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[bookmark: _Int_e2PeN71I]Stalking is a serious and prevalent issue that affects a large number of people in England and Wales. 1.5 million people experience stalking in the UK, but only 129,076 cases are recorded by the police (Office of National Statistics, 2024). This highlights the challenges and barriers victims face, including legal challenges that are driven by distrust of the police (Suzuki, 2024). In addition to legal challenges, victims also face psychological challenges and societal challenges. Victims can often encounter police who dismiss them rather than other help. This can be shown in the case of Gracie Spinks who's stalking led to a murder because of systemic failings (Lowbridge, 2023). In addition to this with 91.5% of people suffering from psychological effects, stalking can be extremely detrimental to a victim's mental health (Storey, Pina and Williams, 2023). Also, the normalisation and romanticisation of stalking in the media creates more challenges and barriers for victims to receive help (Lippman, 2015). However, recent improvements, including Stalking Protection Orders (SPOs), “right to know” laws, and improved police practices such as Screening Assessment for Stalking and Harassment (SASH), signal a shift toward more victim-focused responses. By assessing these challenges, this supporting paper will highlight the challenges victims of stalking face and offer measures to improve support and justice for victims.
The Office of National Statistics (2024) found that 1.5 million people in the year ending March 2024 experienced stalking-related offenses. However, only 129,076 cases were recorded by the police (Office of National Statistics, 2024). The statistics concerning how many people have experienced stalking can be limited as the actual number could be much higher because of victims not reporting their crimes due to factors such as distrust in the police (Suzuki, 2024). This can show how stalking is a serious issue in England and Wales.
One challenge that is faced by victims of stalking can be legal challenges. The current legislation from the Harassment Act (1997) gives two sections which relate to stalking charges, Section 2A and Section 4A. Section 2A is the less serious of offences and says that a person can be convicted of stalking if they carry out a course of conduct that amounts to stalking. Section 4A is the section that highlights the need to cause fear of distress to the victim and is the more serious offence (Legislation.gov.uk, 2020). To charge a perpetrator for these offences a lot of evidence is required (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). Due to this and a lack of clarity in the law there is not a clear distinction between harassment and stalking offences. Therefore, a lot of perpetrators who are arrested for stalking can sometimes be charged with harassment offences (Taylor-Dunn, Bowen and Gilchrist, 2018).
Stalking can be described as “An intentional pattern of intrusive and intimidating behaviours toward an individual that creates a sense of fear or anxiety in the victim" (Boehnlein et al., 2020). However, this definition is not legal, as there is no legal definition of stalking in England and Wales (College of Policing, 2014). This can create a challenge for police to identify stalking victims. Without a legal definition, there is no clear way to identify stalking cases, and often, cases can result in cases for single offenses rather than stalking offenses (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). In addition, according to the Independent Office for Police Conduct (2022), only 5% of cases brought forward to the police in 2022 resulted in a charge. This can support the fact that cases are pinned to single offenses and can suggest that often stalking cases can be overlooked and dismissed due to the inability to identify stalking cases effectively. 
[bookmark: _Int_ELQrR11d]In addition to this, it is not just legal framework that can be a challenge for stalking victims. The police often overlook and dismiss stalking cases. This can be shown in the case of Gracie Spinks. Gracie Spinks was a 23-year-old woman who was stalked and eventually murdered by her supervisor. Gracie did report her supervisor's behaviours to the police, however, the police were not too concerned and gave her “words of advice” rather than pursuing the perpetrator (Lowbridge, 2023). After reporting to the police, a bag with weapons was found close to Spinks’ address and the police failed to investigate the bag (Lowbridge, 2023). In hindsight, if the police investigated the bag, they would have found a receipt that could be traced back to the stalker. After this case Derbyshire police were investigated and were found to have failings in this case which include, not having a safeguarding plan for Gracie Spinks (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2023). This case highlights that the police can overlook the seriousness of stalking offences. 
Another challenge that victims of stalking can face is psychological impact. The psychological effects that victims face can be seriously detrimental to their mental health. Also, stalking can result in victims changing many day-to-day habits, such as the route they drive, the vehicle they drive, and changing their workplace (Korkodeilou, 2016). Changing day-to-day habits can be a result of increased anxiety and a constant fear that they are still being stalked. In a study done by Storey, Pina and Williams (2023) it was found that 91.5% of people participated in the study experienced psychological tolls. This includes 14% of people who feared for their lives because of stalking related offences (Storey, Pina and Williams, 2023). This can show how the psychological impact of stalking is a prevalent issue and affects nearly all of the victims who are being stalked. In addition to this, the psychological effect of stalking is not ended when the offender is caught. The changes made and poor mental health is a lifelong impact and can be irreversible (Janke, 2022).
The impact of society can be another challenge faced by victims of stalking. This impact of society can stem from the “Stalking culture” that is prevalent in society in the UK (Becker, Ford and Valshtein, 2020). Stalking culture can be described as the normalisation and romanticisation of stalking (Lippman, 2015). This can be done through media outlets which can often shape society's view on stalking. The normalisation of stalking can make the victim believe that they are not actually a victim and therefore do not report their crimes. Also, stalking is often portrayed as being “flattering” due to the media’s portrayal of stalking behaviours being romantic and results in a “happy ending” (Becker, Ford and Valshtein, 2020). This can be seriously detrimental to slaking victims as some stalking behaviours such as unwanted gifts can be seen as a romantic gesture rather than a serious stalking behaviour. This can result in not reporting these behaviours. Additionally, reports can be overlooked due to a perceived low level of threat. 
Furthermore, the term “stalking” is often used lightly by the public. This can create the misconception that stalking is not a serious crime. In addition, this leads to victims being blamed for the crimes committed against them rather than understanding that stalking is a real and dangerous problem (Boehnlein et al., 2020). Additionally, it can take a victim a long time to come forward to the police due to multiple factors, one being the belief that it is their fault for being stalked (Janke, 2022). This can show how victim blaming can make victims believe that it is not a serious enough issue to seek help and report their crimes. Also, often victims feel like if they do report their crimes, they can become subject to victim blaming (Taylor-Dunn, Bowen and Gilchrist, 2018). Moreover, it can be perceived that due to victim blaming many victims believe that it is an embarrassment to be labelled as a victim and therefore do not come forward to the police (Suzuki, 2024). 
There are many ways that the response to stalking is improving. The first is the increased powers to issue Stalking Protection Orders (SPO) from the Stalking Protection Act (2019) (Legislation.gov.uk, 2019). SPOs are civil orders that can be issued to perpetrators. These orders can impose restrictions on the offender, such as contacting the victim, approaching the victim, and carrying out any surveillance on the victim (Crown Prosecution Service, 2020).  If the SPO is breached then a full investigation would be undertaken, and the perpetrator would be arrested as soon as possible (Home Office, 2024a). This can be helpful for the victims of stalking-related offenses as their stalker can be given restrictions that can enforce that the behaviour stops.
[bookmark: _Int_4gZm00YY]Another way victims are protected is from new “right to know” laws coming into place (Home Office, 2024b). Before the introduction of these new laws victims of cyber-stalking, who have never seen or know their stalker was unable to find out who their stalker is until the day of the court case. This can create a lot of anxiety leading up to the date of court which can have a serious effect on the victim's mental health (Durbin and Comerford, 2024). These new laws allow victims to be able to find out who their stalker is before the court date. This can reduce the anxiety the victim may be feeling. 
The police also use Screening Assessment for Stalking and Harassment (SASH). These assessments use questions that a victim answers, which gives police a good idea of how serious the offence is (College of Policing, 2024). This can create a good framework for the police to investigate and acquire evidence to pursue and arrest the perpetrator. Using SASH can help with the problem of overlooking stalking cases,as it is a good framework to understand the severity of the case. 
In 2022 a super-complaint was made against the police that found systemic issues (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). This complaint found many considerations to change and help victims of stalking better. One of these considerations was to create a “victim focused approach” (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). This would ensure that officers consider the facts that the victim has probably been stalked for a considerable time before reporting to the police. This can help victims as police would have a better understanding of the victim and the trauma caused by the offence ensuring better communication with the victim which can lead to the victim having more trust in the police. 
To conclude, stalking is still a complex and dangerous problem in England and Wales. There is legislation that offers some protection for victims, such as the Harassment Act (1997) and the introduction of SPOs. However, legal challenges exist, including the lack of legal definition of stalking and the no clear difference to harassment offences (College of Policing, 2014). As well as these legal challenges, a large amount of evidence is required to charge a perpetrator (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). In addition to this, police responses also require improvement. This can be shown in the Gracie Spinks case, where police overlooking the severity of an offence led to a loss of life (Lowbridge, 2023). This highlights the need for a change in practice where the victim is protected from their perpetrator and each case being treated with seriousness. Psychological impacts and society’s views on stalking, including lifelong effects to mental health and normalisation of stalking through media, further challenges victims to seek help. However, steps are being taken to address these issues. The introduction of SASH assessments can aid the police in assessing the severity of the case (College of Policing, 2024). Also, new laws that give the victim a right to know who their stalker is can offer some psychological relief (Home Office, 2024b). Although there is some progress being made to address the challenges that victims of stalking face there is still more progress needed for victims to access the help they need. 

Reference list
Becker, A., Ford, J.V. and Valshtein, T.J. (2020). Confusing Stalking for Romance: Examining the Labeling and Acceptability of Men’s (Cyber)Stalking of Women. Sex Roles, 85. doi:https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-020-01205-2.
Boehnlein, T., Kretschmar, J., Regoeczi, W. and Smialek, J. (2020). Responding to Stalking Victims: Perceptions, Barriers, and Directions for Future Research. Journal of Family Violence, 35(7), pp.755–768. doi:https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-020-00147-3.
College of Policing (2014). Stalking or harassment. [online] College of Policing. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/stalking-or-harassment [Accessed 1 Dec. 2024].
College of Policing (2024). Early Awareness Stalking Intervention | College of Policing. [online] College of Policing. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/support-forces/practices/early-awareness-stalking-intervention.
Crown Prosecution Service (2020). Stalking Protection Orders | The Crown Prosecution Service. [online] www.cps.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/stalking-protection-orders [Accessed 8 Dec. 2024].
Durbin, A. and Comerford, R. (2024). Stalking victims to be given right to know abuser’s identity. BBC News. [online] 3 Dec. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c36en9j3nj2o [Accessed 8 Dec. 2024].
Home Office (2024a). Stalking Protection Orders: statutory guidance for the police (accessible). [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/stalking-protection-act-statutory-guidance-for-the-police/stalking-protection-orders-statutory-guidance-for-the-police-accessible-version [Accessed 8 Dec. 2024].
Home Office (2024b). Victims to be given more protection in stalking crackdown. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/victims-to-be-given-more-protection-in-stalking-crackdown [Accessed 1 Dec. 2024].
Independent Office for Police Conduct (2022). Qualitative research into the perspectives of stalking victim support service providers on the police response to stalking (plain text) | Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC). [online] Policeconduct.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/complaints/super-complaints/police-response-stalking/qualitative-research-into-the-perspectives-of-stalking-victim-support-service-providers-on-the-police-response-to-stalking#police-inaction [Accessed 5 Dec. 2024].
Independent Office for Police Conduct (2023). Learning accepted by Derbyshire Constabulary following IOPC investigation into contact with Gracie Spinks | Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC). [online] www.policeconduct.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/news/learning-accepted-derbyshire-constabulary-following-iopc-investigation-contact-gracie-spinks [Accessed 8 Dec. 2024].
Janke, M. (2022). Stalking, Its Victims, and Its Effects | Psychology Today. [online] www.psychologytoday.com. Available at: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-protector/202201/stalking-its-victims-and-its-effects [Accessed 9 Dec. 2024].
Korkodeilou, J. (2016). ‘No place to hide’. International Review of Victimology, 23(1), pp.17–32. doi:https://doi.org/10.1177/0269758016661608.
Legislation.gov.uk (2020). Protection from Harassment Act 1997. [online] Legislation.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1997/40/contents [Accessed 1 Dec. 2024].
Legislation.gov.uk. (2019). Stalking Protection Act 2019. [online] Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2019/9/section/2 [Accessed 6 Dec. 2024].
Lippman, J.R. (2015). I Did It Because I Never Stopped Loving You: The Effects of Media Portrayals of Persistent Pursuit on Beliefs About Stalking. Communication Research, 45(3), pp.394–421. doi:https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650215570653.
Lowbridge, C. (2023). Gracie Spinks: ‘Obsessed’ man killed ex-colleague, inquest hears. BBC News. [online] 30 Oct. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-derbyshire-67263809 [Accessed 5 Dec. 2024].
National Stalking Consortium (2022). Super-complaint on the police response to stalking Submitted by the Suzy Lamplugh Trust, on behalf of the National Stalking Consortium. [online] Available at: https://www.suzylamplugh.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=cf3fdc8b-f958-4cc0-9fc7-9ce6de3e9137 [Accessed 1 Dec. 2024].
Office For National Statistics (2024). ‘I feel like I am living someone else’s life’: one in seven people a victim of stalking. [online] Ons.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/articles/ifeellikeiamlivingsomeoneelseslifeoneinsevenpeopleavictimofstalking/2024-09-26 [Accessed 4 Dec. 2024].
Storey, J.E., Pina, A. and Williams, C.S. (2023). The Impact of Stalking and Its Predictors: Characterizing the Needs of Stalking Victims. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 38(21-22). doi:https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605231185303.
Suzuki, T. (2024). A survey on the reasons why victims of stalking did not exhibit help-seeking behavior: a text-mining analysis. BMC Psychology, 12(1). doi:https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-024-02035-7.
Taylor-Dunn, H., Bowen, E. and Gilchrist, E.A. (2018). Reporting Harassment and Stalking to the Police: A Qualitative Study of Victims’ Experiences. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(11-12), p.088626051881142. doi:https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518811423.

	
	
	



