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Abstract
Child sexual abuse material (CSAM) has become a global problem. With tech-
nological advancements, a sub-type of material has emerged: virtual child sexual 
abuse material (VCSAM). Despite the far-reaching harms of this material, little is 
known about VCSAM offenders. Research has found some disconnect between 
the perceived harmfulness of VCSAM and legislative definitions, compared with 
CSAM. Given the media’s influential ability to shape public perceptions, this ex-
ploratory study aimed to: (1) identify the characteristics of VCSAM offenders and 
(2) explore whether the harms of VCSAM are represented in this reporting. For the 
most up-to-date data, the search spanned 1 January 2019 to 23 September 2022. Of 
the 160 newspaper articles that appeared, 25 met the inclusion criteria. Four themes 
emerged from the qualitative content analysis: (1) VCSAM is a form of CSAM, 
(2) potential for escalation in offending from viewing VCSAM, (3) offenders have 
preferences in specific types of VCSAM (with the sub-theme: written stories and 
documents are VCSAM too), and (4) offenders “didn’t know” the material was il-
legal. Overall, these findings were positive; how cases were reported may broadly 
educate the public about VCSAM offending, with articles signifying the harms of 
this offending. The current findings have the potential to contribute to prevention 
and intervention efforts, with utility in policymaking, criminal justice, media, and 
psychology disciplines.
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Introduction

Child sexual abuse material (CSAM) presents significant challenges to law enforce-
ment. Cooper’s (1998) concept of the Triple-A Engine has long posited that the ease 
of accessibility, affordability, and anonymity of the internet has streamlined vari-
ances among material and perpetrators. There has been an explosion of CSAM in 
recent years; the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) in 
the United States recorded 23.4 million CSAM cases between 1998 and 2017, with 
40% being recorded in 2017 alone (Bursztein et al. 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has since proliferated CSAM figures due to various factors, including social isolation 
and increased time spent online (Europol 2020). Evolving technologies foster novel 
opportunities for CSAM offenders (Seto, 2013). With enhancements in technology, 
one area policymakers and law enforcement are now contending with is the emerg-
ing threat of virtual child sexual abuse material (VCSAM) (Christensen et al., 2021). 
However, very little is known in the literature about VCSAM offenders.

Literature Review

VCSAM is a sub-type of CSAM and is defined through a number of variants. It 
can include entirely computer-generated images, altering an image of a child to look 
like they are engaging in sexual activity, or altering a sexualized image of an adult 
to look like a child (Avery, 2015; Warner, 2010). VCSAM exists in various formats 
including cartoons, drawings, animations, literature, recorded audio, and sculptures 
(Christensen et al., 2021). While fictitious children are often the subjects in VCSAM, 
alarmingly, offenders can use software to manipulate images and recordings of real 
child victims to appear fictional (e.g., making the image appear cartoon-like), dis-
guising the abuse of a real victim (Northern Ireland Office, 2007). Acknowledging 
that legislation differs across countries, the law has evolved in response to the emer-
gence of CSAM and criminalizes such content in any form, typically with the inclu-
sion of VCSAM (Moritz et al., 2022). Although, it is important to note that there are 
challenges regarding legislative definitions, given the speed at which these offenses 
change (Cullen et al., 2020).

VCSAM has significantly harmful implications. This includes its use to aid in 
the violation of children’s privacy and extortion, defamation, disguising CSAM, and 
grooming (Clough, 2012). Recently, debates have emerged about the fictional status 
of VCSAM, weighing freedom of speech and artistic expression against the conse-
quences of normalizing any depiction of sexual acts against a child (Al-Alosi, 2018; 
Jung, 2021). Research has found that young adults perceived continually viewing 
and distributing CSAM to lead to further production and negative effects for victims 
(Prichard et al. 2015). Maras and Shapiro (2017) argue that VCSAM does not prevent 
the escalation of pedophilic behavior. Conversely, it can progress CSAM addiction. 
VCSAM can fuel the abuse of children by legitimizing and reinforcing one’s views of 
children (Northern Ireland Office, 2007). The material can also be used in the groom-
ing of children, reducing the inhibitions of children, and normalizing and desensitiz-
ing the sexual demands (Cohen-Almagor, 2013), particularly if the VCSAM was 
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to depict the victim’s favorite cartoon character engaged in the sexual activity in a 
conceding and happy way (Christensen et al., 2021).

Despite the harms, research has found inconsistencies concerning public perspec-
tives on the seriousness of CSAM (Warner, 2010). In fact, research has identified 
some disconnect between legislative definitions of VCSAM and social attitudes 
(Prichard et al. 2015). Prichard et al. (2015) found that while 7% of participants 
agreed that CSAM should not be illegal, 22% agreed VCSAM should not be illegal. 
These findings suggest there is a greater amount of disconnect between the perceived 
harmfulness of VCSAM and legislative definitions, compared with CSAM. One rea-
son for this finding might be that individuals believe no real victims are involved in 
the production of VCSAM, failing to recognize the additional harms. As CSAM laws 
relating to VCSAM are still somewhat new, it has been argued that social perceptions 
of the legislation may still be evolving and are possibly influenced by public debates 
(Prichard et al. 2015). It is, therefore, imperative to consider the reporting of VCSAM 
cases in the media.

The media has the potential to significantly influence society’s understanding of 
CSAM offenders (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; Christensen, 2018; Jackob, 2010; 
Tai & Sun, 2007), and thus, including VCSAM offenders. Media outlets currently 
hold hegemony over the shaping of public perception (Gray, 2013) hence the impor-
tance of exploring the messages disseminated to the public. Further to shaping pub-
lic beliefs along with values and myths, the media can hinder or stimulate policies 
(Berkeley Media Studies Group 2003). While the media has the capacity to margin-
alize and obstruct victims through the misconstruction of reporting offenses (Hayes 
& Baker, 2014; Hetherton, 1999), it can also have a positive influence on preventing 
crime through the publicization of outcomes such as arrests and sentences (Baron & 
Kennedy, 1998).

While our knowledge of CSAM offenders is growing, presently, there is a dearth 
of literature on VCSAM offenders. This is concerning, particularly when child wel-
fare and law enforcement experts have been raising concerns for over a decade that 
VCSAM is increasing and will continue to do so (Northern Ireland Office, 2007). 
The clear disconnect between the perceived harmfulness of VCSAM and legislative 
definitions, compared with CSAM, begs for the exploration of VCSAM reporting in 
the media. Such research is imperative given the media’s influential ability to shape 
public perceptions (Gray, 2013) and the harmful implications of VCSAM (Chris-
tensen et al., 2021). The aim of this exploratory study is twofold and sought to: (1) 
identify the characteristics of VCSAM offenders and (2) explore whether the harms 
of VCSAM are represented in this reporting. These findings should prove valuable 
across policymakers, criminal justice departments, media, and psychology areas.

Method

To attain the most up-to-date information, the search spanned 1 January 2019 to 23 
September 2022 and resulted in 160 articles. The ProQuest Database was used, and a 
broad keyword search was employed across newspaper articles: (“virtual child” OR 
“cartoon” OR “deepfake” OR “digitally altered”) AND (“child exploitation material” 
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OR “child sexual abuse material” OR “child abuse material” OR “child pornogra-
phy” OR “imagery abuse”). A total of 135 articles were removed because they did 
not fit the inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria of the newspaper articles were 
to: (1) discuss a specific VCSAM offender rather than the general topic of VCSAM 
offending; (2) be published in English; and (3) be published in a W country. Articles 
were still included if the offender engaged in both CSAM and VCSAM. Most of 
the 135 articles that were removed, many of which were duplicates, did not refer to 
a specific VCSAM case (i.e., only offered a broad discussion on VCSAM) or only 
mentioned a CSAM case in which the article did not include VCSAM. The final 
sample comprised 25 newspaper articles. A second researcher confirmed that the final 
sample met all inclusion criteria. It is important to note that while this form of data 
(periodical broadsheet newspapers) is more reliable than other forms of data (e.g., 
tabloid magazines), it is not as reliable as other types of data, such as forensic reports 
or legal transcripts. However, with the dearth of available data given VCSAM is such 
an emerging issue, the current data fills a clear stopgap until future research can use 
additional types of sources to support the current findings.

Analytical Approach

The current study employed a qualitative content analysis. This method was selected 
over a quantitative approach as it allowed for reflexivity across data coding, analy-
sis, and interpretation that was analytic and systematic, as opposed to being rigid 
(Altheide, 1987). This method allows one to understand the meaning communi-
cated and is underpinned by constant discovery and comparisons and is mindful that 
new categories can emerge throughout the study (Altheide, 1987). This qualitative 
approach is “oriented to check, supplement, and supplant prior theoretical claims”. 
Given research has found some disconnect between the perceived harmfulness of 
VCSAM and legislative definitions and that such perceptions are possibly influenced 
by public debates (Prichard et al. 2015), it is, therefore, beneficial to explore whether 
media reports of VCSAM cases downplay the harms. This method is also considered 
to provide valuable descriptive information. The use of qualitative content analy-
sis has already been recognized as an effective tool for attaining insights into how 
CSAM offenders are represented in the print media (Christensen & Pollard, 2022).

Results

The results are presented in two parts: (1) case descriptives and (2) qualitative con-
tent analysis. The case descriptives offer insights into the characteristics of VCSAM 
offenders. The qualitative aspect provides a depiction of whether the harms of 
VCSAM are represented in this reporting to the public in the media.
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Case Descriptives

While most cases occurred in 2019 (32%), some cases stemmed back over a decade 
(minimum = 2008; maximum = 2021).1 Most newspaper articles reported crimes in 
Australia (48%) followed by the United Kingdom (24%), the United States (16%), 
and Canada (12%). There were 26 offenders across the 24 articles. All cases involved 
both VCSAM and CSAM, except for seven cases that were solely VCSAM. Case 
descriptives explored offender gender, offender age, mental health, how the material 
was discovered, number and type of charges, victim age and victim gender, types of 
cases, and the number of files, along with the plea, sentencing, and criminal history.

All offenders were male, except for one case that involved two offenders: one male 
and one female. The average age at offense onset was 32.81 years (minimum = 17 
years; maximum = 69 years). 2 The average age at sentencing was 39.71 years (mini-
mum = 19 years; maximum = 73 years).3 There was little mention of substance issues 
or mental health for most offenders. Only one article indicated the offender having 
alcohol and narcotic issues, and 20% of articles indicated some form of mental health 
issues or developmental disorders, including autism spectrum disorder, depressed 
mood disorder, pedophilic disorder, compulsive personality disorder, and voyeuris-
tic disorder. Most articles did not document the offender’s employment. Of known 
cases, the offenders worked in the technology field, security, teacher aide, or were 
caregivers.

In terms of how the offending was discovered, of known cases, offenders were 
discovered using various intelligence. This included a report from Microsoft, police 
searches of homes, authorities becoming aware of IP addresses accessing CSAM, 
and acting on information from the public. For example, an attentive teacher noticed 
a phone was propped up in the changing areas of the children’s toilets. In another 
instance, a stranger located a lost phone with the material on it. The offending 
was also discovered from monitoring software that identified the material. In this 
instance, the offender had previously been convicted of sexual abuse on a young child 
and had monitoring software set up on his devices by authorities to prohibit visiting 
suspicious sites. This then led to the search of the offender’s vehicle, in which the 
offender’s probation officer discovered the offender to have an additional laptop that 
had illegal material on it. Offenders went to various lengths to avoid detections, with 
one offender utilizing multiple virtual private networks (VPNs).

The average amount of charges per offender was 5.74 (minimum = 0 charges; 
maximum = 35 charges). The case that did not result in a charge involved a 17-year-
old male who received the cartoon images on his phone from a friend as a “joke”. 
Most cases had possession charges (84%), followed by making/recording charges 

1  It must be acknowledged that the quantitative data in the Results has been calculated based on the known 
cases. The authors acknowledge a limitation of using this type of data is the amount of missing informa-
tion. In instances where the offending stretched over several years, the year the offending commenced was 
used in the current calculation.
2  This figure removes cases where only rough ages were provided (e.g., ‘in 50’s’). Some ages were calcu-
lated based on dates. As aforementioned, this data has been calculated based on the known cases.
3  Similar to age at offence, this figure removes cases where only rough ages were provided.

1 3

1817



L. S. Christensen, N. Vickery

(32%), access charges (20%), and distributing charges (16%).4 Almost half of the 
cases resulted in additional charges that were non-CSAM related. Most of these addi-
tional charges were sexual offenses, including sexual assault, sexual penetration of a 
child, and rape. Other offenses related to a bond breach, not complying with reporting 
obligations, and unlawful possession of a weapon.

Cases mostly involved pre-pubescent children in the material (86%), includ-
ing toddlers. Only 14% of cases solely involved pubescent children. While the age 
depicted was often unspecified, the youngest characters were depicted as babies. 
Most children in the material appeared to be female (75% of cases). Few articles dis-
tinguished between the number of VCSAM images/videos and the number of CSAM 
images/videos, likely due to the sheer amount of the material. Across both types of 
material, there was an average of 10,354 images/videos (minimum = 2 images/vid-
eos; maximum 100,000 images/videos). Most of the VCSAM material was cartoons, 
anime, or computer-generated files. Some of the cartoons included internationally 
known cartoon characters. VCSAM was also represented in comics, fictional stories, 
GIFS, memes, and digitally altered children.

Most cases (88%) had been prosecuted.5 Of these cases, all offenders pleaded 
guilty, 73% were sentenced, 23% did not receive a sentence, and less than 5% had 
not yet been sentenced. Regarding sentence type, almost 56% of sentenced offenders 
received a sentence to be served in prison. The period of imprisonment ranged from 
10 months to 27 years (mean = 3.99 years). The remaining sentenced cases concerned 
suspended sentences, a good behavior order, a conditional sentence to be served in 
the community, rehabilitation requirements, and a fine. Almost one quarter (24%) had 
a prior conviction, with all these prior convictions related to sexual offenses against 
children, including child luring, engaging in sexual activity with children, and the 
possession of CSAM.

Themes

Four themes, and one sub-theme, emerged in the qualitative content analysis. The 
four themes entailed: (1) VCSAM is a form of CSAM, (2) potential for escalation 
in offending from viewing VCSAM, (3) offenders have preferences in specific types 
of VCSAM (with the sub-theme: written stories and documents are VCSAM too), 
and (4) offenders “didn’t know” the material was illegal. Each of these themes is 
discussed below.

VCSAM is a form of CSAM

Several articles drew from the voices of authorities and highlighted their messages 
that VCSAM is a form of CSAM, signifying that this type of material can still result 
in harm. Several cases included messages from judicial officers. For example, in one 
case, while the judicial officer indicated that drawn images and anime are considered 
to be less serious compared with pictures of real children, it was still considered to be 

4  This value adds up to over 100% as many cases had several different types of charges.
5  Two cases did not result in prosecution, and one case did not specify the outcome.
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“of great concern”. In fact, this judicial officer highlighted the “serious risks” of this 
material, having the potential to “degrade and incite”. In a different case, the judicial 
officer highlighted the reasonable “public concern” about any type of offense in rela-
tion to possessing CSAM and that regardless of whether the children were real or 
anime, protecting children is of “paramount importance” in society. Another judicial 
officer highlighted those individuals accessing this material “creates a market” and 
that this material can still involve the suffering and degradation of children. Another 
case drew from the voice of law enforcement, with VCSAM charges serving as “a 
reminder” to society that cartoon/animated images are illegal and can result in seri-
ous charges.

Potential for Escalation in Offending from Viewing VCSAM

The point of escalation in offending was also highlighted across a diverse group 
throughout the articles. For example, in one article, the director of a child sexual 
abuse survivor support center voiced the “very real” link between pursuing sexual 
abuse after viewing such images, irrespective of images being cartoons or involving 
real victims, arguing the sexualization process is alike. A prosecutor in a different 
case indicated that sexual offending might be spurred on by the normalization of 
the cartoon material and through the ability to use it to groom children. In a dif-
ferent case, in which the offender had over 30,000 images, and over 600 videos, 
all computer-generated or cartoon/anime files, the offender himself said that he was 
concerned about the effect the material had on him, and he could see himself engag-
ing in worse offending as a result, including perpetrating similar offenses on children.

Offenders have Preferences in Specific Types of VCSAM

Offenders appeared to have an interest in certain types of VCSAM as opposed to a 
variety of styles.6 For example, in one case, the offender solely possessed memes. 
In a different case, the offender had GIFs. In this instance, the offender had made 
these GIFs himself by using photographs of girls in his local area and making her 
head move in the GIFs, performing sexual acts on men. Another offender had anime 
cartoon images, while other offenders had well-known children’s cartoon characters 
from The Simpsons that had been altered to engage in sex acts, and a sexualized 
image of Astro Boy. In another case, the offender had transposed the face of a child 
onto a sexually explicit photo involving another real child, making the image appear 
as if the transposed child was being abused. Alarmingly, the child’s face the offender 
used was that of someone he had sexually abused in the past. In comparison to these 
cases, there was one case in which an offender possessed a range of cartoon strips, 
comics, and computer-generated images. This range of VCSAM, as opposed to hav-
ing one set type, was likely due to the fact this offender had over 21,000 files in total.

A sub-theme within this theme emerged – written stories and documents are 
VCSAM too – with a number of offenders possessing written stories and documents. 

6  This was an overall finding. It must be acknowledged that bigger quantities of CSAM and VCSAM make 
it more difficult to identify the specific types of VCSAM.
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For example, in one case, the stories included the rape and torture of children depicted 
between the ages of 10 and 16. In a different case, a man was charged for possess-
ing a fictional story about a toddler being raped in addition to charges for contact 
offending, including the sexual penetration of a child. Another offender possessed 
a written letter about a father sexually penetrating his 12-year-old daughter. Fur-
ther to written stories, offenders had other types of written documents. For example, 
one offender possessed several “pedophile manuals”. These manuals detailed how to 
groom, abuse, and “hide” children. In this case, the offender also had a sexual inter-
est in animals, having engaged in bestiality. He also disclosed to his psychologist 
that he was a pedophile and wore a chastity belt to avoid abusing children, which 
was located during the police search of his home. In a different case, an offender had 
a written document that outlined sexual offenses being perpetrated against children. 
Regardless of the type of material, some articles included the relevant legislation 
highlighting to the readers the illegality of the material, including written material.

Offenders “didn’t know” the Material was Illegal or Downplayed the Offending

The final theme to emerge was the suggestion by offenders that they did not realize 
the material was illegal or offered some form of downplay. This was typically met 
with denunciation by judicial officers. In one article, the offender commenced using 
the material by “rationalizing” that the material was not really illegal. In a different 
case in which the offender created and ran servers on the dark net, which provided 
access to the material, the offender had complained on a chatroom that one of his 
servers was disconnected by an internet service provider due to a “fake” CSAM com-
plaint. When one chatroom member highlighted that the material can be considered 
illegal, the offender argued that the federal authorities have more important things 
to do than “go after cartoons”, downplaying the gravity of the material. In a sepa-
rate article, the offender suggested they did not think the material involved underage 
females, however, this was met with the judicial officer highlighting it was “difficult 
to understand” how the offender did not see this. In a different case, one judicial 
officer reprimanded the offender, emphasizing it was troubling that the offender sug-
gested he did not have any sexual interest in the material. This judicial officer made it 
clear that he did not believe the offender. Finally, some barristers argued that their cli-
ent had “blurred the line” in regard to their fetishes or was socially awkward and used 
the sexual activity to “connect with people”, appearing to downplay the offending.

Discussion

The aim of this exploratory study was to: (1) identify the characteristics of VCSAM 
offenders and (2) explore whether the harms of VCSAM are represented in this 
reporting. This research is timely, given the dearth of literature on VCSAM offend-
ers and the clear disconnect between the public’s perceived harmfulness of VCSAM 
and legislative definitions. The dearth of literature is particularly troubling when 
law enforcement and child welfare experts have flagged concerns about the increas-
ing issue of VCSAM for over a decade (Northern Ireland Office, 2007). This sec-
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tion explores the characteristics of VCSAM offenders, followed by the depiction 
of whether the harms of VCSAM are represented in this reporting to the public. 
The four themes concerning the reporting of harms were: (1) VCSAM is a form of 
CSAM, (2) potential for escalation in offending from viewing VCSAM, (3) offenders 
have preferences in specific types of VCSAM (with the sub-theme: written stories 
and documents are VCSAM too), and (4) offenders “didn’t know” the material was 
illegal. Limitations, implications, and ideas for future research are also discussed.

Characteristics of VCSAM Offenders

Several key findings emerged that pertained to offender gender, offender age, mental 
health, how the material was discovered, number and type of charges, victim age and 
victim gender, types of cases, and the number of files, along with the plea, sentenc-
ing, and criminal history. First, in terms of offender gender, it was surprising to find 
that all offenders were male (except for one case that involved one male and one 
female) when females can play a lead role in CSAM offending (Bickart et al., 2019). 
In fact, recent research has found the media reports on female CSAM cases in a way 
that portrays them as actively involved in offending as opposed to passive offenders 
(First Author, under review). While the current dataset is limited, the current find-
ings suggest that females who engage in CSAM offending might be less interested 
in VCSAM offending compared with their male counterparts. Future research could 
explore a larger group of VCSAM offenders to see whether this is the case and, if so, 
the reasons for the gendered difference.

As for offender age (39.71 years at sentencing), this was consistent with previ-
ous research on CSAM offenders (40.61 years at sentencing; Christensen & Tsagaris 
2020). Few offenders were reported to have mental vulnerabilities. It was not sur-
prising to find the array in how the offending was discovered, involving intelligence 
agencies through to reports from members of the public, consistent with previous 
CSAM research (Christensen & Pollard, 2022). Such reporting on how cases are 
discovered is valuable in potentially deterring this offending when drawing from the 
rational choice perspective (Cornish & Clarke, 1986) argue that offenders engage in 
criminal behavior when the benefits prevail over the potential costs. If the detection 
of VCSAM through various types of intelligence is being reported on, the salience of 
these cases may deter some potential offenders from offending.

One interesting finding was the high number of charges (an average of 5.74 
charges). Previous research has found a lower average, for example, 3.31 counts 
(Christensen & Tsagaris, 2020). One reason for this finding could be that the cur-
rent study utilizes media reports, and thus more ‘newsworthy’ cases are reported 
on. However, similar research on the reporting of CSAM offenders in the media 
indicates low averages too (on average 1.61 charges; Christensen & Pollard 2022) 
which rebuts this suggestion. Another reason for this finding might be that with the 
consistent growth in technology and new platforms, offenders are committing more 
crimes and are therefore being charged at a higher rate.

Most cases involved possession offenses, which was consistent with previous 
research (Christensen & Pollard, 2022; Christensen & Tsagaris, 2020; Jung & Stein, 
2012). The majority of cases involved pre-pubescent children in the material (only 
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14% of cases solely involved pubescent children), and most children were female. 
While the finding on age could be attributable to these cases being ‘newsworthy’, the 
current finding is consistent with the literature that has reported an ongoing decrease 
in victim age (European Commission, 2015). The finding regarding the preference 
toward female children is also consistent with recent literature (Christensen & Pol-
lard, 2022). Overall, offenders had a vast number of files (an average of 10,354 
images/videos). It was, therefore, not surprising to find that most cases involved both 
VCSAM and CSAM, except for seven cases that were solely VCSAM. As discussed 
below, there was an array of VCSAM material, including cartoon, anime, or com-
puter-generated files, comics, fictional stories, GIFS, memes, and digitally altered 
children.

The high guilty plea was consistent with previous research (Christensen & Pol-
lard, 2022; Christensen & Tsagaris, 2020; Jung & Stein, 2012). The finding that most 
offenders received a sentence to be served in prison was also consistent with prior 
literature (Christensen & Tsagaris, 2020; Jung & Stein, 2012). This was a positive 
finding as this reporting in the media could deter potential offenders from engaging 
in offending. In line with the rational choice perspective (Cornish & Clarke, 1986), 
some offenders might perceive that the risks are too costly (i.e., time in prison), out-
weighing the benefits of engaging with the material (e.g., a masturbatory aide). Unlike 
previous research on CSAM offenders (e.g., Babchishin et al., 2011; Christensen & 
Tsagaris, 2020; McCarthy, 2010), a sizeable proportion of cases (24%) had a prior 
conviction; all of which related to sexual offenses against children and the possession 
of CSAM. One reason for this finding could be the media reporting on more ‘news-
worthy’ cases. Although, few of the CSAM offenders in Christensen and Pollard’s 
(2022) media study had a criminal history. Regardless of the reason, the reporting of 
offenders with criminal histories is positive as it may act as a form of deterrence by 
sending the message to repeat offenders that recidivists are detected by authorities.

Themes

Four themes, and one sub-theme, emerged in the qualitative content analysis. The 
four themes were: (1) VCSAM is a form of CSAM, (2) potential for escalation in 
offending from viewing VCSAM, (3) offenders have preferences in specific types of 
VCSAM (with the sub-theme: written stories and documents are VCSAM too), and 
(4) offenders “didn’t know” the material was illegal. The theme ‘VCSAM is a form 
of CSAM’ was a positive finding. The articles voiced the concerns of authorities, 
often drawing from the sentencing remarks made by judicial officers, highlighting the 
material is still harmful despite the images being drawn. Sentencing remarks are con-
sidered to be a useful tool for both crime prevention and informing the public about 
the wrongs of CSAM (Hunn et al., 2018). Given that CSAM offenders are found to 
engage in self-distancing in which they downplay their offending and accountabil-
ity (Winder & Gough, 2010), it is not unreasonable to suggest that individuals who 
engage in VCSAM offending might engage in even greater self-distancing due to the 
nature of the, often fictional, material. In turn, these authoritative voices providing 
the message to the public that VCSAM is a form of CSAM could be pivotal in the 
primary prevention of VCSAM. While the findings of this research suggest judi-
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cial officers condemn VCSAM, it also highlighted some disparate sentencing among 
similar offenses, with one article scrutinizing the empathy of the judiciary towards 
the offender. One area for future research is the exploration of judicial officers’ per-
ceptions in relation to the harms of VCSAM.

Another theme to emerge was the ‘potential for escalation in offending from view-
ing VCSAM’. The articles reported on the link between engaging in the material 
and contact offending, along with the normalization of the material, and the ability 
to use the material to groom children. This was another constructive finding as it is 
consistent with the literature that argues VCSAM can serve as a gateway to contact 
offending, acting as a progressive addiction (Maras & Shapiro, 2017; Christensen et 
al., 2021) provide the hypothetical example that one may begin using VCSAM mate-
rial to masturbate and, become desensitized over time, escalating to CSAM material, 
before progressing to contact offending to reach the level of gratification he or she 
felt when they initially engaged with VCSAM material. It was also interesting to find 
in the current study that one offender themselves even acknowledged the potential 
for escalating to worse offending. This reporting highlights to the public the potential 
impacts of the offending. One idea for future research is to explore the offending tra-
jectories of VCSAM offenders to understand this population further, with a focus on 
identifying offending patterns, including the escalation of offending. Interviews with 
VCSAM offenders could provide very useful insights.

It was particularly interesting identifying the theme, ‘offenders have prefer-
ences in specific types of VCSAM’ as opposed to being engaged in a diversity of 
the material. Preferences included cartoons (including well-known cartoon charac-
ters), anime, GIFS, memes, and comics. Alarmingly, one offender morphed a child’s 
face (whom he had previously abused) on a sexually explicit image. One reason 
for this finding could be that similar to individuals having preferences for sub-types 
of pornography (e.g., female insatiability, non-consenting adult pornography, erotic, 
etc.; Bogaert 2001), individuals could have preferences for certain types of VCSAM. 
Future research needs to test this finding on a larger sample of VCSAM offenders. If a 
similar trend emerges, one idea would be to explore the mediating mechanisms (e.g., 
cognitive and emotional components) between individual differences (e.g., personal-
ity) and preferences for VCSAM (e.g., cartoon, anime, written, etc.). Such findings 
could potentially assist in tailoring prevention and intervention efforts.

Regarding the sub-theme ‘written stories and documents are VCSAM too’, it was 
interesting to find several offenders had written stories and documents, such as fic-
tional stories and “pedophile manuals”. This group of offenders appeared to be quite 
heterogeneous in their characteristics. While the argument could be made that some 
offenders might access this material in the hopes of being less likely to be detected 
by authorities due to it being in written format, this proposition does not hold for the 
current cases as all offenders had additionally accessed visual VCSAM material and/
or CSAM. Another reason for this finding could simply be that some individuals had 
preferences for this type of material. It is not irrational to argue that some members 
of the public might perceive written VCSAM documents as less harmful compared 
with visual VCSAM. In turn, the reporting of these cases could potentially educate 
the public about this type of offending, along with acting as a form of deterrence for 
potential offenders. In order to understand this group of individuals further, future 

1 3

1823



L. S. Christensen, N. Vickery

research with VCSAM offenders could explore how they perceive the harms of the 
written material compared with the visual content and whether the use of the writ-
ten material escalated to the use of visual content (or vice versa). This information 
could also assist with intervention and prevention initiatives. Regardless of the type 
of material, some articles included the relevant legislation highlighting to the readers 
the illegality of the material, including written material. The accessibility of the dif-
ferent types of VCSAM available online also highlights the potential for offenders to 
easily engage in escalation (i.e., resulting in further harmful behavior).

The final theme was ‘offenders “didn’t know” the material was illegal or down-
played the offending’. This finding was not surprising, given that previous research 
has found that downplay and denial was the most noted explanation for offending 
(Christensen & Tsagaris, 2020). The current finding is also consistent with Winder 
and Gough (2010), who found in their interviews with CSAM offenders that offend-
ers engaged in ‘self-distancing’, minimizing their offenses. Fortunately, a number of 
the articles in the current study reported on the denunciation and reprimand offered 
by judicial officers, highlighting the harms. As outlined by Hunn et al. (2018), the 
judiciary can play an educative role and contribute to primary prevention through 
their authoritative explanations of the wrongfulness of offending, and the media is an 
important vehicle for disseminating the judiciary’s remarks. Individuals contemplat-
ing their first offense in VCSAM might see such articles and realize that no weight 
will be given to their argument that they ‘didn’t know’, for example, that cartoon 
material is illegal. While one cannot be certain individuals at risk of onset read such 
articles in the media, such messages offered by the judiciary cannot be overlooked in 
terms of a larger prevention context (Hunn et al., 2018). It would, however, be ideal 
at the end of such articles to link appropriate offender-oriented prevention referral 
services (e.g., Stop It Now! Helplines) for individuals who are concerned about their 
own behavior.

Limitations

Despite the paper’s valuable contribution in identifying the characteristics of 
VCSAM offenders and exploring whether the harms of VCSAM are represented in 
the reporting of print media, a number of limitations are evident. First, one major 
limitation was the current study having a sample size of 25 newspaper articles. While 
the sample could have been larger had the timeframe been extended before 2019, 
the researchers wanted to capture the most up-to-date data, particularly given the 
increasing speed of technological enhancements impacting VCSAM and the fact that 
VCSAM is still prompting conjecture in the present day as to whether such content is 
harmful (Moritz et al., 2022). Second, it must be acknowledged that the quantitative 
data was calculated based on the known cases. The authors acknowledge a limitation 
of using this type of data is the amount of missing information. However, given the 
absolute dearth of literature that exists, the data has still offered valuable insights. 
Further, ideas for future research have been proposed to explore some of these gaps. 
Third, the current study’s sample did not involve solely VCSAM-only cases (except 
for seven cases). As mentioned, it was not surprising to find that most cases involved 
both VCSAM and CSAM, given the vast number of files offenders had. While the 

1 3

1824



The Characteristics of Virtual Child Sexual Abuse Material Offenders…

current study was restricted by this sample, future research could explore differences 
in characteristics and motivations across CSAM offenders, CSAM and VCSAM 
offenders, and VCSAM-only offenders through, for example, interviews across these 
offender groups.

Conclusion

The aim of this exploratory study was twofold and sought to: (1) identify the char-
acteristics of VCSAM offenders and (2) explore whether the harms of VCSAM are 
represented in this reporting. Several findings emerged that pertained to offender gen-
der, offender age, mental health, how the material was discovered, number and type 
of charges, victim age and victim gender, types of cases, and the number of files, 
along with the plea, sentencing, and criminal history. With the dearth of literature on 
VCSAM offenders, these findings offer very valuable insights into the characteristics 
of VCSAM offenders. Four themes emerged in the current study regarding the repre-
sentation of the harms of VCSAM are: (1) VCSAM is a form of CSAM, (2) potential 
for escalation in offending from viewing VCSAM, (3) offenders have preferences 
in specific types of VCSAM (with the sub-theme: written stories and documents 
are VCSAM too), and (4) offenders “didn’t know” the material was illegal. Overall, 
these themes were positive to find; the articles signify the harms of this offending 
and may broadly educate the public about VCSAM offending. Further, such articles 
may potentially assist with preventing both first-time and recidivist offenders, when 
applying a rational choice theory lens. Future research needs to test the current find-
ings on larger samples of VCSAM offenders, with a focus on VCSAM preferences, 
to assist in tailoring prevention and intervention efforts.

Funding  This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, 
or not-for-profit sectors.
 Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and its Member Institutions

Data Availability  Not applicable.

Code Availability  Not applicable.

Declarations

Conflicts of interest/Competing Interests  None.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use 
is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

1 3

1825

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


L. S. Christensen, N. Vickery

References

Al-Alosi, H. (2018). The criminalisation of fantasy material: Law and sexually explicit representations of 
fictional children. Routledge.

Altheide, D. L. (1987). Reflections: Ethnographic content analysis. Qualitative Sociology, 10(1), 65–77. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00988269.

Avery, L. E. (2015). The categorical failure of child Pornography Law. Widener L Rev, 21, 51. https://
heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/wlsj21 &div=6&id=&page=.

Ball-Rokeach, S. J., & DeFleur, M. L. (1976). A dependency model of mass-media effects. Communica-
tion research, 3(1), 3–21. https://doi.org/10.1177/009365027600300101.

Babchishin, K. M., Hanson, R. K., & Hermann, C. A. (2011). The characteristics of online sex offenders: 
A meta-analysis. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, 23(1), 92–123. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1079063210370708.

Baron, S. W., & Kennedy, L. W. (1998). Deterrence and homeless male street youths. Canadian Journal of 
Criminology, 40(1), 27–60. https://doi.org/10.3138/cjcrim.40.1.27.

Berkeley Media Studies Group (2003). Distracted by drama: How California newspapers portray intimate 
partner violence. Resource document. http://www.bmsg.org/sites/default/files/bmsg_issue13_dis-
tracted_by_drama.pdf.

Bickart, W., McLearen, A. M., Grady, M. D., & Stoler, K. (2019). A descriptive study of psychosocial 
characteristics and offense patterns in females with online child pornography offenses. Psychiatry 
Psychology and Law, 26(2), 295–311. https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2018.1506714.

Bogaert, A. F. (2001). Personality, individual differences, and preferences for the sexual media. Archives 
of Sexual Behavior, 30(1), 29–53. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026416723291.

Bursztein, E., Clarke, E., DeLaune, M., Elifff, D. M., Hsu, N., Olson, L., & Bright, T. (2019, May). 
Rethinking the detection of child sexual abuse imagery on the internet. In The world wide web 
conference (pp.  2601–2607). https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/3308558.3313482?casa_token=q-
q1j69cf9bYAAAAA:fK6XKOMqe94sxfY8rAmATkG41YEMNMjzyzQQRuPV_2k-sh9KHuUeEa
XXEmMKqie_P9ELWb06Brtm

Christensen, L. S. (2018). The new portrayal of female child sexual offenders in the print media: A qualitative 
content analysis. Sexuality & culture, 22(1), 176–189. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-017-9459-1.

Christensen, L. S., Moritz, D., & Pearson, A. (2021). Psychological perspectives of virtual child sexual 
abuse material. Sexuality & Culture, 25(4), 1353–1365. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-021-09820-1.

Christensen, L. S., & Pollard, K. (2022). Room for improvement: How does the media portray individu-
als who engage in material depicting child sexual abuse? Sexuality & Culture, 1–13. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12119-022-09945-x.

Christensen, L. S., & Tsagaris, G. S. (2020). Offenders convicted of child sexual exploitation material 
offences: Characteristics of offenders and an exploration of judicial censure. Psychiatry Psychology 
and Law, 27(4), 647–664. https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2020.1742240.

Clough, J. (2012). Lawful acts, unlawful images: The problematic definition of child pornography. 
Monash UL Rev, 38, 213. https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/monash38 
&div=36&id=&page=.

Cohen-Almagor, R. (2013). Online child sex offenders: Challenges and counter‐measures. The Howard 
Journal of Criminal Justice, 52(2), 190–215.

Cooper, A. (1998). Sexuality and the internet: Surfng into the new millennium. Cyber Psychology & 
Behaviour, 1(2), 187–193. https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.1998.1.187.

Cornish, D. B., & Clarke, R. V. (1986). The reasoning criminal: Rational choice perspectives on offending. 
New York: Springer-Verlag.

Cullen, O., Ernst, K. Z., Dawes, N., Binford, W., & Dimitropoulos, G. (2020). Our laws have not caught up 
with the technology”: Understanding challenges and facilitators in investigating and prosecuting child 
sexual abuse materials in the United States. Laws, 9(4), 28. https://doi.org/10.3390/laws9040028.

European Commission (2015). Global alliance against child sexual abuse online: 2015 threat 
assessment report. Retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-isnew/news/
news/2016/20160317_2_en

Europol (2020). Exploiting Isolation: Offenders and victims of online child sexual abuse during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. https://www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/europol_covid_
report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf

1 3

1826

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF00988269
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/wlsj21
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/wlsj21
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/009365027600300101
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063210370708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063210370708
http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/cjcrim.40.1.27
http://www.bmsg.org/sites/default/files/bmsg_issue13_distracted_by_drama.pdf
http://www.bmsg.org/sites/default/files/bmsg_issue13_distracted_by_drama.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2018.1506714
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1026416723291
https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-017-9459-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-021-09820-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-022-09945-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-022-09945-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2020.1742240
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/monash38
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/cpb.1998.1.187
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/laws9040028
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-isnew/news/news/2016/20160317_2_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-isnew/news/news/2016/20160317_2_en
https://www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/europol_covid_report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/europol_covid_report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf


The Characteristics of Virtual Child Sexual Abuse Material Offenders…

Gray, J. M. (2013). What shapes Public Opinion of the Criminal Justice System? In J. Wood, & T. A. Gan-
non (Eds.), Public Opinion Criminal Justice: Context, practice and values (pp. 49–72). Routledge.

Hayes, S., & Baker, B. (2014). Female sex ofenders and pariah femininities: Rewriting the sexual scripts. 
Journal of Criminology, 2014, 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1155/2014/414525.

Hetherton, J. (1999). The idealization of women: Its role in the minimization of child sexual abuse by 
females. Child Abuse & Neglect, 23(2), 161–174. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(98)00119-7.

Hunn, C. M., Cockburn, H., Spiranovic, C., & Prichard, J. (2018). Exploring the educative role of judges’ 
sentencing remarks: An analysis of remarks on child exploitation material. Psychiatry Psychology 
and Law, 25(6), 811–828. https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2018.1478337.

Jackob, N. G. E. (2010). No alternatives? The relationship between perceived media dependency, use of 
alternative information sources, and general trust in mass media. International Journal of Communi-
cation, 4, 18. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/615.

Jung, K. H. (2021). Freedom to Morph?: An analysis of Morphed Imagery, Child Pornography, and the 
First Amendment. Cath UJL & Tech, 30, 33. https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.
journals/cconsp30 &div=13&id=&page=.

Jung, S., & Stein, S. (2012). An examination of judicial sentencing decisions in child pornography 
and child molestation cases in Canada. Journal of Criminal Psychology, 2(1), 38–50. https://doi.
org/10.1108/20093821211210486.

Maras, M. H., & Shapiro, L. R. (2017). Child sex dolls and robots: More than just an uncanny valley. 
Journal of Internet Law, 21(5), 3–21.

McCarthy, J. (2010). Internet sexual activity: A comparison between contact and non-contact 
child pornography offenders. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 16(2), 181–195. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13552601003760006.

Moritz, D., Pearson, A., & Christensen, L. S. (2022). Exploring virtual child sexual abuse material law: 
When creativity is criminalised. Media and Arts Law Review, 24(4), 255–275.

Northern Ireland Office. (2007). Consultation on the possession of non-photographic visual depictions of 
child sexual abuse. London: Home Office.

Prichard, J., Spiranovic, C., Gelb, K., Watters, P. A., & Krone, T. (2015). Tertiary education students’ 
attitudes to harmfulness of viewing and distributing child pornography. Psychiatry, Psychology and 
Law, 23(1), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2015.1042419

Seto, M. C. (2013). Internet sex offenders. American Psychological Association.
Tai, Z., & Sun, T. (2007). Media dependencies in a changing media environment: The case of the 2003 SARS 

epidemic in China. New media & society, 9(6), 987–1009. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444807082691.
Warner, K. (2010). Sentencing for child pornography. Australian Law Journal, 84(6), 384–395. http://

ecite.utas.edu.au/67639.
Winder, B., & Gough, B. (2010). I never touched anybody—that’s my defence”: A qualitative analy-

sis of internet sex offender accounts. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 16(2), 125–141. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13552600903503383.

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds exclusive rights to this article under 
a publishing agreement with the author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted 
manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the terms of such publishing agreement and appli-
cable law. 

1 3

1827

http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2014/414525
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(98)00119-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2018.1478337
https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/615
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/cconsp30
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/cconsp30
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/20093821211210486
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/20093821211210486
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13552601003760006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13552601003760006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13218719.2015.1042419
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1461444807082691
http://ecite.utas.edu.au/67639
http://ecite.utas.edu.au/67639
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13552600903503383
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13552600903503383

	﻿The Characteristics of Virtual Child Sexual Abuse Material Offenders and the Harms of Offending: A Qualitative Content Analysis of Print Media
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Literature Review

	﻿Method
	﻿Analytical Approach

	﻿Results
	﻿Case Descriptives
	﻿Themes
	﻿VCSAM is a form of CSAM
	﻿Potential for Escalation in Offending from Viewing VCSAM
	﻿Offenders have Preferences in Specific Types of VCSAM
	﻿Offenders “didn’t know” the Material was Illegal or Downplayed the Offending


	﻿Discussion
	﻿Characteristics of VCSAM Offenders
	﻿Limitations

	﻿Conclusion
	﻿References


