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Abstract 

The long-term effect on victims and survivors of their images being online is still 

subject to continual research, and more needs to be done empirically to better 

understand, and help victims over the years to come. In this short opinion paper, 

we look at some of the factors that are driving exponentially this phenomenon, 

and discuss what we are starting to learn from historic CSAIO/IIOC and long-term 

victim impact. 

 

  

Long-term harm of indecent images on victims and 

survivors in today’s digital society   
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Today’s online digital world has facilitated a massive proliferation of images and 

videos, both self-generated and taken by offenders; often including family related 

images that may actually fall into Cat C level images1. The Genie is out of the 

bottle and society is now having to pick up the impacts of this in a reactive 

manner.  

 

The number of indecent images of children worldwide is in the many millions. The 

National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) has estimated that 

approximately half a million men in the UK may have viewed indecent images of 

children. In 2018, the Internet Watch Foundation (IWF) received nearly 230,000 reports 

of suspected online child sexual abuse. UK law enforcement record more than 10 

grooming offences per day and arrest between 400 and 450 people per month for 

offences of online-facilitated child sexual abuse and exploitation. [3] 

It must also be noted that child sexual abuse, via CSAIO/IIOC impacts society (in terms 

of costs of supporting victims) along with the long-term economic development of 

victims (in terms of mental well-being, education and employment 

The government’s Serious and Organised Crime Strategy 2018  [3] described the nature 

and scale of online-facilitated child sexual abuse: 

 

 “Any child can be a victim of online abuse or exploitation … The 

exploitation of children online is becoming easier and more 

extreme. All ages are affected, from babies and toddlers through 

to older teenagers. Child sex offenders are becoming more 

sophisticated, using social media, image and file sharing sites, 

gaming sites and dating sites to groom potential victims.  

 

Live-streamed abuse is a growing threat and children’s own use 

of self-broadcast live-streaming applications are being exploited 

by offenders.”   

 
1 Possession of erotic image posing as per definition of the General Sentencing Council.  

How we got to where we are today? 
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Children used in CSAIO are victims of sexual abuse, which, according to the RAINN, can 

have psychological, emotional, and physical effects on a survivor. These are inescapable 

repercussions which include general symptoms of depression, flashbacks, and post-

traumatic stress disorder. However, sexual abuse can lead to other results including 

self-harm, sexually transmitted infections (STIs), substance abuse, dissociation, eating 

disorders, pregnancy, sleep disorders, and suicide, among others. 

 Experiencing sexual abuse is not something any child would choose for themselves, yet 

they are forced to cope with unavoidable symptoms from the trauma they endured. 

 

Ultimately, this leaves the child with a lifetime of re-victimisation 

through knowing their abuse will always be on the internet for 

anyone to see. As a result, they feel helpless, afraid, humiliated, 

and like they have no control over their images of abuse.  

 

This psychological damage encompasses disruptions in sexual development, self-image, 

and developing trusting relationships in the future.  

There is unfortunately no magic button or software that can locate and destroy all child 

sexual abuse images on the Internet. Once an image is released, it is impossible to get 

back. The image becomes part of an endless cycle of abuse as it is shared by countless 

predators and may be used to groom other victims. That being said, there are measures 

that can be taken by both government and the private sector to help curb the spread of 

the material and deter abusers from accessing it. [5]  

How we got to where we are today? 

https://www.rainn.org/effects-sexual-violence
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We know from many victims of contact abuse how devastating the effects are later in 

life and the struggles they face on a daily basis.  What is less well known and researched 

is the impact on victims of having been victims of non-contact sexual abuse, e.g., having 

indecent images, be they posed or candid taken of them and shared online. 

 

“As one participant remarked: It’s no longer silent and hidden . . . 
it is now recorded for the world to see. It is permanent and it will 

never be erased. The abuse is ongoing. That’s different.” [2]  

 

I have been told that my pictures are the most popular on the 

Internet. How can so many people delight in the horrible things 

that happened to me? I still don't really understand why this 

happened to me or why so many people want to see these terrible 

things. I know that these pictures will never end and that my 

virtual abuse will go on forever. (Cited in Canadian Resource 

Centre for Victims of Crime, 2007, p. 7). 

 

“Every time I see someone looking at me, I wonder if they know, if 

they’ve seen the pictures.” [2] 

  

What we know from research to date 
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Victims of CSAIO (child sexual abuse images online) may experience lifelong ongoing 

trauma because the recordings of their abuse have the potential to be endlessly viewed 

and shared by those with a sexual interest in children some of whom may be known to 

them.  

Impact on the Victims 

 Immediate effects on child victims: 

• Feelings of shame, unworthiness, anger, and confusion; 

• Somatic responses (headaches, stomach-aches, etc.); 

• Withdrawal and isolation; 

• Anxiety, depression, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), including 

• nightmares, flashbacks, etc. 

 Long-term effects on child victims as adults: 

• Depression, anxiety, PTSD, and other mental illness; 

• Feelings of worthlessness & low self-esteem; 

• Distorted and unhealthy sexuality; 

• Difficulty establishing healthy relationships 

• Risky behaviours, including substance abuse, promiscuity, self-mutilation, and 

suicidal ideation and attempts; 

• Greater risk of getting ensnared in commercial sexual exploitation; 

• Ongoing humiliation and lack of privacy; 

• Victims are unable to escape the reach of the images, and constantly live with 

the knowledge that any person they meet could have viewed the images. 

• Images remaining online could impact employment, relationships, and other 

facets of life throughout the lifetime. [5] 

 

 

  

Impact on victims and survivors of child abuse 

online 
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An example from a victim of non-contact offending stated [3]: 

 

 

“ IN-A3 described the devastating effect the abuse had on her. 

She “went a bit off the rails”, struggled, and still struggles, to 

sleep, and has an “awful feeling” of worrying that pictures of her 

may be circulating online.” 

 
 

What is less well known, in this and other cases, partly due to time that has elapsed to 

date, is what the future holds for the victim/survivor and the impact on her/his life and 

mental wellbeing.  

In cases where the victim is unaware of this exploitation it is more complex and much 

debate exist about how they are made aware of if identified by anyone of a number of 

agencies working to categorise and assess the illegality of such images. e.g., candid 

images taken on a beach, train, shop etc.  These “unaware victims” have a right to 

known they have been part of an offence, but this needs to be carefully assessed 

against a wider range of criteria and then how are they told, what age, what happens 

next.  This shows the complexities of not only victims of CSAIO, but the more complex 

category of those that are unaware. 

 

 

  

The experience of victims and survivors 
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The synthesis of this short paper is that better predicting and understanding the 

impact of CSAIO/IIOC on victims and survivors will allow us to better foresee the 

potential impact on them later in life and detect potential behaviours caused by 

the awareness of having been a victim.  

Current understanding of the phenomenon is severely limited due to a lack of 

theoretical and empirical research in the area. Much more work needs to be done in 

this area from a multitude of agencies.  

 

1. Point of View 1: The genie is out of the bottle. Today’s online digital world has 

facilitated a massive proliferation of images and videos , both self-generated and 

taken by offenders, often including family related images that may actually fall 

into Cat C level images. The genie is out of the bottle and society is now having to 

pick up the impacts of this in a reactive manner.  

 

2. Point of View 2: “It's Just an Image, right?  A key difference expressed by 

participants was how the online images transformed the sexual abuse of the 

child from being a “secret” to being permanently in the public domain of the 

Internet.  The image or video is a constant reminder of the abuse and can cause 

of a feeling of it never being over [2].  

 

 

3. Point of View 3: Removing the image from the “net”. In an ideal situation 

CSAIO/IIOC would be able to be removed/deleted from the Internet. Alas, this 

cannot be guaranteed and indeed many of them will never even be uploaded but 

in private collections that may never surface.  Future and emerging tech may 

have beneficial impact on the deletion of these and providing a degree of 

assurance to  victims. 

 

 

4. Point of View 4: Potential mental health issues: Empirical evidence based on 

extensive theoretical research and critical thinking aside, we assert that that the 

victim will suffer from not only having had the images taken, but by feelings of 

shame, fear and the unknown effects of these emerging later in their life. This is 

unquantifiable in almost all terms of impact socially, mentally, financially, 

educationally et al. 

In conclusion 
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5. Point of View 5: Every time a child sexual abuse image is viewed, the victim 

is re-victimised.  This is a given and very few can argue with this and can be a 

constant worry for the victims. This could raise exponentially as law enforcement 

and other agencies identify unaware victims and open up a debate of informing 

them and the implications of this-see POV 8. 

 

 

 

6. Point of View 6: The need to consider the impact on the child and the adult 

they become.  Much focus is on the impact on the child, and whilst this is vitally 

important, we need to consider the long-term effects on the victims and 

survivors as they become teenagers and adults and be cognisant of how this will 

potentially affect them, and how they can be supported. 

 

 

7. Point of View 7: The wider impact on the victim’s family-Skilled 

professionals. “Little is known about the full- and long-term impact of being 

used child sexual abuse and CSAIO upon children and their families, their coping 

strategies and the support they do or do not receive.” Professionals who are 

helping victims and their families need to learn more about dealing with this 

particular type of abuse, methods for coping and signs of further distress. 

 

8. Point of View 8: Victims who know and those who do not: More research is 

needed to establish more precisely how to assist victims who are aware from 

and early age, and those who may find out only later in life which can have very 

different impacts and repercussions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

In conclusion 
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