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Online Disclosure of Sexual Victimization:
A Systematic Review

Marleen Gorissen1 , Chantal J. W. van den Berg1,2,
Catrien C. J. H. Bijleveld1,2, Stijn Ruiter1,3, and Tamar Berenblum1,4

Abstract
We map the available scientific literature on how and why victims of sexual violence use digital platforms in the aftermath of
victimization. Twenty-four empirical studies on sexual victimization and online disclosure were identified by systematically
searching Web of Science and PsycINFO, checking reference lists, and consulting authors about relevant publications. The
literature on online disclosure of sexual victimization does not yield a coherent picture. International literature pays limited
attention to the various components of online disclosure like the characteristics of victims who disclosure online and the
characteristics of the disclosure messages. Most studies focused on motivations for and reactions to online disclosure. Victims
of sexual violence disclose sexual victimization online to seek support for clarification and validation, unburdening, documenting,
seeking justice, informing others, or commercial goals (individual-oriented disclosure) and to provide support, educate, and as a
form of activism (other-oriented disclosure). Responses to online disclosure are predominantly positive. Negative responses are
rare. This review provides a comprehensive overview of multidisciplinary empirical information and displays knowledge gaps in
victimological research. Future research should use robust quantitative and/or qualitative designs with substantial sample sizes,
comparing victims who do disclose their sexual victimization online to victims who do not and comparing disclosure on different
online platforms to increase generalizability. Potential for online support is identified, in which online disclosure can serve as a
relatively safe alternative to off-line disclosure. This offers points of intervention for assistance and victim support in facilitating
the use of the internet for support for victims of sexual violence.
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In the international victimological literature, the telling of a
story of victimization is referred to as “disclosure.” A study
by London et al. (2008) found that many victims of child
sexual abuse wait years to disclose their experiences or even
never report the abuse.1 Victims of sexual violence experience
additional obstacles compared to victims of other crimes since
sexual victimization has traditionally not been a socially
accepted issue for disclosure (Carretta et al., 2016). Sexual
violence is a highly stigmatized experience (Kennedy & Prock,
2018) and no other group of victims is blamed for their experi-
ences as victims of sexual violence are (Bhuptani & Messman-
Moore, 2019). Stigma arises from societal beliefs and rape
myths consisting of “prejudicial, stereotyped, or false beliefs
about rape, rape victims, and rapists” (Burt, 1980, p. 217),
where sexual violence was, and sometimes still is, seen as
something victims themselves are to blame for. To prevent
social stigma from the disclosure of sexual violence, many
victims try to avoid conflict and confrontation by remaining
silent about what has happened to them (Carretta et al., 2016;
Edwards et al., 2011). International research shows that rates of
nondisclosure among victims of sexual violence range from

19% to 48% (Ahrens et al., 2010; Carretta et al., 2016; Carson
et al., 2019; Hébert et al., 2009; Jacques-Tiura et al., 2010;
Ullman, 2011). Feelings of shame, guilt, self-blame, fear of
not being believed, fear of negative social reactions, not recog-
nizing the event as a crime, and not wanting to involve the
police are mentioned as the most important barriers to disclose
(Carretta et al., 2016; Sable et al., 2006; Starzynski et al., 2005;
M. Thompson et al., 2007; Ullman et al., 2020; Zinzow &
Thompson, 2011).

Nondisclosure can however have negative long-term conse-
quences for the (psychological) health of victims (Ahrens et al.,
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2010; Sinclair & Gold, 1997). The sharing of experiences of
sexual victimization is associated with improved psychological
and mental health due to the cognitive and emotional process-
ing of the trauma (Pennebaker et al., 2001; Rime, 1995). The
simple act of writing the incident down often has a cathartic
effect and helps the victim to be able to better understand their
emotional and traumatic experience(Pennebaker & Seagal,
1999; Pennebaker, 1997; Suler, 2004).

That does not mean that disclosure is always beneficial for
the mental health of victims. Whether or not disclosure is
salutary depends on the nature of the responses to disclosure
someone receives (Ahrens et al., 2010; Ullman, 2011). Victims
are sensitive to feedback and the responses of the first people
with whom the incident was shared often determine the will-
ingness to continue to talk about it (Sudderth, 1998).
Responses can be positive (e.g., expressing validation and
belief, emotional support, tangible aid) or negative (e.g., dis-
belief, blaming the victim; Ullman, 2000). Research shows that
victims weigh anticipated or imagined reactions to disclosure
in a risk assessment process determining if, how, when, where,
and what to disclose and considering the degree of vulnerabil-
ity affiliated with disclosure (Petronio, 2002). Negative reac-
tions to disclosure of victimization can be harmful to victims
and may even result in prolonged and worsened consequences
of the experience (also known as secondary victimization; Wil-
liams, 1984) as a result of, among other things, judgmental
attitudes, a lack of support and victim blaming (Nagy, 2016;
Powell, 2015; Thompson et al., 2016). Ahrens et al. (2007)
found that victim blaming responses to disclosure of sexual
victimization strengthened feelings of shame and impeded fur-
ther disclosure. On the other hand, positive responses like sup-
port or validation are associated with enhanced self-worth and
lower levels of psychological suffering (Orchowski & Gidycz,
2015; Orchowski et al., 2013).

In addition to traditional ways of disclosure of sexual victi-
mization, online sharing of such negative experiences is on the
rise. The internet and social media are becoming more and
more part and parcel of everyday life, with a growing number
of people having access to the digital world. This in turn also
changes the way people interact and communicate with each
other (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008). The increased possibilities for
online disclosure, the sharing of personal experiences of sexual
victimization, or implicit disclosure of victimization using
communication technology like mobile phones, tablets, com-
puters, and other devices connected to the internet (Powell,
2015) may influence the cost-benefit analysis of victims make
before they disclose their experiences. It is assumed that, due to
its anonymity and accessibility, the internet could disinhibit
users from sharing personal and intimate experiences (Smith,
2010) and might counter the off-line prevailing stigma and
shame causing high nondisclosure of sexual victimization.
Suler (2004) describes this phenomenon in his online disinhi-
bition theory. According to Suler (2004), the internet can have
an inhibitory effect on someone’s (behavioral) constraints. In
other words, the properties of the internet can lead to the
removal of (psychological) barriers and restraints that block

the disclosure of sexual victimization in the off-line world. This
disinhibition may lead to victims of sexual violence opting for
online disclosure more often compared to off-line disclosure
(Smith, 2010).

The possibility to remain anonymous online also applies to
people who read and respond to online disclosure messages.
They too can choose to keep their identity hidden and say or do
things they would normally not say or do in the off-line world.
People feel less inhibited in online social contact, act looser,
and more openly express (personal) information because they
are less concerned with the opinions of others and how to
present themselves (Joinson, 1998; Suler, 2004). This may, due
to the absence of expectations to behave in a socially desirable
manner, result in more negative responses to online disclosure
of sexual victimization.

However, little research has been done on the disclosure of
sensitive topics in an online environment and the reactions to
these disclosure posts. Even less is known about online disclo-
sure of sexual victimization. As mentioned earlier, victims
experience serious negative consequences of sexual victimiza-
tion like depression and suicidal thoughts (Dworkin et al.,
2017), stigma, shame, and victim blaming are eminently com-
mon (Bhuptani & Messman-Moore, 2019; Kennedy & Prock,
2018) and disclosure and reporting rates of sexual victimization
are low (e.g., Carson et al., 2019). The internet might offer an
alternative. A better understanding of the motives of victims to
share their stories in an online setting can help design policies
and resources that match the needs of victims of sexual vio-
lence. Reactions to online disclosure are expected to have an
impact on the victim’s (mental) health and their future deci-
sions to disclose. Insight into the nature and effects of online
responses to online disclosures can have implications for assis-
tance in support and counseling of victims. This understanding
can help prevention of (online) victimization in cases of neg-
ative responses or retributive violence following online disclo-
sure (Powell, 2015; C. Thompson et al., 2016).

This article reports on findings of a systematic literature
review of studies on online disclosure of sexual victimization
and sheds light on the motivations and choices of victims who
disclose their experiences online. In addition, it aims to identify
the effect of and responses to online disclosure of sexual vio-
lence. The central research questions are: “Which motivations
play a role for victims of sexual violence in the online disclo-
sure of their victimization?” and “What reactions do victims of
sexual violence receive on online disclosure of sexual victimi-
zation?” To answer these questions, several subquestions are
important.

1. What are the characteristics of victims of sexual vio-
lence who disclose their stories online?

2. What are the characteristics of the online disclosure
messages of sexual violence?

3. What reasons do victims of sexual violence give for
their online disclosure?

4. What is the effect of online disclosure of sexual vio-
lence on victims?

2 TRAUMA, VIOLENCE, & ABUSE XX(X)



5. What are the characteristics of the responses to online
disclosure of sexual victimization?

6. What is the effect of the responses to online disclosure
on victims of sexual violence?

The motivations to disclose sexual violence (why) speak to
the goal and aim of disclosing and additionally touch on the
audience (whom), where to disclose what and how, and the
timing of disclosure (when). In this review, attention will be
paid to how the empirical studies answer these questions, what
methods were used to answer these questions, and the strength
of the evidence provided in the studies.

Method

Search Strategy

In the period from December 3 to December 19, 2018, the
internet databases Web of Science and PsycINFO were
searched. Given the timeliness of the subject and several viral
hashtag movements (#NotOkay, October 2016; #MeToo, Octo-
ber 2017; #WhyIDidntReport, September 2018), the literature
study was further supplemented with the most recent publica-
tions in a second literature search in the period from December
3, 2019, to February 19, 2020. Both the first and second
searches included the same search terms. Additional to search-
ing the two databases, reference lists were checked. All articles
were included for screening and assessment of eligibility. The
screening and assessment were based on a protocol that was
developed in consultation with all authors.

Several search terms and combinations of search terms were
used to collect relevant studies. Search terms were based on
keywords such as “disclos*” and “self-report” combined with
search terms related to sexual victimization (“sex* assault”,
“sex* abuse”, “sex* harass*”, “sex* intimidat*”, “sex* vic-
tim*”, and “sex* survivor*”) and key words related to the
internet (“internet”, “cyber”, “online”, and “social media”). A
first exploration of the search results showed that some of the
studies on online disclosure reported from an ideological or
activist point of view. Furthermore, several hashtags associated
with online disclosure (e.g., #whyididntreport or #MeToo) are
driven by activist principles. To identify all relevant publica-
tions, the literature search was extended with search terms
related to the online sharing of sexual victimization to pursue
activist goals. The key words related to sexual victimization
and the internet were combined with the words “justice,” “acti-
vism,” and “protest” and “informal justice.” Finally, a search
was done with the individual search terms “viral justice,” “e-
shaming,” “online shaming,” “me too,” and “#MeToo.” Due to
the Dutch nationality and native language of the majority of the
authors, the search was expanded with Dutch translations of the
aforementioned English key words.2 No additional studies
were found.

As part of the protocol of a systematic literature review,
authors of identified literature on online disclosure of sexual
victimization were approached. A total of 79 authors were
emailed and asked to mention possible additional publications.

This resulted in no new publications for review. Finally, one of
the authors of this systematic review is of Israeli nationality
and identified three more Hebrew articles that met the inclusion
criteria. These three studies have therefore been added to the
review in addition to the systematic search.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were only included if they met the preestablished inclu-
sion criteria. It had to be (a) English- or Dutch-language pub-
lications, (b) empirical (qualitative or quantitative) studies, and
(c) accessible via Web of Science and PsycINFO. Dissertations
and other publications were included. Importantly, studies had
to deal with (d) victims of sexual violence and (e) online dis-
closure of these victims or responses to online disclosure of
sexual victimization. The word “sexual violence” is used as an
umbrella term to include a wide array of experiences from
(attempted) rape to sexual harassment. Studies on gender dis-
crimination or sexism, online disclosure of experiences of sex-
ual victimization by someone other than the author of the
online post, social reactions to general messages (nondisclosure
of victimization) about sexual violence, case studies, essays,
and literature reviews were excluded.

Study Selection

The literature search identified 3,768 articles, including dupli-
cates, case studies, non-English, non-Dutch, or non-Hebrew
articles. After screening the titles and abstracts, 94 articles were
identified and retrieved for full-text review. The assessment
resulted in 68 articles being excluded because they were either
nonempirical (N = 10), did not meet the inclusion criteria (N =
56), or the full text could not be accessed (N = 2). Finally, 26
articles met the inclusion criteria and were included in the
systematic review. Since three articles used the same data, the
studies were merged, resulting in a review of 24 studies (see
Figure 1). The screening and assessment were performed by
the first author.

Information was extracted on authors and year published,
the study design (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods),
methods of data collection, reference period, study site,
research questions, theoretical framework, and key findings.

Results

Characteristics of Included Studies

The majority of the included articles (N = 21) were published
and peer-reviewed. The review also contains a dissertation
(Barta, 2019), a publication in proceedings of a conference
(Andalibi et al., 2016), a preprint (Masciantonio et al., 2020),
and two publications of which it is unknown whether they were
peer-reviewed (Andalibi et al., 2018; Webber & Wilmot, 2012).

About half of the articles (N = 10) contained an explicitly
formulated research question (Andalibi et al., 2016; Andalibi
et al., 2018; Barta, 2019; Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski,
2018; Fileborn, 2017; Loney-Howes, 2018; Lowenstein-
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Barkai, 2020; Masciantonio et al., 2020; Mendes et al., 2019;
Schneider & Carpenter, 2020). The various research questions
were aimed at answering questions about what victims of sex-
ual violence share online (Andalibi et al., 2016; Mendes et al.,
2019), what motivations and goals victims have to share their
stories online (Barta, 2019; Masciantonio et al., 2020) and what
kind of responses online disclosures of sexual victimization
elicit (Andalibi et al., 2018; Barta, 2019; Bogen, Bleiweiss,
& Orchowski, 2018). Furthermore, online disclosure and
responses to online disclosure were considered in relation to
social support (Andalibi et al., 2016, Andalibi et al., 2018;
Barta, 2019; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020), coping (Barta, 2019;
Schneider & Carpenter, 2020), visibility (Andalibi et al., 2016;
Andalibi et al., 2018; Barta, 2019), and activist goals (Fileborn,
2017; Loney-Howes, 2018). The other studies merely men-
tioned the aim of the research instead of formulating a specific
research question. One study had a formulated hypothesis but
did not articulate a research question to test the hypothesis
(Bogen et al., 2019). A few studies used theories to explain,
predict, or understand the results. The used theoretical frame-
works can be found in the Supplementary File.

The year of publication of the included studies ranged from
2012 (Moors & Webber, 2012; Webber & Wilmot, 2012) to
2020 (Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Gun-
dersen & Zaleski, 2020; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Mascianto-
nio et al., 2020; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020). The year 2018
was the period with most publications on online disclosure of
sexual victimization (N = 7), followed by 2019 (N = 5). This
illustrates the recency of the subject and the research in this
field.

The majority of the included studies (N = 19, 83%) are from
English-speaking countries and focus on English online disclo-
sure posts. One study focuses on a specific hashtag movement
in Ukraine and Russia. The remaining studies are from Brazil,
France, and Israel.

The studies were largely qualitative in nature (N = 15). Two
studies were quantitative (Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Modrek &
Chakalov, 2019) and seven used mixed methods (Andalibi
et al., 2016; Andalibi et al., 2018; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Fileborn, 2017; Lokot, 2018; Loney-
Howes, 2018; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020).

Most of the included studies (N = 19) conducted a content
analysis of online messages. In four studies victims were inter-
viewed (Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c; Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020; Loney-Howes,
2018), of which one study combined both a content analysis
with interviews (Loney-Howes, 2018). Finally, two studies
consisted of a survey (Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020a;
Masciantonio et al., 2020) and one study used a survey design
and a focus group (Fileborn, 2017).

A part of the included articles studied a specific hashtag or
an online movement (N = 10), usually aimed at raising aware-
ness and social change. The #MeToo movement was studied in
six articles (Bogen et al., 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020a, 2020b; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Modrek & Chakalov,
2019; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020), varying from studying the
first 24 hr after the first #MeToo post (Schneider & Carpenter,
2020), to the first week (Bogen et al., 2019; Modrek &
Chakalov, 2019) or first 3 weeks of the movement
(Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020). Other studies also focused on

Figure 1. Flowchart systematic literature search.
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specific hashtags such as the hashtags #NotOkay (Bogen, Mill-
man, et al., 2018; Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski, 2018),
#BeenRapedNeverReported (Mendes et al., 2019), #WhyI-
DidntReport (Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020), #ЯНеБоюсьСка-
зати, Ukrainian for #IAmNotAfraidToSayIt (Lokot, 2018),
#primeiroassedio (Fornari et al., 2018), and “my rape story”
videos (Harrington, 2019).

The articles looked at online disclosure on various plat-
forms. Twitter was researched most often in nine of the 24
articles, followed by Reddit (Andalibi et al., 2016; Andalibi
et al., 2018; O’Neill, 2018) and Yahoo! Answers (Moors &
Webber, 2012; Webber, 2014; Webber & Moors, 2015).
Furthermore, the platforms Facebook (Dancig-Rosenberg &
Peleg, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Lokot, 2018; Lowenstein-
Barkai, 2020), YouTube (Harrington, 2019), Tumblr (Mendes
et al., 2019), Somazone (Webber & Wilmot, 2012), and blogs
(Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016) were the object of analysis.

Characteristics of Disclosers

Only five studies (Andalibi et al., 2016; Lokot, 2018; Mascian-
tonio et al., 2020; Modrek & Chakalov, 2019; Webber & Wil-
mot, 2012) looked at characteristics of victims who share their
stories in an online environment. In the vast majority of the
studies, the characteristics of online disclosers remain unex-
plored. One article studied the gender of the discloser by clas-
sifying the victim’s username as either male or female using the
Ukrainian State Census list of names (Lokot, 2018). Another
quantitative study used a commercial prediction service to infer
demographic information of disclosers (Modrek & Chakalov,
2019). All found that it is mostly women who disclose sexual
victimization online. Furthermore, Modrek and Chakalov
(2019) indicate that in online disclosure practices, White
women and users aged 25–50 years are overrepresented. The
results should be interpreted with caution, because both meth-
ods to deduce demographic information were not specified or
exemplified, and the used algorithms remain covert. The
quality of the classification is therefore unknown.

One study conducted a survey and compared a group of
victims of sexual violence who shared their experiences on
Twitter with a group of victims who did not (Masciantonio
et al., 2020). They found that the mean age of victims who
share their stories online is 31.8 compared to a mean age of
26.7 of victims who do not.

Characteristics of Disclosure Messages

In this section, the characteristics of online disclosure messages
of sexual victimization are discussed. Attention will be paid to
how the incidents were labeled, what is mentioned about why
victimization occurred, the tone of the disclosure messages,
what is disclosed (impact of the experience and perpetrator
information), how victimization and online disclosure
occurred, when victimization and online disclosure occurred,
and where victimization and online disclosure occurred.

Labeling incident. Eight qualitative, quantitative as well as mixed
method studies reported on how victims labeled the incident in
the disclosure messages (Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Bogen
et al., 2019; Harrington, 2019; Lokot, 2018; Mendes et al.,
2019; Modrek & Chakalov, 2019; Schneider & Carpenter,
2020; Webber & Wilmot, 2012). The degree of detail in which
victims describe their experience differs greatly between stud-
ies. In most cases, no information was available on the type of
victimization (Mendes et al., 2019; Schneider & Carpenter,
2020). Words like “rape” and “sexual assault” were often
absent (Mendes et al., 2019). Modrek and Chakalov (2019)
used machine learning methods to create an archetype of online
disclosures of sexual victimization. They found that the words
“grope,” “drunk,” “asleep,” “afraid,” but also “rape,” were the
most predictive of disclosure tweets. Some victims gave
detailed descriptions of their experiences, including a descrip-
tion of the events leading up to the experience. Other victims
shared their experiences in abstract terms (Harrington, 2019;
Lokot, 2018). While one study found that 73% of victims
explicitly described the type of violence (Bogen, Millman,
et al., 2018), other studies found only 24% (Bogen et al.,
2019) or stated that victims rarely labeled the incident.

Why victimization occurred. Two qualitative studies concluded
that some victims rationalized in their disclosure why they
believed the victimization had occurred (Bogen, Millman,
et al., 2018; Bogen et al., 2019). Content analysis revealed that
only a small proportion of the victims provide such explana-
tions for why it happened, namely between 2% (Bogen et al.,
2019) and 11% (Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018). The motiva-
tions for why victims share their stories are discussed in the
next section.

Tone of disclosure messages. The tone of the messages and emo-
tions of the disclosures are mentioned in six studies (Andalibi
et al., 2016; Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Lokot, 2018; Mas-
ciantonio et al., 2020; Mendes et al., 2019; Moors & Webber,
2012). These studies were mainly qualitative in nature or
mixed methods (Andalibi et al., 2016; Lokot, 2018). Disclo-
sures of sexual victimization contain a broad range of emo-
tions. Shame was mentioned as a prevailing sentiment in four
studies (Andalibi et al., 2016; Lokot, 2018; Masciantonio et al.,
2020; Moors & Webber, 2012). Lokot (2018) mentioned the
emotion shame in the context of being ashamed of the story
becoming public and scored this as a separate emotion from
shame in general. The emotion sadness appeared in 55% of the
Reddit posts about sexual abuse in the study of Andalibi and
colleagues (2016). This emotion was also mentioned in other
studies (Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Lokot, 2018). Further
emotions that emerge in online disclosures of sexual victimiza-
tion are fear (Andalibi et al., 2016; Bogen, Millman, et al.,
2018; Moors & Webber, 2012), fear of possible reoccurrence
(Lokot, 2018), anger (Andalibi et al., 2016; Bogen, Millman,
et al., 2018; Mendes et al., 2019), neglect (Andalibi et al.,
2016), resentment (Mendes et al., 2019), loneliness (Moors
& Webber, 2012), confusion (Moors & Webber, 2012), self-
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blame (Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018), and feelings of going
mad (Moors & Webber, 2012).

How emotions in the online disclosure were classified
remains unclear for most of the studies. Mendes and colleagues
(2019) state that emotions were conveyed via the use of capi-
talization, bolding, underlining, the use of exclamation marks,
or highlighting of key words. Other studies did not indicate
how emotions or tone of online disclosures were
operationalized.

Impact of victimization. Eight studies described that disclosure
messages often contained a description of the aftermath and
social and psychological effects of sexual victimization on the
everyday lives of the victim (Andalibi et al., 2016; Bogen,
Millman, et al., 2018; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Fornari
et al., 2018; Harrington, 2019; Lokot, 2018; Mendes et al.,
2019; Webber, 2014). Disclosures often contained detailed
accounts of distress, thoughts and fears, traumas, and mental
health problems like post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety,
depression, and self-mutilation. Two studies reported on the
prevalence of describing the impact of victimization, namely
between 33% (Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018) and 58% (Anda-
libi et al., 2016).

Perpetrator information. Nine studies documented that victims
shared information about the identity of the perpetrator (Barta,
2019; Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Bogen et al., 2019;
Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020b; Fornari et al., 2018; Har-
rington, 2019; Lokot, 2018; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020;
Webber & Wilmot, 2012). Information about the perpetrator
varied from mentioning the relationship of the victim to the
perpetrator to naming the perpetrator or the organization where
the assault took place. Schneider and Carpenter (2020) found
that 2.3% of the victims mentioned the perpetrator in their
online disclosure. Furthermore, Bogen and colleagues (2019)
found that 20% of the victims shared details about the perpe-
trator online and 18% revealed the sex of the perpetrator. About
half of the participants in the study of Dancig-Rosenberg and
Peleg (2020b) shamed their perpetrator online. They did so to
warn others against the perpetrator; to assist investigative
authorities in the collection of evidence, for the public’s right
to information; to change power relation imbalances, as social
punishment; to provide a voice to those who have been
silenced; and to encourage victims’ support. The effects of
disclosing the perpetrator were either positive in the form of
personal relief or negative like online defamation, negative off-
line responses, the perpetrator was perceived as a victim, the
due process principle was violated, and the online shaming
unleashed a puritanical discourse (Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020b). The participants who did not share information about
the perpetrator refrained from doing this because it is diverting
the feminist fight from its true objectives or out of fear (for
both physical and legal consequences) or out of mercy for the
perpetrator (Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020b).

How victimization occurred. Two studies have documented
whether the disclosures address how the incident occurred and
described perpetrator tactics. Bogen and colleagues (2019)
found that 22% of online posts pay attention to how it hap-
pened compared to the 34% found in the study by Bogen,
Millman, and colleagues (2018).

How online disclosure occurred. With regard to how victimization
was shared online, two studies provided answers (Harrington,
2019; Mendes et al., 2019). Harrington (2019) found that vic-
tims on YouTube had two formats to share their stories: using
cue cards or by speaking to the camera. Furthermore, a small
part of the victims shared their experiences under a pseudonym
and hid their faces. In contrast, Mendes and colleagues (2019)
found that only 14% of the victims had their faces visible,
indicating a higher proportion of anonymous disclosures.

When victimization occurred. In 11 studies, statements were
made about the timing of the incident (Barta, 2019; Bogen,
Millman, et al., 2018; Bogen et al., 2019; Fornari et al.,
2018; Lokot, 2018; Mendes et al., 2019; Modrek & Chakalov,
2019; Moors & Webber, 2012; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020;
Webber, 2014; Webber & Wilmot, 2012). These studies were
both qualitative and quantitative (Modrek & Chakalov, 2019).
The primary way of representing the time of victimization was
by reporting the age of the victim at the time of the incident
(Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Bogen et al., 2019; Fornari
et al., 2018; Mendes et al., 2019; Modrek & Chakalov,
2019). Other indications of timing were how long ago the
victimization took place and the year in which it happened.
The vast majority of studies only reported how often the tem-
poral information appeared in disclosure messages instead of
reporting on actual age at victimization. Between 9% (Schnei-
der & Carpenter, 2020) and 55% (Bogen, Millman, et al.,
2018) of the online disclosures contain information about when
the victimization had taken place.

When online disclosure occurred. Statements on the timing of the
online disclosure of sexual victimization were made in four
studies (Barta, 2019; Lokot, 2018; Moors & Webber, 2012;
Webber, 2014). Moors and Webber (2012) found that most
victims recounted that the incident occurred more than 2 years
ago, followed by a group of victims who disclosed an experi-
ence that took place up to 2 years ago. Only a small proportion
of the victims disclosed recent experiences or ongoing victimi-
zation online (Moors & Webber, 2012). Bartas (2019) findings
are in line with the conclusions of the aforementioned research-
ers. She stated that victims delayed online disclosure until they
reached the point in their recovery in which they felt prepared
and confident to talk about the sexual victimization. Also,
victims sometimes become motivated to share their own stories
by reading stories of others who have shared their victim
experiences online (Lokot, 2018). Finally, Moors and Webber
(2012), Webber and Wilmot (2012), and Webber (2014) found
that over half of the victims who disclosed their experience
online had never shared their stories before. For some, online
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disclosure might be seen as an alternative to off-line forms of
sharing sexual victimization. Studies described feelings of hav-
ing “nowhere else to turn to” (Moors & Webber, 2012) or
dissatisfaction with previous off-line disclosure (Andalibi
et al., 2016; Barta, 2019; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Fornari
et al., 2018; O’Neill, 2018) spurring online disclosure.

Where victimization occurred. The extent to which the online
messages pay attention to where (the location) the incidents took
place is limited. Four of the 24 included studies comprised
information about the locations of the sexual victimization
(Bogen, Millman, et al., 2018; Bogen et al., 2019; Fornari
et al., 2018; Schneider and Carpenter, 2020). Fornari and col-
leagues (2018) reported that in almost half of the online disclo-
sures of sexual victimization (48%), the location of the sexual
violence was reported to be at the home of the victim, followed
by victimization out on the streets (14%). Schneider and Car-
penter (2020) on the other hand found that the majority of the
experiences of sexual victimization occurred at work (32%). The
percentages of whether a location was mentioned vary widely.
For example, Bogen and colleagues (2019) found that 11% of
the tweets with the hashtag #MeToo contained information
about where the sexual violence occurred versus 42% of the
tweets with the hashtag #NotOkay (Bogen, Millman, et al.,
2018).

Where online disclosure occurred. A single study (Barta, 2019)
focused on where the story was shared (platform choice). Barta
(2019) concluded that victims used different platforms to disclose
their stories for different uses. Platform choice is also dependent
on the target audience. She found that victims use Facebook
more often to disclose to friends and family, whereas Twitter is
mostly used for unknown and professional connections.

Motivations for Online Disclosure of Sexual
Victimization

In 15 of the 24 included studies, statements were made about
the motivations victims of sexual violence have to share their
stories online. Qualitative and mixed methods studies provided
insights into these motivations. Concerning the question for
whom victims share their stories only one study provided
answers. Based on 27 interviews, Barta (2019) concluded that
self-declared victims of sexual violence may have different
target audiences when disclosing online. These target audi-
ences are the self, friends, family, other victims, and others.
The different target audiences translate into different motiva-
tions for online disclosure. A distinction can be made between
motivations for victims themselves (individual-oriented disclo-
sure) and disclosure aimed at others (other-oriented disclosure).
Crocker et al. (2008) describe the perspective of the individual-
oriented (Crocker et al. call this egosystem oriented) as self-
benefiting, compared to the other-benefiting perspective of the
other-oriented (referred to as ecosystem oriented). Although a
distinction between self-focused and other-focused motivations
is helpful, it is not always possible to draw a clear divide

between self- or other-focused motivations since motives can
be twofold. In this review, the division is used to categorize a
wide range of motivations found in the different studies.

Individual-Orientated Disclosure

Seek support. First, victims share their stories online to seek
support, help, and advice. This includes emotional and psycho-
logical support, advice on how to cope with the experience,
and information about practical issues (O’Neill, 2018; Webber,
2014; Webber & Wilmot, 2012). This motivation was found in
eight studies (Andalibi et al., 2016; Barta, 2019; Dancig-
Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020c; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Moors
& Webber, 2012; O’Neill, 2018; Webber, 2014; Webber &
Wilmot, 2012).

Clarification and validation. The need for help and support is also
related to the need to interpret, clarify, label, and validate the
experience. Stories of sexual victimization are shared for
knowledge acquisition and to find clarification and validation
on how an experience should be interpreted (Dancig-
Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020c; Webber, 2014). Readers of the
disclosure can be asked to provide some sort of second opin-
ion. Online disclosure can also be used to claim recognition of
victimization (Loney-Howes, 2018). This motivation for online
disclosure was documented in seven studies (Dancig-
Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020c; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; File-
born, 2017; Loney-Howes, 2018; Moors & Webber, 2012;
Webber, 2014; Webber & Wilmot, 2012).

Unburdening. Victims of sexual violence also disclose their
stories online as a way of emotional release and catharsis. This
process is also known as “unburdening” and entails the release
of emotions and feelings of shame and self-blame as a form of
confessional writing (Moors & Webber, 2012). Barta (2019)
describes this as feeling a need to release the story from the
body to someone else. This motivation to disclose was reported
in five studies (Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020c; Fileborn, 2017; Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020; Moors &
Webber, 2012).

Documenting. The fourth motivation for online disclosure of
sexual victimization is the need to document the experience.
Online disclosure is used as a way to provide testimony
(O’Neill, 2018) and document personal achievements and
recovery (Barta, 2019; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Fileborn,
2017). This way disclosing can mark a point of recovery where
the victim can look back and see personal growth (Fileborn,
2017). Online disclosure can also be interpreted as a way of
regaining control over the story by having the ability to decide
when and where the story is shared (Barta, 2019; Dancig-
Rosenberg, 2020c; O’Neill, 2018). Documenting as a motiva-
tion for online disclosure was found in six studies (Barta, 2019;
Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020c; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016;
Fileborn, 2017; Harrington, 2019; O’Neill, 2018).
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Seeking justice. The motivation to seek justice can be classified
as the fifth motivation for online disclosure of sexual victimi-
zation. The victim and their needs for justice are central to this
motivation. By sharing the story online and addressing perpe-
trators directly or indirectly, victims try to achieve personal
empowerment and hold perpetrators responsible. For some vic-
tims, sharing their experience online and being heard, taken
seriously, and being acknowledged is a first step in working
toward gaining a form of justice (Fileborn, 2017). This motiva-
tion was found in four studies (Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg
& Peleg, 2020c; Fileborn, 2017; Lokot, 2018).

Informing others. Barta (2019) found that victims are also moti-
vated to share their sexual victimization online to inform and
update others about their recovery. Informing and updating
others is a way of clarifying one’s behavior to others and
differs from the effort to reclaim one’s story or voice. The
underlying motivation behind this is relational development
or relational maintenance (Barta, 2019), in other words, the
sharing of private information to facilitate relational closeness,
increasing a sense of intimacy in a relationship (Altman &
Taylor, 1973).

Commercial goals. Finally, one study found that victims some-
times have commercial aspirations with sharing stories of sex-
ual victimization. In YouTube videos about rape, victims are
aimed at promoting certain products or themselves as YouTu-
bers (Harrington, 2019).

Other-Orientated Disclosure

Provide support. In addition to seeking support in an online
environment, victims can also choose to disclose their stories
online to provide support and help other victims. Support can
thus be both individual- and other-orientated. One study even
explicitly revealed that victims shared their stories online to fill
the gap of support for other victims (Gundersen & Zaleski,
2020). This motivation to support other victims emerged in
eight studies (Andalibi et al., 2016; Barta, 2019; Dancig-
Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020b; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; File-
born, 2017; Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020; Loney-Howes, 2018;
Masciantonio et al., 2020).

Educate. A second “other-benefiting” motivation to disclose
experiences of sexual victimization online is the wish to edu-
cate others. In this context, others can mean other victims, as
well as others in general. Overarching motivations are the wish
for people to learn from their experiences (Harrington, 2019),
to educate those who practice victim blaming (Gundersen &
Zaleski, 2020), and to change perceptions and opinions about
sexual violence (Masciantonio et al., 2020). This motivation
was found in four studies (Barta, 2019; Gundersen & Zaleski,
2020; Harrington, 2019; Masciantonio et al., 2020).

Activism. The final motivation for online disclosure is activism.
Motivations for online disclosure within this theme ranged

from sharing the story to highlight the magnitude of the prob-
lem (Fileborn, 2017; Masciantonio et al., 2020), warning others
and society (Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020b; Fileborn,
2017), raising awareness (Barta, 2019; Gundersen & Zaleski,
2020), challenging stigma and sexual assault myths (Barta,
2019; Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020), expressing disapproval and
making an activist call for social change (Dancig-Rosenberg &
Peleg, 2020b; Masciantonio et al., 2020). The motivation “acti-
vism” was manifested by bringing attention to the problem and
ventilating dissatisfaction (Mendes et al., 2019) and was found
in eight studies (Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020b; Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Fileborn, 2017; Gundersen
& Zaleski, 2020; Loney-Howes, 2018; Masciantonio et al.,
2020; Mendes et al., 2019).

In conclusion, victims of sexual violence can have very
different motivations to disclose their experiences online. The
motivations “seek support,” “provide support,” and “activism”

were most prevalent in the included studies (N = 8) as reasons
for online disclosure of sexual victimization, followed by “clar-
ification and validation” (N = 7) and “documenting” (N = 6).
Victims often have multiple motivations simultaneously or
consecutively (Barta, 2019) and motivations can be both indi-
vidual- and other-oriented. An important side note is that the
relative weight of the different motivations remains unknown.
Besides, several motives for disclosure can coexist, but it is
unclear which motives go together more often than others.

Motivations for Not Disclosing Online

Only one study (Masciantonio et al., 2020) also reported on
why victims of sexual violence refrained from disclosing their
experience. Victims did not tweet about their victimization
because of a distrust of their followers, they did not think of
Twitter as a suitable place to talk about private events, they
thought it was time to move on, a fear of backlash, and because
of feelings of shame.

Responses to Online Disclosure of Sexual
Victimization

Responses to online disclosure of sexual victimization can be
classified using different categorizations. Researchers have
used different scales for this. The two most commonly used
scales are the Social Support Behavior Code (SSBC; Cutrona
& Suhr, 1992) and Ullman’s (2000) Social Reactions Ques-
tionnaire (SRQ). The SSBC consists of five categories of sup-
port: informational support (information or advice),
instrumental support (physical or monetary assistance), esteem
support (promoting one’s abilities and value), network support
(enhance a sense of belonging to a group), and emotional
support (empathy, caring, or concern). The SRQ (Ullman,
2000) is most widely used to measure the reactions to disclo-
sure of sexual victimization and combines the categories of
instrumental, informational, and emotional support from the
SSBC with negative social reactions. Three of the included
studies used SSBC (Andalibi et al., 2016; Andalibi et al.,
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2018; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020), two studies used SRQ
(Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski, 2018; Bogen et al., 2019).
Lowenstein-Barkai (2020) used the SSBC but added three cate-
gories: retributive support, unsupportive reactions, and other.
Retributive support contains reactions with calls for punishing
the perpetrator and restoration of justice. Unsupportive reac-
tions are responses that blame or criticize the victim, express
disbelief, minimize the severity of the victimization, or reac-
tions aimed at provoking controversy (also known as trolling;
Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020).

Ten studies, both qualitative, quantitative, and mixed meth-
ods, reported on the responses to online disclosure of sexual
victimization (Andalibi et al., 2018; Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orch-
owski, 2018; Bogen et al., 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg,
2020c; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Moors & Webber, 2012;
Schneider & Carpenter, 2020; Webber, 2014; Webber &
Moors, 2015; Webber & Wilmot, 2012). In general, responses
to these online messages seem predominantly positive (Anda-
libi et al., 2018; Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski, 2018; Bogen
et al., 2019; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Moors & Webber, 2012;
Webber & Wilmot, 2012). The most prevalent types of positive
responses were comments containing advocacy (Bogen, Blei-
weiss, & Orchowski, 2018; Bogen et al., 2019; Schneider &
Carpenter, 2020), emotional (Andalibi et al., 2018;
Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020), and
informational support (Andalibi et al., 2018). Using quantita-
tive content analysis of responses to online disclosures,
Lowenstein-Barkai (2020) found a sex difference between the
kind of support men and women received after disclosing their
victimization. Women receive more emotional and network
support, while men receive more responses containing retribu-
tive support. The proportion of positive reactions of all
responses varied between 61% in a qualitative content analysis
(Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski, 2018) and 99% in a quanti-
tative content analysis (Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020).

Online disclosures of sexual victimization also received
negative responses. The most common negative responses to
online disclosure of sexual victimization were egocentric and
distracting responses (Bogen, Bleiweiss, & Orchowski, 2018;
Bogen, 2019; Schneider & Carpenter, 2020). Egocentric
responses focus more on the reader’s emotional response than
on the victim. Distracting comments directed the attention
away from the victims (Ullman, 2000). However, it is unclear
to what extent these responses are considered negative. Where
distracting reactions can be viewed as negatively drawing
attention away from the victims’ experience, several research-
ers have argued that, depending on the context, these responses
may be perceived as helpful (Campbell et al., 2001; Dworkin
et al., 2018). Despite the fact that politically oriented tweets did
not directly support victims, the tweets did condemn the per-
petrators. Dancig-Rosenberg and Peleg (2020c) also found that
victims received insulting and victim blaming responses to
their online disclosure. An important side note is that in some
studies, the platforms that were researched moderated the con-
tent in some form, meaning that negative comments might have
been removed before data collection or that these were

screened and filtered out before publication (Andalibi et al.,
2018; Barta, 2019; Moors & Webber, 2012; Webber & Wilmot,
2012). The proportion of negative responses ranged from 1%
(Lowenstein-Barkai, 2020) to 33% (Bogen et al., 2019).

Finally, in addition to positive and negative responses to
online disclosure, victims also received reactions with recipro-
cal disclosures (Andalibi et al., 2018; Webber & Wilmot,
2012). Andalibi and colleagues (2018) found this in almost
30% of cases.

Webber (2014), Webber and Moors (2015), and Webber and
Wilmot (2012) studied the responses of professional counselors
and other members of “Yahoo! Answers” (Webber, 2014; Web-
ber & Moors, 2015) or “Somazone” (Webber & Wilmot, 2012)
to online disclosure of sexual victimization. All three studies
found that counselors often provided affirmation, support in
interpreting or reflecting on the experience, advice (personal,
medical, and legal), and offered other resources of help (Moors
& Webber, 2012; Webber, 2014; Webber & Wilmot, 2012).
Counselors’ responses were often supportive, nonjudgmental
(Webber, 2014; Webber & Moors, 2015; Webber & Wilmot,
2012), systematic, consistent, and detailed (Webber & Moors,
2015). Comments by other users were often positive and sup-
portive (Webber, 2014; Webber & Moors, 2015; Webber &
Wilmot, 2012) and used emotionally charged language and
humor (Webber & Wilmot, 2012). Responses by readers lacked
consistency and appropriate advice, empathy, or resources
(Webber, 2014).

Effect Online Disclosure and Responses
to Online Disclosure

Little information is available about the effect of online disclo-
sure of sexual victimization as well as the effect of responses to
online disclosure. Statements about these effects can be made
based on only four studies (Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg &
Peleg, 2020a, 2020c; Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020; Loney-
Howes, 2018). These studies used qualitative or mixed
methods.

First, the impact of online disclosure on the victims them-
selves. Gundersen and Zaleski (2020) interviewed 20 victims
of sexual violence and concluded that they had undergone an
identity shift, both personally and professionally. Victims indi-
cated that they experienced relief of mental health problems
and a decrease in shame and self-blame. Another study, which
also included interviews, revealed that victims who had online
disclosed sexual victimization had a dispel in the sense of
loneliness, a connect with other victims and that disclosure had
helped to develop a support network (Dancig-Rosenberg &
Peleg, 2020c). Loney-Howes (2018) and Barta (2019) also
found that online disclosure contributed to personal healing
and coping.

On the other hand, the study by Dancig-Rosenberg and
Peleg (2020c) also found negative effects. They found that
there is a high emotional price for the victims caused by media
exposure. Some of the interviewed victims suffered from social
rejection or personal fatigue from their public exposure as a
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victim and exhaustion as a result of the intensity of the trigger-
ing #MeToo movement.

The effect of the responses to online disclosure, according to
Barta (2019), varied depending on the expectations, the rela-
tionship with the commenter, where the response was given
and the nature of the response. Positive responses helped
reduce barriers and shame to disclose and ensured victims felt
heard, supported, and validated (Gundersen & Zaleski, 2020;
Loney-Howes, 2018). Regarding the relationship with the com-
menter, Barta (2019) found that negative reactions from stran-
gers had less impact on the victim than negative reactions from
friends or family. In addition to negative reactions, respondents
mentioned the lack of reactions had an effect. Some victims
stated that the absence of responses leads to a disincentive to
further disclose. In contrast, validating responses motivated
victims to continue sharing (Barta, 2019).

Discussion

This systematic literature review provides insight into the con-
tent, motivations for and effects of, and responses to online
disclosure of sexual victimization (used as an umbrella term)
and offers a first comprehensive insight into the available
empirical information on online disclosure of sexual victimiza-
tion of studies from a wide variety of research areas. Interna-
tional literature has so far paid limited attention to the various
components of online disclosure like characteristics of disclo-
sers (who), characteristics of disclosure messages (what, how,
when, and where), motivations to disclose (why) and the effects
of, and responses to online disclosure of sexual victimization.
The review shows that results of the included studies are often
dissimilar or even contradictory. This is likely due to the
exploratory nature of the studies, method differences, and the
diversity of the objects of analysis (among which studied plat-
form, hashtag, and population). The limitations of the included
studies and implications for future research will be discussed
more extensively below.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research

A first methodological limitation is that a theoretical basis and
well-defined research questions were often lacking. It may be
that this is due to the fact that existing victimological theory is
insufficient, or authors are insufficiently experienced in identi-
fying and applying theory. Based on this review, it can be
stated that victims of sexual violence who disclose their victi-
mization online appear to have needs that are potentially not
met in the off-line world. In several studies victims described
“having nowhere else to turn to” and dissatisfaction with off-
line disclosure as explanations for disclosing online (Andalibi
et al., 2016; Barta, 2019; Dancig-Rosenberg & Peleg, 2020c;
Fawcett & Shrestha, 2016; Fornari et al., 2018; Moors & Web-
ber, 2012; O’Neill, 2018). However, experiences with off-line
disclosure or needs of victims after sexual violence were not
measured in the included studies so the link with online dis-
closure is rather speculative. It is conceivable that the internet

offers unique features (such as anonymity and invisibility) and
an online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004) to meet the needs of
victims. Further research into this relationship is necessary.

A second limitation of the included studies relates to
research design. For example, the results of the majority of
studies about the motivations for online disclosure were based
on content analysis, implying that answers were based on the
content of the online messages only. Four studies asked victims
themselves about their motivations for online disclosure. How-
ever, the sample sizes of the interviews were low (N = 8 to N =
27) and in three of four studies interviews were conducted by
telephone or via Skype. Telephone interviews have several
limitations like absence of nonverbal communication and com-
plications in building trust and a safe environment to disclose
(Barta, 2019).3 Also, only one study compared the motives of
those who shared their victimization online with victims who
had chosen not to do so but focused on Twitter only and had a
small sample size. It is thus virtually impossible to identify
motivations for online disclosure of sexual victimization with
the used research methods.

Studies were largely qualitative, explorative, or descriptive
in nature and used convenience or purposive sampling. For the
content analysis, many studies used the Twitter application
programming interface (API), which is free and public but
provides only a portion of the available content, so the data
are incomplete. Which content was scraped was uncertain, so
how and in what way the data are incomplete remains unclear
(Barta, 2019). The use of the paid premium Twitter API is also
not without problems (see Modrek & Chakalov, 2019). Two
studies used a paid commercial tool to collect the social media
data of which again the algorithm is opaque. In other words,
data collection using the Twitter API has a selection bias, but
how the data are biased is unknown. The differences and con-
tradictions between the results of the included studies may
therefore also reflect different selection biases.

Additionally, the included studies conducted research on
different platforms, with different characteristics, users and
goals, in different time periods, adding to the incomparability
of the content of, motivations for, and responses to online
disclosure of sexual victimization. As an example, asking a
question on a website like “Yahoo! Answers,” “Somazone”
or in a semi-private forum like “/r/rapecounseling” on Reddit
is potentially incomparable to the disclosure of sexual victimi-
zation on public social media platforms like YouTube, Twitter,
or Facebook. Furthermore, online disclosure in private groups
and on Instagram, one of the most popular social media plat-
forms (more than twice as much as Reddit and almost three
times the number of users of Twitter; Clement, 2020) was not
studied. The content and motivation of such messages may
differ from public messages or other social media platforms.
Future research into online disclosure of sexual victimization
should make use of more transparent methods of data collec-
tion, avoid the use of opaque social media APIs, focus on as
yet understudied platforms for online disclosure and compare
the group of victims who online disclose their experiences to
those who refrain from doing so.

10 TRAUMA, VIOLENCE, & ABUSE XX(X)



A third limitation regards operationalization. The used
constructs and measures (e.g., “emotions”) in the included
studies were rarely defined. This left the authors no choice
but to lump together all studies and types of sexual victimiza-
tion. From the given conceptualizations, it was, however,
clear that not all researchers operationalized “sexual violence”
the same way. Fileborn (2017), for example, studied street
harassment as a form of sexual violence. However, not all
types of street harassment are necessarily a form of sexual
violence, and it is important to recognize the ways in which it
manifests as other types of violence and abuse (e.g., racist,
homophobic, transphobic, and so forth; B. Fileborn, personal
communication, March 25, 2020). Lumping different types of
sexual victimization together in an attempt to capture a broad
spectrum of experiences makes it impossible to differentiate
between criminal and unwanted, though still harmful, beha-
vior. A distinction that is often made in social but especially
in a legal context.

The same goes for the operationalization of a disclosure.
Only a handful of studies differentiated between direct and
indirect disclosures and clearly defined which posts were and
which posts were not classified as a disclosure. The relation-
ship between what (type of sexual victimization), why (motiva-
tions), and how (characteristics of disclosures) sexual
victimization was disclosed and the responses to the disclo-
sures could therefore often not be determined. Next to the fact
that results may not be representative of all victims who dis-
close their stories online, or cannot be generalized to other
platforms or all victims of sexual violence, knowledge of
online disclosure is further limited by the criteria used to define
disclosure and sexual violence.

Fourth, only a handful of studies (e.g., Mendes et al.,
2019) explicitly studied images (such as pictures, video con-
tent, or emoticons) accompanying written online disclosures.
The analysis of for example video content (as performed by
Harrington, 2019) differs from the analysis of written text
because of the different and possible multi-interpretable
nature of nonverbal communication such as expressed emo-
tions, intonation, pauses, posture, and facial expressions of
the respondent. The same goes for the use of pictures or
images, sequences of emoticons, and the use of interpunction.
With the increased use of pictures and videos online, future
research should also explicitly incorporate such expressions
in analysis.

Fifth, a large part of the studies focused on specific hash-
tags or highly visible online movements such as the #MeToo.
This is problematic because these hashtags are often driven by
activist principles, with a call to use the hashtag to raise
awareness. It cannot be determined objectively whether the
individuals who disclosed were motivated by an online move-
ment to share their stories and whether they would have
shared their stories if they had not been motivated by others.
Although this also applies to the disclosure of sexual violence
outside of viral movements, it is to be expected that highly
visible hashtags that get a lot of (media) attention are more
likely to encourage others to disclose their own experiences

than messages outside such movements (Barta, 2019). It is
also unclear whether participating in a social media move-
ment influenced the content of the disclosures and the
responses they elicited. Focusing on online disclosures of
sexual victimization during viral movements may distort the
identified motivations to disclose. In other words, viral hash-
tags may be driven by other-oriented motivations rather than
individuals seeking help, advice, or support for their own
recovery and might therefore concern a specific subsample
of disclosures (Barta, 2019). Future research should attempt
to capture a broader range of more “ordinary” online mes-
sages, outside of viral movements, containing disclosure of
sexual victimization in order to make more broadly relevant
statements.

A sixth and final caution is that the majority of the
included studies came from English-speaking countries and
focus on English online disclosure posts. In this systematic
review, we aimed at including as diverse an overview as
possible of research and literature on the phenomenon of
online disclosure of sexual victimization. The review included
not only peer-reviewed studies but also a dissertation, a pre-
print, and a publication in proceedings of a conference.
Despite this explicit effort, mostly research from the Anglo-
sphere (mainly Australia, the United States, and the UK) was
found. Only a few studies from Asia (Israel), South America
(Brazil), and Europe (Ukraine and France) were found. It is
unclear how the results with a lack of global diversity, cen-
tered on Global North perspectives, translate to other coun-
tries and cultures. It is recommended that future research
focuses on online disclosure of sexual victimization in other
contexts so that international and intercultural comparisons
can be made. This should be studied while considering the
characteristics of the national and cultural differences of
the feminist movement and the differential impact that the
#MeToo campaign may have had on the general public and
the victims.

Conclusion

Despite the (methodological) shortcomings of the included
studies, some conclusions can be drawn from this review.
Information about the characteristics of victims who share their
sexual victimization online and for whom is scarce. Significant
variation was found across studies in the sense that some stud-
ies reported that victims of sexual violence online disclose their
experiences in detail, while other studies state that victims
rarely label the incident and disclose implicitly or in abstract
terms. Overall, disclosures generally focus on the psychologi-
cal, emotional, and social impact of the sexual victimization.
The tone of the online disclosure of sexual victimization is
often emotional, with shame being the prevailing emotion. This
might be, though speculative, indicative of online disinhibition
(Joinson, 1998; Suler, 2004), where victims feel open to
express emotions and be less worried about how they present
themselves. Sexual victimization is mostly shared after
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reaching a point in recovery in which victims feel confident
enough to talk about it (Barta, 2019).

Across studies, victims of sexual violence have different
motivations to share their experiences online. These motivations
can be individual-oriented (to seek support, clarification and
validation, unburdening, documenting, seeking justice, inform-
ing others, or commercial goals) and other-oriented (provide
support, educate, and activism). The motivations “seek support,”
“provide support,” and “activism” were most prevalent.

Responses to online disclosure are predominantly positive
and contain advocacy, emotional, and informational support.
Few negative responses were found, with the prevailing nega-
tive responses being egocentric and distracting responses. The
proposed disinhibition due to the absence of expectations to
respond to sexual victimization disclosures in a socially desir-
able manner (Joinson, 1998; Suler, 2004) did not seem to result
in large numbers of negative responses.

The effects of online disclosure and of responses to online
disclosure remain largely unknown. Reported positive effects
were a relief of mental health problems and decrease of shame
and self-blame, similar to effects found after off-line disclosure
of sexual victimization (Pennebaker et al., 2001; Rime, 1995),
but these should be interpreted with caution considering the
indications of the timing of disclosure (after recovery and when
feeling strong enough). Negative effects were social isolation
and personal fatigue.

The review showed that seeking help, support, and advice
are important motivations to online disclose sexual victimiza-
tion. This, in combination with a large proportion of the vic-
tims who have never shared their victimization before or who
have had bad experiences with off-line disclosure, offers
important points of intervention for assistance and victim sup-
port. Online informal support might be beneficial and could
serve as an alternative to off-line disclosure in cases of geo-
graphical isolation, fear of face-to-face contact, limited access
to help, or privacy barriers (Webber & Wilmot, 2012). Sharing
in an online environment together with feedback found to be
predominantly positive can be a way to explore disclosing in a
relatively safe manner. Burrows (2011) calls for training of
social workers in recommending and facilitating the use of
online support forums for victims of sexual violence. This
review confirms the potential for this suggestion. Given the
likely increasing importance of the internet and social media
for sharing personal information and experiences, such as sex-
ual victimization, it is important that more research is con-
ducted on this phenomenon. This future research would
ideally supersede the identified weaknesses and gaps in the
existing literature.

Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice

Future research is needed that uses robust quantitative and/or
qualitative designs with substantial and representative (across
platforms) samples, comparing victims who do disclose their
sexual victimization online with victims who do not, and that

compares disclosure on different online platforms, also outside
viral hashtags or movements, to increase generalizability of the
results.

Seeking help, support, and advice are important motiva-
tions to disclose sexual victimization online. The systematic
review identifies the potential for online informal support, in
which online disclosure can serve as a relatively safe alterna-
tive to off-line disclosure. This offers important points of
intervention for assistance and victim support by social work-
ers in facilitating the use of the internet for support for victims
of sexual violence.

Summary Findings

Included studies Mostly recent research witd tde highest
number of publications in 2018, followed
by 2019

Methodology � Included studies largely qualitative,
explorative, and descriptive, using
small and nonrepresentative samples.

� Majority of the studies conducted a
qualitative content analysis of a
specific hashtag.

� Large method differences (key
constructs, platform, time period,
and design) complicate the synthesis
of findings.

Characteristics of
disclosers

Information on disclosers largely
unexplored. White women aged
25–50 years overrepresented.

Characteristics of
disclosure messages

� Varied content and degree of detail:
from detailed descriptions to
abstract terms, a broad range of
emotions (e.g., shame, sadness, and
fear).

� Disclosures often contained a
description of the aftermath and
social and psychological effects of
sexual victimization.

Motivations for online
disclosure

Differing motivations for online disclosure,
both individual-oriented (to seek
support, clarification and validation,
unburdening, documenting, seeking
justice, informing others, or commercial
goals) and other-oriented (provide
support, educate, and activism). The
motivations “seek support,” “provide
support,” and “activism” most prevalent.

Responses to online
disclosure

Responses to online disclosure
predominantly positive and contain
advocacy, emotional and informational
support. The few negative responses
were mainly egocentric and distracting.

Effect online disclosure
and responses

Effects of online disclosure and of
responses to online disclosure largely
unknown. Reported positive effects
were a relief of mental health problems
and a decrease of shame and self-blame.
Negative effects were social isolation
and personal fatigue.
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Notes

1. Throughout this article, the terms perpetrator and victim are used as
synonyms for the words offender, transgressor, and aggressor,
respectively, survivor.

2. The Dutch key words disclos*, onthul*, and “zelf rapportage*”
were combined with key words related to sexual victimization
(“seks* geweld*”, “seks* misbruik*”, “seks* slachtoffer*”, “seks*
intimidat*”) and key words related to the internet (“internet”,
“social media”, “online”, “cyber”). The search was expanded with
the search terms “(informe*) gerechtigheid”, “activism*”, and
“protest” combined with the key words related to sexual victimiza-
tion and the key words related to the internet. Some key words are
the same in Dutch as in English and have therefore not been
searched again.

3. In interviews about sensitive topics like sexual violence, nonver-
bal cues offer important information. Tears in someone’s eyes,
crossing arms, opening the mouth as a sign of the inclination to
speak, and so on are all potential signs of (dis)comfort that are
invisible in telephone interviews (Barta, 2019). Abrahams (2017)
states that in the context of gender-based violence, these nonver-
bal cues are vital in expressing empathy and exert in active lis-
tening to victims.
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qualitative and quantitative research methods to support policy and
resources that match the needs of victims of sexual violence.
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