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In June of 2005 the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 
(Brottsförebyggande rådet – Brå) was commissioned by the Swedish Gov-
ernment to produce a knowledge base relating to the phenomenon known 
as stalking, i.e. where one person is repeatedly harassed by another indivi-
dual.  
 
TWO LARGE NON-SWEDISH STUDIES 

To date, two large-scale studies of the prevalence of this phenomenon have 
been produced, the one in the USA, and the other in England and Wales. 
The American study was conducted in 1995 and 1996, and found that five 
per cent of the population had been exposed to stalking at some point in 
their lives.The point of departure for the definition of stalking employed in 
this study was that the victim had to have been harassed by the same person 
on at least two occasions and to have been very scared or frightened that 
they would be subjected to physical violence.  
 The English study was conducted in 1998. This study showed that 
twelve per cent of the population had at some point in their lives been 
exposed to “repeated and unwanted attention”. The larger proportion 
found to have been exposed to stalking in this study is due to the employ-
ment of this much broader definition of the phenomenon.  
 In the American study, almost 80 per cent of the victims were women, 
with women accounting for two-thirds of the victims in the English study.  
 Further, the American study found that the majority of the victims had 
been in some form of relationship with the perpetrator, or knew him/her for 
some other reason. Almost 60 per cent of the women exposed to stalking 
had been so exposed by a man with whom they had been involved in a 
relationship. Over 80 per cent of these had also been exposed to physical 
assaults at the hands of this man. Twenty-three per cent of the women and 



 

 81 

36 per cent of the men had been stalked by someone otherwise unknown to 
them. 
 The proportion of victims who had previously been involved in relation-
ships with the perpetrator was somewhat smaller in the English study.  
 
ONE SWEDISH STUDY  

Within the framework of the National Council’s commission, a prevalence 
study has been conducted, in which a random sample of slightly over 4,000 
individuals, drawn from among those members of the population aged 
between 18 and 79, were interviewed over the telephone. Nine per cent of 
the respondents in the study reported having been subjected to repeated 
incidents of harassment by the same individual at some point in their lives. 
Looking instead to the proportion reporting exposure over the course of the 
past year, this figure comprised a total of 2.9 per cent of those interviewed 
(4.0 per cent of the women and 1.6 per cent of the men). 
 There is no generally accepted definition of stalking, and as the review 
of the two non-Swedish studies showed, the results are affected by the natu-
re of the definition employed. The approach used in the National Council’s 
prevalence study was therefore to initially employ as broad a definition as 
possible, and at the same time make it possible to introduce limitations that 
would allow for comparisons with other studies. 
 In the Swedish study, two-thirds of the victims were acquainted in one 
way or another with the perpetrator. In a quarter of the cases, the perpe-
trator was a current or former partner, and in almost a quarter of the cases, 
there was another type of private relationship between the victim and per-
petrator such as that of friends, acquaintances, neighbours, a casual sexual 
relationship or similar. Other examples include colleagues or fellow-stu-
dents, or individuals the victim had come into contact with in the course of 
their work. Approximately one-third of those interviewed reported that 
they had been harassed by someone who was not known to them, or that 
they had no idea who was responsible for the harassment. 
 Further, the Swedish study also shows that the closer the relationship, 
the more serious the harassments. Slightly over half of those harassed by a 
former partner or family member have been subjected to acts of violence, 
whereas this is relatively unusual among those who have been harassed by 
someone with whom they were not acquainted, and those who did not 
know who it was that had harassed them. Threats of violence, or cases 
where the perpetrator has physically sought out or persecuted the victim are 
also more common the closer the relationship between victim and perpetra-
tor. 
 This also means that victims who have a close relationship with the per-
petrator experience the harassment as frightening to a greater extent than 
others. Further, they more often report that the harassment has affected 
their lives to a major extent, and that they have been forced to take sick 
leave as a result of this harassment. 
 Slightly under one-third of those exposed to this form of crime had filed 
a police report. The most common reason given for not reporting the inci-
dents was that the respondent felt that the harassments were not of a suffi-
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ciently serious nature. Among those harassed by a former partner or by a 
family member, however, it was as common to reply that they did not dare 
report the matter to the police for fear of reprisals.  
 One-fifth of those cases where a police report was filed resulted in the 
perpetrator receiving some form of sanction. In those cases where a perpe-
trator was convicted, the offences in question were commonly recorded as 
incidents of assault or threatening behaviour. Conditional sentences and 
prison terms constitute the sanctions usually imposed.  
 The fact that only two per cent of those included in the study had been 
exposed over the past twelve months to repeated harassments that they 
perceived as either quite or very frightening means that the probability of 
being exposed to this form of crime is low. In terms of the population as a 
whole, however, it means that between 105,000 and 165,000 persons per 
year experience repeated harassment of this kind. 
 
QUESTIONNAIRE TO MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT, PROSECUTORS AND PSYCHIATRISTS 

It is reasonable to assume that certain professional groups are exposed to 
stalking to a particularly high degree, as a result of high levels of exposure 
in the media, for example, or because they make decisions in the course of 
their work that may have a negative effect on others. In order to produce a 
better picture of work-related stalking, the National Council therefore sent 
information about an internet questionnaire on repeated harassment  to all 
Members of Parliament, prosecutors and members of the Swedish Society of 
Psychiatrists (Svenska psykiatriska föreningen). Individuals with personal 
experience of such harassment were asked in this questionnaire to describe 
these experiences. 
 A total of 188 persons completed the questionnaire. The study does not 
however provide an answer to the question of how common it is for Mem-
bers of Parliament, prosecutors and psychiatrists to be exposed to repeated 
harassment. The objective has been purely that of developing a picture of 
the forms such harassments might take within these occupational groups. A 
prevalence study would make very different demands in terms of the time 
involved, and such demands could not be met within the framework of the 
National Council’s commission.  
 The questionnaire responses show that virtually all those exposed to 
repeated harassment have been contacted by telephone, email, or by letter. 
In one-third of cases, the person had also been physically followed or 
watched. Almost six of ten had received threats of violence, but it was 
unusual for these threats to have been realised. 
 Two of three respondents reported that they had been quite frightened 
or very frightened by the harassment to which they had been exposed. It 
was substantially more common for these individuals to have been exposed 
to physical persecution and threats of violence. 
 When the three occupational groups are compared, it is more common 
for prosecutors and psychiatrists to be exposed to harassment that is 
perceived as frightening. The harassment experienced by these groups also 
involved threats of violence to a greater extent than that experienced by 
Members of Parliament. 
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 Approximately four out of ten respondents had reported the incidents to 
the police. Doing so was somewhat more common among those who had 
perceived the harassment as quite frightening or very frightening. 
 Of those who reported the incidents to the police, slightly under half felt 
that the situation had subsequently improved, at least to some degree. The 
proportion who felt that the situation had improved was somewhat larger 
among the prosecutors than it was among the other two groups.  
 To the extent that the respondents had sought help, they had sought it 
from their employer. The majority of those who did so were satisfied with 
the help they had received. There is a difference in this regard between the 
different occupational groups; a larger proportion of Members of Parlia-
ment and prosecutors were satisfied with their employers than of psychia-
trists. 
 
LEGISLATION AGAINST STALKING IN OTHER COUNTRIES 

Within the framework of the government commission, the National Coun-
cil has conducted a comprehensive review of the legislation in countries that 
have special laws against stalking. Such legislation has existed for ten years 
in all the states of the USA. Canada, England and Wales, and Australia also 
have laws against stalking. 
 Common to the legislation of these countries is the fact that the behavi-
our must be repeated, which is often defined as involving at least two 
incidents. The legislation differs, however, as regards the requirements for 
intent on the part of the perpetrator and the reaction of the victim. In 
general, the lower the requirements for intent on the part of the perpetrator, 
the higher the requirements that the victim is to have been frightened by the 
harassments.  
 The severity of the sanctions that can be imposed for stalking varies. The 
majority of the laws are formulated in such a way that there is a minor 
offence with a less severe sanction, and a more serious offence associated 
with a more severe sanction. 
 
THE APPLICATION OF LEGISLATION IN OTHER COUNTRIES 

In the English prevalence study, an attempt was made to estimate the numb-
er of persons who filed a police report in 1998 stating that they had been 
exposed to stalking.4 A comparison with the number convicted the same 
year showed that just under one per cent of those reported were convicted 
for these offences. 
 One explanation for the small proportion of reports that result in con-
victions, as emphasised by Emily Finch, author of the book “The Criminali-
sation of Stalking”, is that the police act as “gate keepers” by not allowing 
the cases to proceed further in the justice system when these cases are 
assessed as not being worthy of an intervention. 
 There are also large regional variations in England and Wales as regards 
the proportion of reported cases of stalking that result in prosecutions. This 
has led the Home Office to initiate research into different ways of dealing 
with stalking cases.  


