6) Presence of a personality disorder (Axis II diagnosis based on
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM IV-TR) (Pers)—nominally scaled item (0) = no/none
obvious; (1) = yes, based on the symptomology detailed in the
case and/or court observations/assessments from appointed
experts (39);

(7) Presence of major mental disorder including psychotic/delu-
sional/schizophrenic ~clinical disorder (Axis 1 diagnosis)
(Schiz)—nominally scaled item (1 =yes; 0 =no), based on
detailed information contained in the cases including any psy-
chiatric or psychological evaluations, expert witnesses, and an
analysis of symptoms and behaviors of the perpetrator (39).

(8) Batterer (Batt)—domestic violence towards victim over time
prior to stalking behavior—nominally scaled item (1 = yes;
0 = no);

(9) Presence of a criminal record for nonviolent and/or violent
crimes of any kind (crimrec)—nominally scaled item (1 = yes;
0 = no).

Scorer reliability was estimated by having the subjective ques-
tions from a small sample of cases (n = 25) independently rated by
another expert rater. The scores for each subjective question were
then correlated. Correlations between the scores for all items were
computed and found to be relatively high (r = >86) and therefore,
the possibility of scorer variance was significantly reduced (40,41).

Results

The sample consisted of n = 103 perpetrators charged with crim-
inal harassment (more commonly known as stalking) from nine dif-
ferent provinces including Ontario (n =49), British Columbia
(n = 20), Alberta (n = 16), Saskatechewan (n = 6), Newfoundland
(n =5), Manitoba (n = 3), Prince Edward Island (n =2), Nova
Scotia (n = 1), and Quebec (n = 1).

In cases where the age of the perpetrator was known (n = 66),
the range in age was from 18 to 67 years old with a mean age of
38 (SD = 11.5) and consisted mainly of males (90% male, n = 93).
The marital status of the perpetrators consisted of 44%
estranged/separated (living apart) (n = 45); 43% single (n = 44);
10% married/commonlaw (living together) (n = 10); and 4%
divorced/widowed (n = 4). Race/ethnic background of the perpe-
trators was not available to the author. The mean age, marital sta-
tus, and gender of the subjects are generally consistent with other
research involving those charged with stalking (1,6,14). Almost half
(45%) of the perpetrators had children/dependents (n = 46).

Background of the perpetrators is shown in Table 1. As indicated
in Table 1, close to half of the perpetrators had some type of clini-
cal and/or personality/mood disorder as well as a criminal record
and a history of violent behavior prior to current criminal charges
for stalking. In addition, over one-third of the sample had previ-
ously breached a court order.

Few details of the victims’ background information were avail-
able. Results indicated that the overwhelming majority of victims
were female (91%, n = 94). Most of the victims were either single
(42%, n = 43) or estranged/separated (40%, n = 41). Only 15%
(n =15) of victims were married/commonlaw and 4% (n =4)
were divorced/widowed.



TABLE 1—Perpetrators’ alleged life history prior to current criminal

charges.
Characteristic Frequency (%) n
Mental illness/personality/mood disorder 48 49
Criminal record (violent and/or nonviolent crimes) 46 47
Alleged physical assault/other violent behavior* 44 45
Alleged breach of any past court order* 36 37
Criminal record including violent crimes 34 35
Criminal record for nonviolent crimes 32 33
Alleged drug or alcohol abuse* 30 31
Alleged stalking behavior in past relationships* 29 30
Alleged violence/abuse (but no criminal record)* 21 22
Alleged property/burglary/break and enter* 21 22
Previous stalking/criminal harassment charge 18 19
Military/weapons/firearm background 11 11
Alleged sexual assault/abuse* 8 8
Alleged fraud or similar nonviolent behavior* 8 8
None known 33 34
Unknown 2 2

*Not necessarily charged or convicted for these alleged behaviors.

With respect to victim assaults, results showed that almost half
(45%, n = 46) were physically assaulted (i.e., actual physical con-
tact) while one-third (33%, n = 34) were victims of some form of
property assault. Moreover, some forms of weapons were used in
18% (n = 18) of the cases (i.e., gun, knife, baseball bat) and the
type of violent/aggressive behavior was planned or predatory in
nature in almost one-third (29%, n = 30) of the cases.

Six types of previous relationships between perpetrator and vic-
tim were found. The majority consisted of either couples that had
been living together as married or commonlaw (42%, n = 43) or
girl/boyfriends in a dating/intimate relationship but not living
together (36%, n = 37). Overall, 78% (n = 80) were involved in a
prior intimate relationship. Other types of attachments found in the
sample consisted of casual acquaintances (14%, n = 14), profes-
sional relationships (i.e., doctor/teacher) (5%, n =5), personal
friends (3%, n = 3), and work colleagues (1%, n = 1).

The length of the previous cordial relationship ranged from
under 2 months (12%, n = 12) to over 15 years (5%, n = 5), with
almost half of the relationships (48%, n = 49) lasting less than
1 year and almost 60% (n = 61) lasting less than 2 years.

The type of alleged psychiatric/psychological disorder(s) of the
perpetrator at the time of the current legal charge(s) is outlined in
Table 2. Results indicate that a large majority of the sample (1)
appeared to have extreme difficulty in controlling their emotions
(2), were severely obsessed and fixated on their victim, and/or (3)
appeared to have symptomology consistent with the presence of a
personality disorder. Other results revealed that 11% (n = 11) of
the sample had either attempted suicide or had thought about com-
mitting suicide.

TABLE 2—Type of alleged psychiatric/psychological disorder of stalker at
time of current charge(s).
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With respect to police warnings or court orders to stay away
and/or discontinue any type of contact with the victim, a majority
of perpetrators (65%, n = 67) were under such orders; yet, of those
who were, an overwhelming 93% chose not to obey the order or
warning. Further, an examination of known direct threatening state-
ments made by the perpetrators reveals that almost two-thirds
(62%, n = 64) made some kind of threatening statements. Of these,
the majority (59%, n = 61) were made either directly to or about
the victim; one-third of the threats (33%, n = 34) were made to or
about a third party; 9% (n =9) regarding property or things; 8%
(n = 8) regarding threats of perpetrator suicide; and 1% (n = 1)
regarding animals.

Table 3 presents the initial strategy(s) used by the victims to
cope with the stalker. The two most common strategies used by
the majority of victims were calling police (91%) and/or docu-
menting/collecting evidence against the stalker (80%). As com-
pared with earlier research by the author (1), it appears that a
much larger percentage of victims are both choosing to contact
police (91% vs. 56%) and document evidence against their perpe-
trator (80% vs. 18%). As laws against stalking gain more exposure
and police gain more experience in dealing with this crime, perhaps
victims are educating themselves and learning appropriate methods
to initially deal with their stalker.

Unfortunately, the present study also indicates that a much larger
percentage of victims are choosing to confront/talk to the perpetra-
tor (78% vs. 38%), which may only lead to prolonging the stalking
and reinforcing this type of behavior (42). This latter result could
also indicate that the stalker’s actions including phone contacts,
approaching the victim, and unwelcome visits to home or work
made it more difficult to avoid confronting the stalker. In addition,
the more face-to-face contact that is initiated between the two par-
ties, the higher the chance for violence to occur.

Table 4 reveals the type of contact made by the stalker towards
the victim. The most frequent types of contact made by the major-
ity of perpetrators included verbal abuse (77%), repeated phone
(73%), unwelcome visits to the victim’s home, work, or social
places (65%), as well as approaching the victim (60%) and threats
toward the victim (59%). The most frequent violent behavior
involving physical contact was physical assault without a weapon
in which over one-third (35%) of perpetrators were involved.

In comparison with earlier work by the author (1), the results of
this study show that the number of physical assaults increased
slightly from 28% to 35% (without a weapon) and from 14% to
18% (with a weapon). What remained essentially the same between
these two studies was the top three types of contact made by the
stalker.

The length of time the perpetrator stalked their victim after the
relationship reportedly ended ranged from less than 1 week (11%)
to over 10 years (3%), with a mean of between 6 months to 1 year.
More than half of the perpetrators harassed their victim 6 months

TABLE 3—Initial strategy(s) used by victim to cope with stalker.

Type of disorder Frequency (%) n Strategy(s) Frequency (%) n
Emotional problems (i.e., not in control of emotions) 75 77 Call police/security 91 93
Obsessive/desperate/fixated/compulsive 74 76 Document/collect evidence against stalker 80 82
Personality (narcissistic/antisocial/borderline) 71 73 Confront/talk to stalker 78 80
Domestic abuse/batterer 43 44 Avoid 69 71
Substance abuse (alcohol/drugs/steroid) 25 26 Restraining/legal order 60 62
Mood/depressive/bipolar 15 15 Ignore stalker 53 55
Schizophrenia/psychotic/delusional 6 6 Call/use friend/family/relative/neighbor 47 48
None 4 4 Moved to different house/school/out of area 21 22
Other 1 1 Changed phone line 15 15
Unknown 1 1 Other 2 2
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TABLE 4—Type of contact made by stalker towards victim.

Type of contact Frequency (%) n

Verbal abuse/left verbal messages intended to fear 71 79
Repeated phone 73 75
Unwelcome visits to home/work/social places 65 67
Approached victim 60 62
Threats toward victim 59 61
Harass other third parties 53 55
Surveillance/watching/besetting 52 53
Follow 42 43
Physical assault without weapon 35 36
Sent letters/cards/notes 29 30
Property damage 25 26
Threats to harm third party 25 26
Break and enter (victim’s property) 21 22
Extortion or threat of extortion 19 20
Assault with weapon 18 18
Sent gifts/flowers 15 15
Sent/left packages/odd items 12 12
Repeated email 11 11
Threatens suicide 7 7
Sexual assault 7 7
Arson/attempted arson 2 2
Other 8 8

or less (60%) and almost three-quarters of the sample (73%) 1 year
or less. It is important to note that the length of harassment can be
influenced by a number of variables such as police/legal interac-
tions, victim’s responses, and type of contact made by the
perpetrator.

Table 5 displays the location of the stalking behaviors.

The overwhelming majority of stalking incidents took place at
the main residence or home of the victim (95%), followed by a
public street (64%), and to a lesser degree, the victim’s work envi-
ronment (45%). In addition, it is important to note that it was not
uncommon for perpetrators to engage in stalking behavior at more
than one location.

Results also revealed that over one-third (38%, n = 39) of the
perpetrators were either on probation or parole during the time of
the current stalking offence. In addition, the majority (79%,
n = 81) engaged in an escalation of harassing behaviors over time.
The perceived motive for the perpetrator’s harassment of their vic-
tim was based on a combination of direct statements and/or actions
by the perpetrator. The most common motive established was
anger/jealousy/retaliation (47%, n =48) where the victim is
viewed as a possession or property and where there is an imagined
sense of mistreatment and attack on the personal self-image of the
perpetrator.

Other motives included (a) the perpetrator’s attempt to pursue
and/or coerce the victim back into a relationship based on a
romantic fixation/dependency (28%, n = 29), (b) compensation for

TABLE 5—Location of stalking incidents.

Location Frequency (%) n
Main residence/home of victim 95 98
Public street 64 66
Work (victim’s workplace) 45 46
Car (in or around victim’s car) 37 38
Social places/shops/events 35 36
Other residence/cottage (i.e., friend, relative) 31 32
Parking lot 18 18
School (child’s) 8 8
Other 9 9
Unknown 1 1

Note: Frequencies add up to more than 100 given that some perpetrators
engaged in stalking behavior in more than one location.

other psychosocial stressors (13%, n = 13) (i.e., loss of job, custody
battle, other legal problems), and lastly, (c) evidence of a mental
and/or personality disorder overcoming the perpetrator (also
includes substance abuse).

Current criminal charges against the perpetrators included 23%
(n=24) charged only with criminal harassment/stalking; 36%
(n = 37) charged with criminal harassment and other relatively
minor nonviolent offences (i.e., mischief, breach of probation); 5%
(n =5) charged with criminal harassment and serious but nonvio-
lent offences (i.e., break and enter, extortion); 28% (n = 29)
charged with criminal harassment and violent-related offences (i.e.,
assault, arson, sexual assault); and a further 8% (n = 8) charged
with criminal harassment and either attempted/counseling murder
or murder.

An overwhelming number of perpetrators (96.1%, n = 99) had
apparent psychosocial stressors 1 year prior to the onset of stalking
behaviors. These various stressors are outlined in Table 6. The
most frequent stressor was some type of psychiatric/personality dis-
order or emotional problems prior to being charged with stalking.
In addition, over one-third was involved in domestic violence issues
and many also had legal problems before the current stalking
charges. This is consistent with previous research by Kienlen et al.,
(33) who found that most stalkers had some type of major stressors
or losses, previous to the stalking behavior. They theorized that the
stalker, with associated low self-esteem, attempts to avenge these
stressors through stalking or by blaming the victim and acting out
anger and revenge.

Also, in comparison with previous research by the author, the
top three psychosocial stressors 1 year prior to the stalking charge
between the author’s two studies remained the same; however, the
frequency of these issues increased for the current study—notably,
psychiatric/personality/emotional problems (39% vs. 63%), domes-
tic abuse/anger management issues (23% vs. 39%), and legal prob-
lems for the stalker other than current charges (23% vs. 32%) (1).

Standard discriminant analysis was used to identify variables
that best differentiated the physically violent stalkers (coded as 1)
from the nonviolent stalkers (coded as 0). The violent group
(n =46, 45% of the sample) was defined as those perpetrators
who physically assaulted their victim (actual physical contact)
while the nonviolent group (n =57, 55% of the sample) did not
physically assault their victim. The selection of variables was
based on the literature review and previous theories indicating
specific variables that should contribute to explaining differences
among the groups.

A discriminant equation was developed differentiating these two
groups using nine predictor variables. Table 7 shows the means,
standard deviations, and one-way ANOVA results of the nine pre-
dictor variables as a function of physical violence.

TABLE 6—Type of alleged psychosocial stressors of stalker 1 year prior to
stalking charge.

Stressor Frequency (%) n
Possible psychiatric/personality/emotional problems 63 65
Batterer/domestic abuse/anger management problems 39 40
Legal problems other than current charges 32 33
Child custody/concerns regarding children 25 26

Alleged substance abuse (i.e., alcohol, drug) 24
Alleged new date/partner in life of victim 19
Relationship problems other than current victim 9 9
Loss of employment/financial problems 7
None or none known 3
Other 3
Death/serious illness in family/relatives 2




TABLE 7—Means, standard deviations, and one-way ANOVA results of
predictor variables as a function of physical violence.

Physically

violent Nonviolent

group group Test of equality of

(n = 46) (n=157) group means
Predictor variable Mean SD Mean SD F
Threats to victim 0.85 036 039 049 28.2] %%
Perceived negative affect 4.26 1.14 2.89 148 26.33%**
Domestic abuse/batterer 043 050 026 044 15.93%#:%
Previous emotional 3.83 137 268 1.68 13.80%*%*

attachment

Fixation/obsession 439 1.11 3.56 145 10.24%*
Criminal record 0.54 050 039 049 2.56
Personality disorder 0.78 042 0.65 048 2.20
Schizophrenic/delusional  0.02  0.15 0.09 0.29 2.02
Substance abuse 0.26 044 025 043 0.03

#p < 0.01; ##%p < 0.001.

As shown in Table 7, the F-statistic indicated that significant
differences between the two groups for each variable individually
were identified for five of the nine variables. These included (1)
degree of indications of likely obsession/fixation; (2) degree of per-
ceived negative affect/emotion in actions; (3) explicit verbal threats
towards the victim; (4) strength of emotional attachment; and (5)
battering/domestic violence towards victim over time prior to stalk-
ing behavior. No significant relationship from the one-way ANO-
VA was computed for any of the following predictor variables:
substance abuse, personality disorder, major mental disorder, or the
presence of a criminal record.

Table 8 shows the pooled within-groups correlations between the
discriminating (predictor) variables and the standardized canonical
discriminant function and is an alternative method to examine the
usefulness of each variable in the discriminant function. There is
little agreement pertaining to how high correlations in a structure
matrix must be to be interpreted; however, in general, correlations
higher than 0.33 (10% of variance) tend to be eligible while lower
correlations are not (43).

Results from Table 8 suggest that the best predictors for distin-
guishing between physically violent and nonviolent stalkers are
“threats to victim,” “perceived negative affect,” “domestic abuse,”
“previous emotional attachment,” and lastly ““fixation/obsession.”
The remaining variables were not considered relevant due to their
relatively low correlations with the canonical discriminant function.

Table 9 presents the classification analysis measuring the degree
of success of classification of the physically violent stalker group
and the nonviolent stalker group. Actual group membership in the
two groups was compared with predicted group membership.

Among the 46 physically violent stalkers in the sample, n = 37
(80%) were correctly classified. With respect to the 57 nonviolent

TABLE 8—Pooled within-groups correlations between discriminating
variables and standardized canonical discriminant functions (structure

matrix).
Predictor Structure matrix
Threats to victim 0.67
Perceived negative affect 0.65
Domestic abuse/batterer 0.50
Previous emotional attachment 0.47
Fixation/obsession 0.40
Criminal record 0.20
Personality disorder 0.19
Schizophrenic/delusional —-0.18
Substance abuse 0.02
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TABLE 9—Classification analysis for physical violence.

Predicted group membership

Physically
violent Nonviolent
Actual group membership n n % n %
Physically violent 46 37 80 9 20
Nonviolent 57 11 19 46 81

Note: Overall percentage of correctly classified cases = 81%.

stalkers in the sample, n =46 (81%) were correctly classified.
Overall, the success of the model for classifying cases into one of
two groups is 81%. This can be compared with an expectation of
approximately 50% correct classification rate if one randomly
assigned cases into groups. Thus, given that the percentage correct
using the classification equation is substantially larger than the per-
cent expected correct by chance alone, it appears that the model
was relatively successful in differentiating physically violent stalk-
ers from nonviolent stalkers.

Discussion

Consistent with prior research by the author (1), the general pro-
file of the ““simple obsessional” stalker type derived from this study
reveals a single or separated middle-aged male with some type of
dating/intimate relationship with his victim lasting less than 2 years
prior to the stalking behavior. The stalking behavior usually esca-
lates over time and tends to last approximately 6 months to a year
after the relationship ends. In addition, it tends to occur mainly at
the victim’s home or on a public street, although multiple locations
are not uncommon and usually takes the form of verbal abuse,
incessant phone calls, surveillance, harassing third parties, and
unwelcome visits and approaches.

Further, the general profile outlined in this research suggests that
the ““simple obsessional” stalker has considerable difficulty control-
ling his emotions and taking responsibility for his actions. These
characteristics lead to erratic and illegal behavior including the use
of threatening statements, previous violent behavior, the necessity
of a court order to attempt to stop the stalking behaviors, and the
inability of the perpetrator to obey such orders after they are put in
place. Physical assault and/or property damage are not uncommon
occurrences. Typically, the stalker is dealing with other psychoso-
cial stressors in his life in the months prior to the stalking charge
such as mental/emotional breakdown, domestic abuse or substance
abuse issues, other legal problems, and/or child custody concerns.
The most common apparent motive appears to be some combina-
tion of anger, jealousy, and/or retaliation for a perceived sense of
mistreatment by the victim, who is viewed as a possession or prop-
erty. Thus, the break-up tends to be perceived as an attack on the
personal self-image of the perpetrator.

This study is one of a few that empirically investigated factors,
which differentiated the physically violent stalker from the nonvio-
lent stalker. Results revealed that the physically violent stalker, in
comparison with the nonviolent stalker, is more likely to: (1) have
a stronger previous emotional attachment toward the victim; (2) be
more highly fixated/obsessed with their victim often resulting in a
higher number of contacts and more effort put forth to confront
their victim; (3) have a higher degree of perceived negative
affect/emotion towards their victim clearly indicating anger, jeal-
ousy, and/or hatred towards the victim; (4) engage in verbal threats
toward the victim; and (5) have a history of battering/domestic
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abuse towards the victim. Other variables tested in the model did
not appear to aid in substantially differentiating the two groups.
Overall, the success of the model for classifying cases into one of
two groups was 81%.

These results appear to be consistent with earlier research by the
author (1) and other studies in this area (6,13,21,27,44). It would
seem reasonable that law enforcement officers should attempt to
investigate these factors when determining the risk of physical vio-
lence that stalkers present to their victim.

While the use of logistic regression modeling in a sample of 204
stalkers by Rosenfeld and Lewis found that both age and education
were significant predictors of violence risk, education was not mea-
sured in this study and age was not found to be a significant factor
in discriminating the two groups under study (45). Although it is
important to note that, consistent with this study, Rosenfeld and
Lewis found that both a prior intimate relationship and threats to
the victim were important predictors of violence risk and that vari-
ables such as substance abuse, personality disorder, psychotic disor-
der, and the presence of a criminal record/history were not
significant factors in predicting violence risk.

Taken as a whole, the multiple variables that best differentiate
the physically violent stalker from the nonviolent one appear to
characterize underlying themes of anger, vengeance, emotional
arousal, humiliation, projection of blame, and insecure attachment
pathology. To this end, past research has argued that the degree of
emotional attachment between the two parties is key to understand-
ing stalker behavior (21,23,26). With respect to emotional attach-
ment, results seem to suggest that as the degree of emotional
attachment between stalker and victim increases, it also intensifies
the threatening nature of the rejection between the two parties and
this emotional reactivity tends to result in increased violence.

Bowlby’s attachment theory (4648) is one model that has been
applied to understand these emotions and attachments in stalking
behaviors (49-52). Based on this theory, children develop confi-
dence, discover love, and learn that significant others are reliable
and supportive predominantly by having attachment figures that are
responsive to them. On the other hand, children who experience
rejection or inconsistencies with significant others tend to view
themselves as undeserving of love and view others as untrustworthy
and hostile (46-48).

Further, Hazan and Shaver (53) proposed similar processes in
adult relationships. Still other theorists have developed four specific
attachment styles based on two axis: view of self and view of oth-
ers (54,55). The first style is those individuals who are “securely”
attached and have positive working models of both self and others.
They believe that they are lovable and that significant others will
be emotionally responsive to them. The other three styles encom-
pass those who are “insecurely” attached.

Specifically, those with a “dismissive” style have a negative
working model of others but a positive model of self. They protect
their self-esteem from possible rejecting relations with attachment
figures by deemphasizing the importance of attachment relation-
ships. This style is most commonly associated with antisocial and
narcissistic personality disorder. Individuals with this type of inse-
cure attachment style stalk to seek retaliation rather than because of
any preoccupation (56,57).

The “preoccupied” style includes individuals who have a nega-
tive working model of self and a positive model of others. They
look for reassurance and approval from attachment figures because
they feel unlovable and unworthy and they are constantly searching
for clues that they might be abandoned. These feelings lead to high
levels of intimacy anger and the use of projection as a defense
results in blaming their partner when the relationship fails and is

most commonly associated with borderline personality disorder
(56,58).

Lastly, those with a “fearful-avoidant™ style have negative work-
ing models of both self and others. They desire to be close to
attachment figures but believe that rejection will occur eventually,
a problem they work through by maintaining emotional distance in
close relationships (59). This style is most commonly associated
with features of both avoidant and dependent personality disorders
due to their underlying fear of losing their attachment figure (56).

Research that has previously investigated stalker attachment
styles suggests that stalkers develop an insecure attachment style,
which affects their relations in later years. Specifically, those with
a preoccupied and, to a lesser degree, fearful-avoidant and dismis-
sive styles tend to be most likely to stalk (17,49,50,52,56). In addi-
tion, these pathological styles generally encounter prolonged
anxiety and low self worth about rejection and abandonment in per-
sonal relationships and thus are inclined to jealousy, anger, obses-
sion, and unstable mood swings (60). Inevitably, this anger,
emotional instability, jealousy, and impulsivity (sometimes accom-
panied by an underlying personality disorder) tend to be related to
verbal and physical abuse in intimate relationships and attachment
style (61) and ultimately, lead to an increased risk of violence
toward their victim.

Consistent with this model of devaluing oneself, Meloy’s earlier
work (17,62) revealed a narcissistic linking fantasy, followed by
rejection and feelings of shame and rage that developed into pursuit
behaviors and pathological narcissism, which perceives the victim
as an object meant for self-gratification. Similarly, Cupach, Spitz-
berg and Carson (63) research also noted that stalkers produce feel-
ings of shame and anger and are motivated to devalue or destroy
their victim, based on a narcissistic sense of entitlement. Shame
may develop when the stalker is rejected by a person they value,
and thus respond by becoming angry at this individual. Together,
shame and anger may produce a stalker who attempts to control
their victim by vengeful or violent behavior. To this end, results
from this study and prior research by the author (1) also appear to
show that the development of negative affect can reach a stage
where perceived love turns to hate and hate turns to violence,
where the idealized object is devalued.

This increase in emotional arousal can move back and forth
between states of love and hate and after further rejection, suddenly
turn to humiliation, anger, and violence when the stalker is unable
to control this internal conflict. The stalker perceives rejection by
the victim as a form of control over them (i.e., their life’s happi-
ness) and thus attempts to regain control of the victim by commit-
ting a violent act (50,64).

While anger can initially be a functional response directed
toward protesting separation from an attachment figure and over-
coming obstacles to reunion, it is the dysfunctional manifestations
of anger such as hostility, hatred, vengeance, and uncontrollable
aggression or violence against the victim that become part of the
failed strategies designed to control the victim and keep them from
departing, which ultimately destroys the relationship (65,66).

Similarly, further explanation of why stalkers of former intimate
partners are more physically violent than other types of stalkers
was advanced by Meloy and Gothard (2). Stalkers, who are also
batterers, tend to display some or all symptoms of Cluster B per-
sonality disorders including narcissism and borderline personalities
(9). This pathology tends to defend against loss, rejection, and
internalized shame with abandonment rage, as well as a sense of
entitlement and retaliation to protect the self from pain. This
enhanced rage or intense negative affect towards the victim pro-
motes revenge scenarios and violence. The intense obsessive



behaviors that form stalking are consistent with this revenge. Thus,
the rage acts both to decrease feelings of powerlessness and
attempts to control the ex-partner.

Consistent with past research by the author (1), this study also
found that the degree of obsession/fixation with the victim is also
an important factor in predicting violence. Recent research by Me-
loy and Fisher (67) has argued that obsessional thoughts and behav-
iors may have a biological component and be caused by the
suppressed levels of central serotonin and increased levels of cen-
tral dopamine in the brain as seen with those exhibiting obsessive-
compulsive disorder. This obsessive pursuit, despite continuous
rejection, can develop from the stalker’s perception that maintaining
a relationship with the victim is necessary for other higher goals
such as self-worth or happiness (63,68). As a result, obsession over
the relationship may then lead to distress and can magnify and
escalate negative emotions, leading to the potential for violent
behavior.

With respect to battering and its relationship with stalking vio-
lence, previous research has revealed the close association between
previous domestic abuse and stalking (1,9,37,44). Moreover,
domestic violence research has also shown that leaving (or reject-
ing) abusive partners can be dangerous (36,69). Thus, the signifi-
cant relationship between previous battering and stalking violence
found in this study should not be surprising. Rejected partners,
prone to domestic violence, tend to feel entitled and jealous, both
of which can fuel rage, and attempts to control and devalue the
victim and ultimately, lead to potential violence. In addition, batter-
ers who stalk tend not to take responsibility for their actions or its
consequences and are at risk for repeating violent acts that have
been previously rehearsed in fantasy (37). These obsessive thoughts
and fantasies of the victim may eventually turn to rage as a way to
decrease feelings of jealousy, abandonment, and powerlessness and
lead stalkers to commit violence.

Results of this study also suggest that the presence of threats is
also an important predictor of violence in stalkers who have had
some type of prior relationship with their victim. However, the
value of this data, by itself, may not be of great value given that
most stalkers, especially previous intimates, do threaten their vic-
tims (6,7,21,28,33) and that most threats, by themselves, do not
result in violence (15,17). Regardless, all threats should be exam-
ined carefully, and this factor, in combination with other significant
predictors presented here, may be helpful in assisting law officials
in determining the degree of threat of physical violence posed by
the stalker.

Notably, there were no significant differences between the vio-
lent and nonviolent group with respect to substance abuse, presence
of a personality disorder(s), or major clinical disorder (i.e., schizo-
phrenic/delusional), and/or prior criminal record and thus these
characteristics do not appear to play a significant role in differenti-
ating these two groups. In general, earlier research findings appear
to support the lack of findings with respect to these variables
(16,21,23,27).

It is important to note, though, that among stalkers in general,
including those with insecure attachment styles, it is common to
find both Axis I mental disorders and Axis II personality disorders,
as well as substance abuse issues and criminal histories (17,56,57).
However, results of this study suggest that stalkers who are at
higher risk of physical violence toward their victim should not be
viewed as strictly individuals with extensive criminal records
or psychiatric histories and need not be diagnosed with any mental
or personality disorder as a precursor to violence. For this type of
stalker, degree of negative emotional reactivity of the individual
as well as emotional attachment to the victim, level of
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obsessive/fixation with the victim, threats made toward the victim,
and a history of domestic abuse appear to be much more important
factors in predicting violence than any ongoing or longstanding his-
tory of mental and/or personality disorder, criminal record, and/or
substance abuse issues.

Limitations and Future Research

Limitations of the current study include the use of a nonrandom
sample of convenience, which may limit generalizability of the
findings. However, a complete database of all Canadian stalking
cases meeting the study’s requirements was not available and all
cases found in the database with sufficient information were
included in an attempt to decrease potential sources of bias.

Another potential limitation of the study is the relatively small
sample size as well as the use of historical data, which eliminates
the ability to individually assess specific psychiatric diagnosis of
the stalkers and leads to the inclusion of multiple disorders into
one category. It is conceivable that variables such as specific men-
tal/personality disorders and substance abuse are more closely
linked to violence. Certainly, factors such as substance abuse and
specific personality or delusional disorders have the ability to
decrease impulse control and increase emotional reactivity that may
result in violence (10,57). Thus, these factors should be further
examined on an individual basis.

In addition, the correlational nature of the research design inhib-
its the ability to form conclusions regarding the causal nature of
relationships. Other confounding variables not contained in the
study may also influence significant relationships.

Further, with respect to the discriminant analysis, given that clas-
sified cases were the same ones used to estimate the coefficients,
there exists the possibility of an overly optimistic estimate of the
classification. To adjust for this, a jackknifed classification (or
leave-one-out estimate) was conducted to help diminish the opti-
mistic bias. In this procedure, each case is classified into a group
according to the classification function computed from all the data
except the case being classified. When this method is used with all
predictors forced into the equation, bias in classification is elimi-
nated (43). Overall, both classification procedures correctly classi-
fied substantially more than those correct by chance alone.

Lastly, a better understanding of stalking behavior appears to
relate to important components of jealousy and damage to self-
esteem as well as related psychological defense mechanisms. This
study can only offer potential explanations of stalking behavior
given the limited ability to understand and quantitify the role that
jealousy may play in the development of stalking.

Given the extensive psychological literature in the area of jeal-
ousy and self-esteem (70-74), an important area for future research
might be establishing what specific components of jealousy are use-
ful in understanding stalker behavior.

Also, other areas for future research include a more in-depth
examination of the psychological effects on stalking. While physi-
cal violence towards the victim is relatively easy to measure and
has serious consequences for the victim of stalking, more study is
needed with respect to the psychological effects of stalking on the
victim, which also can have a debilitating effect on the victim. By
nature, stalking encompasses multiple violations against the victim,
including threats of potential violence. These repeated behaviors
tend to have a cumulative negative effect on the well-being of the
victim and can lead to depression, guilt, humiliation, and anxiety
(75). In addition, factors affecting recidivism rates and predictors of
recidivism in stalkers are other important areas for further study
considering preliminary research has found relatively high rates of
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almost 50% for recidivism (76). Finally, more in-depth case studies
may be helpful to aid in the identification of other potential corre-
lates of violence, which may help to more accurately predict vio-
lence in stalking cases and aid in risk assessment and law
enforcement strategies.
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