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Abstract 

The present study examines young women’s (N = 1,734) perceptions of the 

unacceptability of 47 intrusive activities enacted by men. Female undergraduate 

psychology students from 12 countries (Armenia, Australia, England, Egypt, Finland, 

India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Portugal, Scotland, Trinidad) indicated which of 47 

intrusive activities they considered to be unacceptable. Responses were compared 

with parasite-stress values, a measure of global gender equality and Hofstede’s 

dimensions of national cultures. There was no unanimous agreement on any of the 

items, even for those relating to forced sexual violence. Cluster analysis yielded four 

clusters: ‘Aggression and surveillance’ (most agreement that the constituent items 

were unacceptable), ‘Unwanted attention,’ ‘Persistent courtship and impositions,’ and 

‘Courtship and information seeking’ (least agreement that the constituent items were 

unacceptable). There were no significant relationships between the ‘Aggression and 

surveillance’ or ‘Courtship and information seeking’ clusters and the measure of 

gender equality, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures or the measure of parasite 

stress. For the ‘Unwanted attention’ and ‘Persistent courtship and impositions’ 

clusters, women residing in countries with higher gender inequality and higher 

parasite-stress were less accepting of behavior associated with uncommitted sexual 

relations, and women in more individualistic societies with higher levels of gender 

equality were less accepting of monitoring activities. Culture may take precedence 

over personal interpretations of the unacceptability of intrusive behavior that is not 

obviously harmful or benign in nature.  
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Introduction 

The majority of research concerning the intrusive behavior commonly referred 

to as stalking has been conducted in Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 

States, with little research being conducted in non-English speaking countries or 

making cross-national comparisons. The present study examines young women’s 

perceptions of 47 intrusive activities and compares responses from female psychology 

undergraduate students living in 12 countries. Cluster analyses of country-level 

perceptions regarding the unacceptability of the intrusive activities are related to a 

measure of gender equality, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, and a 

measure of parasite-stress. These country-level perceptions are also compared to 

country-level experiences of the same 47 intrusive activities, based on data from a 

previous study (Sheridan, Scott & Roberts, 2016), to determine whether an 

association exists between perceptions and experiences of intrusive behavior. 

Prior research has used two principal methods to examine variables associated 

with how stalking and stalking-related behavior are perceived, namely vignette 

studies and the presentation of lists of intrusive activities, many of which have been 

previously identified as constituents of stalking. Taken together, the findings from the 

vignette-based studies indicate a number of commonly held perceptions in 

community, student and police samples from Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom 

and the United States. The primary finding is a negative relationship between 

perceptions of the seriousness of stalking and the degree of prior intimacy between 

the stalker and the victim (e.g., Cass, 2011; Curci et al., 2005; Hills & Taplin, 1998; 

Phillips et al., 2004; Scott, Lloyd, & Gavin, 2010; Scott, Rajakaruna, Sheridan, & 

Sleath, 2014; Scott & Sheridan, 2011; Scott et al., 2013; Sheridan, Gillett, Davies, 
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Blaauw, & Patel, 2003; Sheridan, Scott, & Nixon, 2016; Weller, Hope, & Sheridan, 

2013).  

The other principal method of examining perceptions of stalking and intrusive 

behavior involves respondents reading through a list of intrusive activities and 

indicating those they believe to constitute stalking, or consider to be unacceptable (see 

Chapman & Spitzberg, 2003; Jagessar & Sheridan, 2004; Lambert, Smith, Geistman, 

Cluse-Tolar, & Jiang, 2013; McKeon, McEwan, & Luebbers, 2015; Pereira, Matos, 

Sheridan, & Scott, 2015; Sheridan, Davies, & Boon, 2001; Sheridan, Gillett, & 

Davies, 2000; Sheridan, Gillett, & Davies, 2002; Yanowitz, 2006). These works were 

conducted in Australia, Japan, Portugal, Trinidad, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States. Collectively, their findings indicate that respondents generally share 

ideas concerning the type of individual acts that constitute stalking or are 

unacceptable, despite not employing common definitions or methodologies. Some 

intercultural contrasts have been noted, however. For example, Jagessar and Sheridan 

(2004) compared British and Trinidadian women’s judgments of 42 intrusive 

activities, finding that higher ratings of unacceptability were provided by the British 

women for 29 of the 42 intrusive activities (69%). 

One possible explanation for cross-cultural differences in perceptions and also 

experiences of stalking is individualism-collectivism (individualism). Chapman and 

Spitzberg (2003) compared the incidence of common forms of stalking behavior 

between samples of university students from Japan and the United States. Of those 

who had been “persistently pursued,” more US than Japanese participants (41% vs. 

34%) were likely to believe their experiences constituted stalking. However, 

significantly more Japanese than US students perceived their experiences as 

threatening, a difference that was particularly pronounced in men (11% vs. 40%). The 
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authors suggested that this finding could due in part to the collectivist nature of 

Japanese society, in that a threat to the individual could be magnified by the 

perception that it constituted a threat to their friendship group. This suggestion 

requires further examination in additional country samples. Self-selected victims of 

stalking were surveyed in three European countries by Galeazzi, Bučar-Ručman, De 

Fazio, and Groenen (2009), who found more similarities than differences in the 

course and nature of the victims’ experiences. However, it could be argued that the 

three countries (Belgium, Italy and Slovenia) share a similar culture.  

Another reason for comparing samples from different countries is the strong 

Anglo-Saxon bias within the existing stalking-related literature. As Chapman and 

Spitzberg (2003) indicated, analyses based only on samples from individualist 

cultures cannot be generalized to collectivist cultures. Henrich, Heine, and 

Norenzayan (2010) argued that most psychological research is based on Western, 

Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic (WEIRD) samples, and that it tends to 

generalize results to other cultures and samples without advising readers about the 

limitations of such inferences. Analysis of samples from six sub-disciplines in 

psychology revealed that 96% of participants were from WEIRD countries (e.g., 

Australia, Europe, and the United States). Studies conducted within Trinidad and 

Portugal (both strongly collectivist cultures) demonstrated largely similar perceptions 

of 47 intrusive activities to those found within English samples (a more individualistic 

culture). Where differences did occur, they were between the collectivist cultures and 

the individualistic culture (Jagessar & Sheridan, 2004; Pereira, Matos, Sheridan, & 

Scott, 2015).  

Hofstede’s pioneering research identified four other dimensions of culture in 

addition to individualism: these were power distance, masculinity-femininity 
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(masculinity), uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation (Hofstede, 1984). 

People within collectivist cultures value the needs of the group over the individual 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991), deriving a sense of self from close kinship and 

friendships (Hofstede, 1980). Conversely, people within individualistic cultures place 

their personal goals above those of their in-groups (Chen & West, 2008), and are less 

emotionally dependent on kinships or friendships (Hofstede, 1980). Furthermore, 

women in collectivist cultures are traditionally expected to be passive, with 

aggressive courtship approaches by men considered acceptable (Chapman & 

Spitzberg, 2003). As such, it could be argued that women in more collectivist 

countries would be more accepting of intrusive behavior by men than those in 

individualistic cultures. Power distance is the extent of power disparity between the 

highest and lowest social groups. Masculinity concerns societal preferences for 

achievement and assertiveness versus modesty and quality of life. Uncertainty 

avoidance is a culture’s tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty. Long-term 

orientation refers to whether a culture is more inclined to value long-term outcomes 

over short-term ones (Hofstede, 2011). All these variables will be included in the 

present work.  

Our previous related study (Sheridan, Scott, & Roberts, 2016) explored the 

relationship between young women’s experiences of intrusive behavior, their relative 

gender empowerment as reflected by the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM; see 

United Nations Development Programme Human Development Report, 1997) and 

Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture. The present study uses the same sample of 

respondents, but explores another part of the same dataset, covering responses from 

12 countries. Whereas the previous analysis involved experiences of intrusive 

behavior, the present analysis focuses on cross-cultural differences in the perceptions 
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of this same behavior. Sheridan, Scott, and Roberts (2016) found that women from 

countries scoring lower on the GEM were more likely to experience intrusive 

behavior that was severe, such as forced sexual contact, being spied upon and being 

pestered via repeated attempts at communication. In contrast, women from countries 

with higher GEM scores were more likely to experience intrusive behavior that was 

innocuous, such as being asked for casual sex at social events, or being offered a 

social drink. Similarly, women from countries with lower individualism scores 

reported more severe intrusions, while women from countries with higher 

individualism scores reported more innocuous intrusions. The types of intrusions 

corresponding to gender empowerment and individualism scores showed a great deal 

of overlap and supported Archer’s (2006) cross-cultural findings, which indicated that 

women’s susceptibility to aggression from men varied inversely with both gender 

empowerment and individualism. The current work employs the World Economic 

Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI; Hausmann, Tyson, & Zahidi, 2010) rather 

than the GEM. The GGGI is a newer measure designed to capture male-female 

differences independently of other cultural and socioeconomic factors (see Zentner & 

Mitura, 2012). This aggregate measure also corrects for the influence of affluence and 

would appear to be the most comprehensive measure of gender equality available, 

comprising 14 indicators from political, economic, health and educational domains.  

Via the parasite-stress theory of sociality, Fincher and Thornhill (2012) 

propose that variables such as individualism reflect national variations in parasite 

load. In a series of studies, Fincher, Thornhill, Murray, and Schaller (2008) found 

strong positive associations both within (United States) and between nations (e.g. 

Hong Kong and Nigeria) when indicators of assortative sociality (i.e. strong family 

ties and heightened religiosity) and levels of parasite-stress were compared. The 
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parasite-stress theory of sociality posits that varying degrees of parasite and disease 

stress shape human qualities such as personality, political tendencies and propensity 

toward religiosity. Fincher et al. (2008) demonstrated that the unidimension of 

individualism at national levels tends to relate strongly to the prevalence of infectious 

disease. That is, high parasite-stress is associated with high collectivism (low 

individualism), and low parasite-stress is associated with low collectivism (high 

individualism). So, for example, it may be that the behavioral aspects of collectivism, 

including adherence to traditional values and a wariness of out-groups, have evolved 

as buffers against the dangers posed by the relatively higher risk of pathogen 

transmission. The current work employs the combined measure of parasite-stress 

values calculated by Fincher and Thornhill (2012). This measure combines the World 

Health Organisation’s variable ‘Infectious Disease Disability Adjusted Life Years’ 

and the Global Infectious Disease and Epidemiology Network’s prevalence measure 

of human specific infectious diseases. The former is a cross-national measure of 

morbidity and mortality attributed to 28 different infectious and parasitic diseases. 

The latter is a cross-national indicator of parasite prevalence.  

 Disease avoidance may also relate to sociosexuality (i.e., individual 

differences in the willingness to engage in uncommitted sexual relations; Simpson & 

Gangestad, 1991). As expected, people living within regions with histories of high 

levels of infectious disease have been identified as more likely to adopt a restricted 

sociosexual style, and this was particularly the case among women. The authors 

suggested that this heightened caution among women exists because any fitness 

benefits associated with unrestricted sociosexuality would be more readily 

overwhelmed by costs as disease prevalence increases. Simpson and Gangestad 

(1991) employed the socio-sexual orientation inventory to measure individual 
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differences in the tendency toward an unrestricted approach to sexual relationships, 

with higher scores indicating greater comfort with casual sexual partners, and a 

heightened interest in obtaining new sexual partners. This seven-item inventory and 

the 47 intrusive activities employed by the present work include similar items, both 

asking about the perceived unacceptability of casual sexual encounters. Although not 

a measure of sociosexuality per se, our instrument may be able to provide an 

indication of whether greater sexual freedoms relate to a measure of gender equality, 

Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, or a measure of parasite-stress. Apostolou 

(2015) argued that until recently, third parties (most often parents) regulated much of 

human evolution mate choice. He contends that in post-industrial societies, there is a 

stronger evolutionary pressure on mechanisms that enable individuals to attract and 

retain a mate, and that this has led to a wide variation in how these mechanisms work, 

and further that in some people, the mechanisms are dysfunctional.  This potential 

explanation of intrusive behavior suggests a disparity between what the initiator and 

the recipient of the behavior may consider unacceptable. 

The present work will compare perceptions and experiences of intrusive 

behavior. A small number of previous works have produced equivocal findings 

concerning the relationship between perceptions of stalking and intrusive activities, 

and experiences of same. Yanowitz (2006) presented a list of 25 potential acts of 

stalking to students in the United States, finding that women were more likely to 

perceive intrusive behavior as stalking than were men, as were those with personal 

experience of stalking victimization. More recently, Lambert et al. (2013) presented a 

list of potential acts of stalking behavior along with various attributes of stalking 

cases to 2,174 students in the United States, finding that women had more realistic 
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perceptions of stalking than men, and that previous experience of stalking 

victimization did not moderate these sex differences.  

The present study examines young women’s perceptions of the unacceptability 

of 47 intrusive activities enacted by men, comparing data from women living in 12 

countries to determine whether or not people from different nations hold similar ideas 

concerning which activities are unacceptable. Respondents were convenience samples 

of similarly aged undergraduate psychology students. The study did not use a direct 

measure of stalking because stalking is difficult to define (see e.g., Sheridan & 

Davies, 2001), and because stalking is not in the common lexicon, or legislated 

against, within some of the countries included in the present study. As such, it would 

not be meaningful to ask women about their perceptions of ‘stalking.’ Instead, women 

were asked about their perceptions regarding the unacceptability of intrusive 

behavior, much of which represents forms of stalking. We note that male judgments 

of intrusive behavior are important and we will seek to examine these in the future. 

For now, we follow earlier work that has largely limited itself to women’s judgments. 

Based on the evidence summarized above, we predicted that women residing in 

countries with higher gender inequality, more collectivist cultures and higher parasite-

stress would be more accepting of the more aggressively intrusive behavior, and less 

accepting of behavior associated with uncommitted sexual relations. Given mixed 

findings from two previous studies, we do not make any predictions concerning the 

relationship between perceptions and experiences of the 47 intrusive activities.  
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Method  

Participants 

 A combined sample of 1,734 female psychology undergraduate students 

participated in the present study, comprising 12 individual samples of young women 

from Armenia (n = 100, M = 21.87 years, SD = 3.29), Australia (n = 100, M = 20.78 

years, SD = 2.01), Egypt (n = 100, M = 22.76 years, SD = 4.86), England (n = 100, M 

= 20.51 years, SD = 3.25), Finland (n = 386, M = 21.56 years, SD = 4.78), India (n = 

100, M = 20.02 years, SD = 0.90), Indonesia (n = 102, M = 20.29 years, SD = 1.08), 

Italy (n = 195, M = 21.78 years, SD = 3.11), Japan (n = 98, M = 19.39 years, SD = 

0.60), Portugal (n = 253, M = 20.23 years, SD = 0.91), Scotland (n = 100, M = 20.76 

years, SD = 2.01), and Trinidad (n = 100, M = 21.67 years, SD = 3.55). In eight of the 

countries, all respondents were lifelong residents of the country in which they resided. 

In four of the countries, the vast majority of respondents were lifelong residents: 98% 

in Finland and India, 93% in Portugal, and 92% in Japan. 

 

Materials 

The study employed a modified version of the ‘Stalking: International 

perceptions and prevalence’ questionnaire originally developed by Sheridan et al., 

(2001). The original and modified versions of the questionnaire (containing 42 and 47 

intrusive activities respectively) have been used in eight previous studies (see 

Sheridan, Scott, & Roberts, 2016).  

The questionnaire comprises three sections. Section 1 concerns respondents’ 

demographic details including age, sex, nationality and country of birth. Section 2 

considers respondents’ perceptions of the unacceptability of 47 intrusive activities, 

with respondents being asked to indicate all those that they personally consider to be 
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unacceptable (from the perspective of the target with the intrusive activities being 

enacted by men). Section 3 considers respondents’ experiences of the same 47 

intrusive activities, with respondents being asked to indicate all those that they have 

personally experienced. More detail concerning this aspect of the work is provided in 

Sheridan, Scott, and Roberts (2016). The 47 intrusive activities were designed to 

represent a continuum of behavior and incorporated most of the intrusive activities 

included in the two most widely used measures of stalking (Unwanted Pursuit 

Behavior Inventory [UPBI], Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Palarea, Cohen, & Rohling, 

2000; Obsessive Relational Intrusion scale [ORI-P], Cupach & Spitzberg, 1998). 

Some of the intrusive activities would be likely to cause suffering to the individual 

(e.g., death threats, forced sexual contact), whereas others would be likely to be 

considered routine and harmless in most cultures (e.g., asking someone out on a 

platonic date, doing unrequested favors for someone).  

 

Procedure 

 Potential international research partners from university psychology 

departments in different countries were e-mailed with an invitation to collaborate in a 

study of international perceptions and incidence of harassment and stalking. An 

outline of the nature of harassment and stalking was provided, together with a 

summary of current international legislation and empirical research on stalking. There 

were 10 eventual partners, and the authors collected two further sets of data (in 

England and Scotland). These partners received a research-briefing document and 

were responsible for translating and back translating the questionnaires in order to 

maintain conceptual equivalence (see Straus, 1969). Partner researchers within each 

country provided questionnaires to a minimum of 100 volunteers during class time. 
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Country leads were required to demonstrate that they met certain ethical standards, 

including the British Psychological Society’s (2009) Code of Ethics and Conduct. As 

far as possible, identical methodologies were employed at each site. No explanation 

or definition of stalking was included in the questionnaire in an effort to avoid 

priming effects. At the start of the survey, respondents were told “We are a group of 

researchers collecting data from a number of different countries. We are studying 

your views on unwanted attention.” The term ‘unwanted attention’ was considered to 

have a broad remit and to be reflective of the 47 intrusive activities, as well as being 

less value-laden than for instance, ‘harassment’ or ‘unwanted pursuit’. Prior to 

responding to the list of 47 intrusive activities, respondents were instructed as 

follows: “Please read through the list of behaviours below, and circle the numbers 

beside any you would consider to be unacceptable behaviours. That is, if a man 

directed these behaviours towards you, which would you find unacceptable?” Further 

details of the procedure are provided in Sheridan, Scott, and Roberts (2016), dealing 

with the incidence data from Section 3 of the questionnaire. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Research partners provided summaries of the data concerning the proportion of 

women who perceived each of the 47 intrusive activities to be unacceptable. Although 

three research partners returned questionnaires so that the authors could input the 

data, others only returned descriptive and frequency statistics. The nature of the data 

restricted the range of statistical analyses that could be employed. Responses to the 47 

intrusive activities were subjected to cluster analysis at the variable level, using 

Ward’s (1963) hierarchical agglomerative method. The dendrogram that was 

produced yielded four perception clusters, labeled ‘Aggression and surveillance,’ 
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‘Unwanted attention,’ ‘Persistent courtship and impositions,’ and ‘Courtship and 

information seeking.’ Bivariate Spearman rank correlation analyses were then 

performed to examine the relationships between country-level perceptions regarding 

the unacceptability of the four perception clusters, the GGGI, Hofstede’s (1979) 

dimensions of national cultures, and parasite-stress values.  

 

Results 

Perceptions of Intrusive Behavior 

 Consideration of the average proportions for the 12 countries revealed that the 

five intrusive activities most often perceived to be unacceptable were: ‘Forced sexual 

contact’ (97%), ‘Physically hurting someone you care about’ (96%), ‘Making death 

threats’ (95%), ‘Threatening to physically hurt you’ (94%), and ‘Hurting you 

emotionally’ (94%). These acts are clearly detrimental in nature. The five intrusive 

activities least often perceived to be unacceptable were: ‘Asking you out “as just 

friends”’ (14%), ‘Talking about you to mutual friends after meeting you just once’ 

(15%), ‘Telephoning you after one initial meeting’ (16%), ‘Doing unrequested favors 

for you’ (16%), and ‘A stranger engaging you in a conversation in a public place’ 

(21%). These activities are clearly more benign in nature. The proportion of 

respondents who perceived each of the 47 intrusive activities to be unacceptable is 

provided in the Appendix. 

 

Gender Equality, Hofstede’s Dimensions of National Cultures, and Parasite-

Stress 

Table 1 displays the GGGI, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, and 

the parasite-stress values for the 12 countries, and Table 2 displays the correlations 
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between them. It is apparent that the GGGI is negatively correlated with the power 

distance index and the parasite-stress values; that the power distance index is further 

negatively correlated with the individualism index and positively correlated with the 

parasite-stress values; and that the individualism index is further negatively correlated 

with the parasite-stress values.  

 

---Tables 1 and 2 about here--- 

 

Cluster Analyses 

Respondents’ perceptions of the unacceptability of 47 intrusive activities were 

subjected to cluster analysis using Ward’s (1963) hierarchical agglomerative method 

and the associated dendrogram yielded four perception clusters. The cluster analysis 

indicates that perceptions were similar for each of the acts within an individual 

cluster. The clusters, listed in Table 3, were interpreted as follows: 

Cluster 1: Aggression and surveillance. The 19 acts that comprised this 

cluster were the most serious in terms of the impact they would likely have on a 

target. The acts included threats to harm or kill the target and persons close to the 

target, forced sexual activity, actual emotional and physical harm, vandalism and 

trespass, and ‘classic stalking’ behavior (see e.g. Jordan, Wilcox & Pritchard, 2007). 

that included repeated communications and surveillance activities. Collectively, these 

intrusive activities were most likely to be perceived as unacceptable, with a large 

majority of respondents in all 12 countries judging them to be unacceptable.  

Cluster 2: Unwanted attention. The seven acts that comprised this cluster 

dealt with unwanted attention that was not overtly aggressive nor surveillance based. 

The acts concerned standing and waiting outside the target’s home and workplace or 
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place of study, sending notes and parcels and other communications, and refusing to 

accept the end of a relationship. As such, this cluster was interpreted as covering 

unwanted attention that was not immediately threatening. A majority of respondents 

in eight of the 12 countries collectively judged these intrusive activities to be 

unacceptable.  

Cluster 3: Persistent courtship and impositions. The nine acts that 

comprised this cluster dealt with persistent courtship and other impositions. The acts 

included engaging the target in inappropriate and intimate discussions, requests for 

sex, wolf-whistling, asking for dates repeatedly, and imposing social activities. These 

intrusive activities were judged to be unacceptable by a majority of respondents in 

just two of the 12 countries, likely as a consequence of many of these acts being 

relatively non-threatening when considered in isolation. 

Cluster 4: Courtship and information seeking. The 10 acts that comprised 

this cluster were the least serious in terms of the impact they would be likely to have 

on a target. The acts concerned the gathering of target-related information and 

courtship, such as talking about a target to mutual friends, doing unrequested favors, 

gift giving, and seeking proximity to a target in a non-threatening manner. These 

intrusive activities were not judged to be unacceptable by a majority of respondents in 

any of the 12 countries. 

Overall, the intrusive activities in cluster 1 were perceived to be the least 

acceptable, followed by the acts in clusters 2, 3, and 4. An inverse relationship was 

apparent for experiences, with the intrusive activities in cluster 4 being the most 

commonly experienced, followed by the acts in clusters 3, 2 and 1. It is important to 

acknowledge that this pattern held collectively, but did not apply to all individual 
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countries. For example, Armenian women were more likely to have experienced the 

intrusive activities in cluster 2 than the acts in cluster 3. 

Table 4 displays the correlation coefficients for the four perception clusters 

with the GGGI, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, and parasite-stress values. 

There were significant correlations for the ‘Unwanted attention’ cluster with the 

GGGI, power distance index, and parasite-stress values. Furthermore, there were 

significant correlations for the ‘Persistent courtship and impositions’ cluster with the 

GGGI, power distance index, individualism index and long-term orientation index. In 

contrast, there were no significant correlations for the ‘Aggression and surveillance’ 

and ‘Courtship and information seeking’ clusters with the GGGI, any of Hofstede’s 

dimensions of national cultures, or parasite-stress values. Taken together, these results 

suggest that intrusive activities that were clearly judged to be the most (‘Aggression 

and surveillance’) or the least (‘Courtship and information seeking’) harmful and 

threatening were perceived similarly irrespective of cultural differences as measured 

by the GGGI, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures and parasite-stress values. 

However, these cultural differences were associated with perceptions of intrusive 

activities where there was less universal agreement regarding their unacceptability 

(‘Unwanted attention’ and ‘Persistent courtship and impositions’).  

 

      ---Tables 3 and 4 about here--- 

 

Discussion 

 The present study demonstrated that women’s perceptions of the unacceptability 

of 47 intrusive activities differed across the 12 countries examined. Differences were 

even apparent for those intrusive activities judged most unacceptable. For example, 



18 

 

there was no consensus regarding ‘Forced sexual contact’, with 84% of Armenian 

women perceiving this behavior to be unacceptable compared with 100% of Egyptian, 

Indian and Scottish women. At the other end of the spectrum, differences were also 

apparent for the least unacceptable intrusive activities. For example, 2% of Italian 

women perceived ‘Asking you out as just friends’ to be unacceptable compared with 

42% of Egyptian women. Thus, it would appear that perceptions of intrusive behavior 

are related to culture.  

 Some clues concerning what to expect from the present work were gleaned from 

the limited previous research examining the association between culture and 

perceptions of intrusive behavior. As noted in the introduction, a study comparing 

Trinidadian and UK women found that higher ratings of unacceptability were 

provided by the British women for a majority (69%) of 42 intrusive activities 

(Jagessar & Sheridan, 2004). The present study produced similar findings, with higher 

ratings of unacceptability being provided by the British women than the Trinidadian 

women, for 27 of 47 intrusive activities (57%). The present study also produced 

similar findings to Chapman and Spitzberg (2003), who compared the personal 

stalking experiences of students living in Japan and the United States. Chapman and 

Spitzberg found that Japanese students were significantly more likely than their 

American counterparts to judge their experiences as threatening. In the present study, 

the Japanese women provided the second highest ratings of unacceptability, when 

average proportions were calculated for perceptions across all 47 intrusive activities. 

Finnish women produced the highest ratings, and Italian women provided the lowest 

ratings of unacceptability.  

 A pattern was observed regarding the subtypes of intrusive behavior that were 

associated with gender equality, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures and/or 
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parasite-stress. The two clusters where there was less universal agreement that the 

constituent items were unacceptable (‘Unwanted attention’ and ‘Persistent courtship 

and impositions’) were correlated with a number of the measures, whilst the clusters 

containing items most (‘Aggression and surveillance’) and least (‘Courtship and 

information seeking’) likely to be judged as unacceptable were not. Women from 

more individualistic cultures characterized by comparatively high levels of gender 

equality were generally (but the pattern was imperfect) less tolerant of these ‘grey 

area’ activities. This suggests that these types of acts are those that best illustrate 

cultural differences. Behavior that presents an immediate threat and behavior that are 

most obviously benign in nature are universally identified as such, whilst cultural 

factors may impact the interpretation of those acts that fall between these extremes. 

These ‘grey area’ intrusive activities are likely to occur within the context of initiating 

a relationship, and may support Apostolou’s (2015) assertion that in post-industrial 

societies there exists wide variation in mechanisms for attracting a mate, and, that in 

some people, the mechanisms may be dysfunctional. Further work on populations 

with greater and lesser degrees of parental control over mate choice is required to 

explore this potential relationship.  

 The ‘Unwanted attention’ cluster correlated with the GGGI, power distance and 

parasite-stress values. Respondents from countries with higher gender equality, less 

accepting of power distances and lower parasite-stress values were more likely to 

judge these cluster items as unacceptable. The latter finding provides some support 

for the parasite-stress theory of sociality in the present context, suggesting that higher 

parasite-stress promotes in-group assortative sociality, three general social 

components of which are: limited dispersal in terms of reproduction, favoring in-

groups and avoiding out-groups (see Fincher & Thornhill, 2012). The positive 
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correlation between country-level judgments concerning the unacceptability of 

‘Unwanted attention’ items and country-level parasite-stress values allows a tentative 

argument to be made that a higher parasite load is associated with the likelihood of 

greater tolerance of being monitored by men. The items in this cluster concerned the 

refusal to accept the termination of a relationship and following and watching a target 

and sending unwanted communications. We may speculate here that these activities 

would allow men to monitor the virtue of their target and could be motivated by an 

unwillingness to allow her to forge relationships outside of the relevant in-group. 

Further work could explore this specifically by taking a mixed methods approach that 

would allow an illustration of the context of various forms of intrusive behavior. 

 Conversely, the items that made up the ‘Persistent courtship and impositions’ 

cluster were more likely to be judged as unacceptable by women in countries with 

lower gender equality, more accepting of power distances, higher collectivism, and 

lower long-term orientation. The ‘Unwanted attention’ cluster focused on standing 

and waiting outside the target’s home and workplace or place of study, sending notes 

and parcels and other communications, and refusing to accept the end of a 

relationship. The ‘Persistent courtship and impositions’ cluster concerned engaging 

the target in appropriate and intimate discussions, requests for sex, wolf-whistling, 

asking for dates repeatedly, and imposing social activities. Thus, women from 

Western countries had a lower acceptance of behavior associated with attempts to 

monitor them and seek proximity, whilst women from non-Western countries were 

less tolerant of discussions and behavior relating to sexual activity and dating. The 

notion of a Western versus non-Western split is a generalization based on the 

significant difference found in relation to individualism-collectivism, long term 

orientation and power distance scores. 
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 When cluster scores relating to perceptions and experiences of the 47 items 

were compared, those relating to the most (‘Aggression and surveillance’) and least 

(‘Courtship and information seeking’) unacceptable acts were close to significance. 

Those relating to the more ‘grey area’ activities were not close to statistical 

significance. This would further reinforce the suggestion that cultural interpretations 

may take precedence over personal interpretations when women assess these ‘grey 

area’ activities. The wider stalking literature, being based on mainly WEIRD samples 

(see Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), has been known to make generalized 

suggestions concerning those variables that legislators should consider when drafting 

anti-stalking legislation, and these include type of stalking behavior and reaction of 

the victim (e.g. Ngo, 2014). The current findings would suggest that the adoption of a 

universal legislative model would not necessarily serve the needs of every culture, 

and indeed nor would any recommendations based on the interpretation of harm as a 

result of stalking that did not consider culture as a filter. 

It is important when considering the findings of the present study to be aware 

of its limitations, which are similar to those discussed in Sheridan, Scott, and Roberts 

(2016): the use of a non-random sample and self-reports, the possibility of substantial 

variation in the study sites and interpretation of the activities, and cultural biases in 

terms of disclosure. Further, a small sample of female students from a single 

university in a country does not necessarily provide an accurate representation of 

female students within that country. As such, the data need to be interpreted with 

caution. It is likely that a more representative sample would produce more clear-cut 

findings and a methodology that did not rely on self-report would allow more 

authoritative recommendations. Our respondents may have had a conservative 

response bias. Other limitations include the use of a female-only sample and the 
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employment of Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, which have attracted 

various forms of criticism. For example, it has been argued that the dimensions 

largely ignore context and individual difference (see Gerhart & Fang, 2005). The 

present work used the dimensions, in conjunction with measures of gender equality 

and parasite-stress, as a framework to examine whether culturally-driven differences 

may be found in perceptions of the unacceptability of intrusive activities enacted by 

men.  

In conclusion, the present study has indicated that culture may influence 

female undergraduate’s perceptions of the unacceptability of intrusive behavior. 

Women residing in countries with higher gender inequality and higher parasite-stress 

were less accepting of behavior associated with uncommitted sexual relations, and 

women in more individualistic societies with higher levels of gender equality were 

less accepting of monitoring activities. This pattern did not apply to those activities 

that were most and least likely to be judged as unacceptable, suggesting that cultural 

influences apply to more ‘grey area’ intrusive behavior. Future work should adopt a 

mixed-methods approach with male and female respondents in order to collect data 

that includes context to illustrate how these perceptions are formed and expressed.   
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Table 1. The Global Gender Gap Index, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, 

and parasite-stress values for the 12 countries 

Armenia Australia Egypt England Finland India Indonesia Italy Japan Portugal Scotland Trinidad 

1. Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI) 

0.66 0.74 0.59 0.74 0.84 0.66 0.66 0.69 0.65 0.71 0.74 0.72 

2. Power distance index (PDI) 

N/Av 36 70 35 33 77 76 50 54 63 35 47 

3. Individualism index (IDV) 

N/Av 90 25 89 63 48 14 76 46 27 89 16 

4. Masculinity index (MAS) 

N/Av 61 45 66 26 56 46 70 95 31 66 58 

5. Uncertainty avoidance index (UAI) 

N/Av 51 80 35 59 40 48 75 92 104 35 55 

6. Long-term orientation index (LTO) 

N/Av 31 N/Av 25 41 61 N/Av 34 80 30 25 N/Av 

7. Parasite-stress values (PSV) 

-1.98 -2.59 0.66 -3.49 -3.62 2.71 3.60 -2.84 -2.23 -1.85 -3.49 0.32 

Note. N/Av = Not available. 
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Table 2. Correlations between the Global Gender Gap Index, Hofstede’s dimensions 

of national cultures and parasite-stress values 

 GGGI PDI IDV MAS UAI LTO PSV 

GGGI −       

PDI -0.79**  −      

IDV 0.50 -0.73* −     

MAS -0.31  -0.16 0.33 −    

UAI -0.32 0.28 -0.42 -0.06 −   

LTO -0.54 0.53 -0.54 0.44 0.32 −  

PSV -0.58* 0.87** -0.74* -0.19 -0.11 0.50 − 

Note. GGGI, Global Gender Gap Index; PDI, power distance index; IDV, individualism index; MAS, 

masculinity index; UAI, uncertainty avoidance index; LTO, long-term orientation index; PSV, parasite-

stress values. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 3. Cluster analysis of young women’s perceptions of intrusive activities across 

the 12 countries 

 Total perceptions 

cluster scores for 

each country 

Equivalent 

experiences scores 

for each country 

Cluster 1: Aggression and surveillance 

Forced sexual contact Armenia: 74.8% 

Australia: 92.4% 

Egypt: 87.6% 

England: 91.3% 

Finland: 96.7% 

India: 94.1% 

Indonesia: 92.1% 

Italy: 87.2% 

Japan: 93.2% 

Portugal: 94.3% 

Scotland: 90.6% 

Trinidad: 79.7% 

Armenia: 38.3% 

Australia: 16.9% 

Egypt: 33.9% 

England: 14.4% 

Finland: 21.5% 

India: 26.0% 

Indonesia: 27.3% 

Italy: 16.9% 

Japan: 11.5% 

Portugal: 13.1% 

Scotland: 15.6% 

Trinidad: 35.8% 

(No significant 

correlation between 

perceptions and 

experiences, r = .55, 

p = .06, N = 12) 

 

 

Physically hurting someone you care about 

Making death threats 

Threatening to kill himself or hurt himself if 

you refused to go out with him 

Harming you physically 

Hurting you emotionally (verbal abuse, 

ruining your reputation) 

Secretly taking your belongings 

Intercepting mail/deliveries 

Following you 

Criminal damage/vandalism to your property 

Trying to manipulate or force you into dating 

him 

Confining you against your will 

Spying on you 

Threatening to physically hurt you 

Trespassing on your property 

Taking photographs of you without your 

knowledge 

Verbally abusing you 

Acting in an angry manner when seeing you 

out with other men (your friends or romantic 

partners) 

Multiple telephone calls which you don’t want 

to receive 

Cluster 2: Unwanted attention 

Standing and waiting outside your home Armenia: 40.1% 

Australia: 83.0% 

 

Armenia: 43.7% 

Australia: 23.6% 

Egypt: 37.9% 

Refusing to accept that a prior relationship is 

over  
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Leaving unwanted items for you to find Egypt: 34.9% 

England: 89.3% 

Finland: 82.6% 

India: 64.0% 

Indonesia: 29.6% 

Italy: 21.4% 

Japan: 68.5% 

Portugal: 65.2% 

Scotland: 88.6% 

Trinidad: 80.3% 

England: 21.7% 

Finland: 14.9% 

India: 39.6% 

Indonesia: 37.3% 

Italy: 33.5% 

Japan: 18.3% 

Portugal: 18.6% 

Scotland: 22.4% 

Trinidad: 54.9% 

(No significant 

correlation between 

perceptions and 

experiences, r = -.44, 

p = .15, N = 12) 

Giving or sending you strange parcels 

Sending you unwanted letters, notes, e-mail or 

other written communications 

Standing and waiting outside your school or 

work place 

Driving, riding, or walking purposefully past 

your residence, school or work place 

Cluster 3: Persistent courtship and impositions 

A man engages you in an inappropriate 

personal and intimate discussion 

Armenia: 45.8% 

Australia: 25.6% 

Egypt: 81.0% 

England: 23.1% 

Finland: 53.4% 

India: 50.8% 

Indonesia: 71.2% 

Italy: 29.5% 

Japan: 54.6% 

Portugal: 48.8% 

Scotland: 21.9% 

Trinidad: 28.8% 

 

Armenia: 37.1% 

Australia: 42.4% 

Egypt: 38.3% 

England: 48.6% 

Finland: 27.9% 

India: 46.0% 

Indonesia: 41.3% 

Italy: 47.1% 

Japan: 16.6% 

Portugal: 28.4% 

Scotland: 45.1% 

Trinidad: 36.1% 

(No significant 

correlation between 

perceptions and 

experiences, r = -.50, 

p = .10, N = 12) 

A man at a social event such as a party asks 

you if you would like to have sex with him 

‘Outstaying his welcome’ in your home 

Agreeing with your every word (even if you 

were wrong) 

‘Wolf-whistling’ in the street 

Asking you for a date repeatedly 

Making arrangements without asking you first 

(e.g., booking a table at a restaurant) 

Sending or giving you gifts 

A stranger offering to buy you a drink in a 

café, restaurant or bar 

Cluster 4: Courtship and information seeking 

Changing classes, offices or joining a new 

group to be closer to you 

Armenia: 26.3% 

Australia: 26.6% 

Egypt: 18.1% 

Armenia: 46.0% 

Australia: 53.2% 

Egypt: 64.4% Visiting places because he knows that you 
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may be there England: 25.4% 

Finland: 24.9% 

India: 16.6% 

Indonesia: 11.3% 

Italy: 8.0% 

Japan: 30.9% 

Portugal: 14.0% 

Scotland: 17.2% 

Trinidad: 30.9% 

England: 48.9% 

Finland: 14.9% 

India: 66.2% 

Indonesia: 63.5% 

Italy: 53.9% 

Japan: 31.4% 

Portugal: 46.0% 

Scotland: 49.2% 

Trinidad: 45.2% 

(No significant 

correlation between 

perceptions and 

experiences, r = -.56, 

p = .06, N = 12) 

Asking your friends, family, school or work 

colleagues about you 

Seeing him at the same time each day 

Trying to get to know your friends in order to 

get to know you better 

Doing unrequested favours for you 

A stranger engaging you in a conversation in a 

public place: such as at a bus stop or in a cafe 

Talking about you to mutual friends after 

meeting you just once 

Telephoning you after one initial meeting 

Asking you out ‘as just friends’ 

Cluster 5: Did not cluster 

Coming round to visit you, uninvited, on a 

regular basis 

N/A N/A 

Finding out information about you (phone 

numbers, marital status, address, hobbies) 

without asking you directly 
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Table 4. Bivariate Spearman rank correlations for the four perception clusters with the 

Global Gender Gap Index, Hofstede’s dimensions of national cultures, and parasite-

stress values  

 Dimensions 

Perception clusters GGGI PDI IDV MAS UAI LTO PSV 

1. Aggression and surveillance  

2. Unwanted attention  

3. Persistent courtship and 

impositions 

4. Courtship and information 

seeking 

.23 

.74** 

-.68* 

 

.09 

.04 

-.78** 

.62* 

 

-.42 

.10 

.60† 

-.70* 

 

.13 

-.43 

.17 

-.44 

 

.25 

.18 

-.47 

.54 

 

.02 

.42 

-.61 

.90** 

 

.17 

-.10 

-.61* 

.55 

 

-.19 

Note. Correlations for GGGI include all 12 countries; correlations for PDI, IDV, MAS and UAI include 

11 of the 12 countries (excludes Armenia); correlations for LTO include 8 of the 12 countries (excludes 

Armenia, Egypt, Indonesia, Trinidad). GGGI, Global Gender Gap Index; PDI, power distance index; 

IDV, individualism index; MAS, masculinity index; UAI, uncertainty avoidance index; LTO, long-

term orientation index; PSV, parasite-stress values. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Appendix 

Table A1. Proportion (%) of respondents who perceived each of the 47 intrusive activities to be unacceptable 

Intrusive behavior Armenia Australia Egypt England Finland India Indonesia Italy Japan Portugal Scotland Trinidad 

1. Aggression and surveillance              

Forced sexual contact 84 98 100 99 98 100 98 99 98 99 100 95 

Physically hurting someone you care about 88 100 100 100 99 100 91 96 97 98 97 91 

Making death threats 96 100 94 91 98 97 100 96 99 99 87 76 

Threatening to kill himself or hurt himself if you refused to go out with 

him 

59 79 65 75 98 90 98 92 99 96 87 69 

Harming you physically 74 99 89 97 99 96 97 96 95 99 98 85 

Hurting you emotionally (verbal abuse, ruining your reputation) 100 95 97 88 99 99 98 92 98 94 91 78 

Secretly taking your belongings 82 97 96 97 98 95 96 91 96 94 96 85 

Intercepting mail/deliveries 81 95 97 92 97 98 98 93 96 95 95 71 

Following you 77 94 92 97 95 94 94 89 96 95 95 96 

Criminal damage/vandalism to your property 80 85 99 74 99 99 98 96 97 99 68 65 

Trying to manipulate or force you into dating him 77 93 93 98 98 95 97 82 81 96 97 78 

Confining you against your will 72 99 75 97 98 91 82 92 97 95 95 77 

Spying on you 76 96 82 96 97 92 85 89 93 92 94 78 

Threatening to physically hurt you 69 98 100 99 98 100 99 96 98 99 94 83 

Trespassing on your property 67 97 84 95 88 91 86 84 96 94 95 91 

Taking photographs of you without your knowledge 90 92 82 98 90 94 85 59 93 87 95 86 

Verbally abusing you 39 67 73 62 98 88 97 87 95 99 58 40 

Acting in an angry manner when seeing you out with other men (your 51 82 54 86 97 83 70 83 53 92 84 88 
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friends or romantic partners) 

Multiple telephone calls which you don't want to receive 60 90 93 94 95 85 79 46 95 70 96 83 

2. Unwanted attention             

Standing and waiting outside your home 54 90 24 93 90 78 24 32 88 81 94 62 

Refusing to accept that a prior relationship is over 60 80 28 85 94 77 53 21 84 57 79 68 

Leaving unwanted items for you to find 19 87 50 96 79 77 34 19 96 71 96 92 

Giving or sending you strange parcels 35 74 57 93 83 49 39 23 69 70 93 86 

Sending you unwanted letters, notes, e-mail or other written 

communications 

23 89 64 94 83 75 29 22 7 70 96 82 

Standing and waiting outside your school or work place 41 80 14 90 82 48 16 19 75 67 85 87 

Driving, riding or walking purposefully past your residence, school or 

place of work 

49 81 7 74 68 44 13 15 61 40 77 85 

3. Persistent courtship and impositions             

A man engages you in an inappropriate personal and intimate discussion 56 40 92 43 84 53 87 52 72 87 36 31 

A man at a social event such as a party asks you if you would like to have 

sex with him 

96 31 100 28 71 67 99 44 97 88 22 32 

'Outstaying his welcome' in your home 22 33 90 19 63 76 88 41 60 63 21 25 

Agreeing with your every word (even if you were wrong) 14 5 65 7 78 12 60 43 68 40 7 29 

'Wolf-whistling' in the street 88 25 98 27 50 78 95 39 40 26 21 17 

Asking you for a date repeatedly 37 37 61 34 41 38 46 13 50 48 36 30 

Making arrangements without asking you first (e.g., booking a table at a 

restaurant) 

16 22 60 25 40 27 32 19 48 40 28 22 

Sending or giving you gifts 39 25 76 19 35 56 62 4 3 12 23 64 
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A stranger offering to buy you a drink in a cafe, restaurant or bar 44 12 87 6 19 50 71 10 53 34 3 9 

4. Courtship and information seeking             

Changing classes, offices or joining a new group to be closer to you 31 40 8 31 69 17 15 10 30 25 27 26 

Visiting places because he knows that you may be there 14 64 6 59 23 19 11 7 44 18 45 72 

Asking your friends, family or work colleagues about you 17 29 3 27 28 11 8 22 39 28 18 34 

Seeing him at the same time each day 41 17 4 27 32 21 9 11 40 16 22 37 

Trying to get to know your friends in order to get to know you better 39 44 9 40 28 13 7 9 28 14 29 36 

Doing unrequested favors for you 11 22 3 16 24 17 1 9 35 13 10 29 

A stranger engaging you in a conversation in a public place: Such as at a 

bus stop or in a cafe 

29 11 49 15 8 23 19 5 45 12 11 20 

Talking about you to mutual friends after meeting you just once 13 15 26 14 13 17 23 5 18 6 12 20 

Telephoning you after one initial meeting 37 17 31 14 10 14 11 1 21 6 9 21 

Asking you out ‘as just friends’ 31 7 42 11 15 14 10 2 11 4 9 14 

Cluster 5: Did not cluster             

Coming round to visit you, uninvited, on a regular basis 33 48 13 31 88 17 7 39 70 63 27 60 

Finding out information about you (phone numbers, marital status, 

address, hobbies) without asking you directly 

14 50 19 48 60 26 14 36 77 58 44 55 

Average unacceptability 52 62 61 62 70 62 58 47 68 63 59 59 

 

 

 

 


