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Abstract

In recent years, the use of dating and hook up apps has become an increas-
ingly socially acceptable and commonly used method of seeking romantic and
sexual partners. This has seen a corresponding rise in media and crime reports
of sexual harms facilitated through these services, including sexual harass-
ment, unsolicited sexual imagery, and sexual assault. Emerging empirical
research shows that experiences of sexual harms in this context are common
and predominantly impact women and girls. The aim of this chapter is to
examine the sociocultural and sexual norms that underpin online dating and
which perpetuate a “rape culture” within which sexual harms become both
possible and normalized. This chapter also considers how the discourses that
minimize and legitimize sexual harms are encoded within the responses
undertaken by dating and hook up apps to sexual harms. It is argued that
together these norms and discourses may act to facilitate and/or prevent sexual
harms, and may normalize and excuse these harms when they occur.

Keywords: Online dating; rape culture; sexual harms; technology-facilitated
sexual violence; hook up apps; gender-based sexual violence

Introduction
The proliferation of mobile dating and hook up apps for seeking romantic and/or
sexual partners has radically altered the way that people negotiate sex and
intimacy. Although it is difficult to determine the number of people using dating
and hook up apps, data indicate that use of these platforms is common.
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Approximately 30% of US adults report that they have ever used a dating app or
site (Pew Research Center, 2020). One of the most popular apps, Tinder, has
approximately 57 million users worldwide, 10 million active daily users, and
around 1.6 billion daily swipes (Iqbal, 2019; Smith, 2020).

Following Byron and Albury’s (2018) work, “dating and hook up apps” in this
chapter refers to mobile applications that offer opportunities for service users to
seek dates, love, sex, or romance. “Hook up” refers to the increasingly normative
practice among adults of engaging in sexual encounters (including, but not limited
to, sexual intercourse) where there is no expectation of dating or forming a
romantic relationship (Garcia, Reiber, Massey, & Merriwether, 2012). While the
term “hook up app” may primarily refer to users’ motivations for seeking casual
sexual encounters using mobile apps, in practice there are a wide range of reasons
why people use these platforms, including socializing and friendship, relational
ambitions, sex, ease of communication, validation of self-worth, self-esteem
enhancement, and fun and entertainment (Bryant & Sheldon, 2017; Sumter,
Vandenbosch, & Ligtenberg, 2017).

The focus in public health research on sexual health and other “risks”
(e.g., sexual risk behaviors and sexually transmissible infections) in relation to
dating and hook up app use has been criticized for failing to consider the broader
affordances these apps offer for negotiating and engaging in sex and intimacy
(Byron & Albury, 2018). However, alongside the potential benefits of dating and
hook up apps, it is also clear that these platforms have served as sites for the
perpetration or facilitation of sexual harms, such as the sending of unsolicited or
unwanted sexual imagery and contact-based sexual offenses. Although there is a
broader literature base on people’s experiences and the impacts of digital harms
(Powell & Henry, 2017, 2019), examination of the nature and impacts of harms
within online dating remains understudied and warrants urgent attention.

In this chapter, I examine the sociocultural and sexual norms that underpin
online dating, and which perpetuate the norms, values, and practices that underlie
“rape culture.” I discuss how these norms may be embedded within the responses
undertaken by dating and hook up apps to sexual harms. Together these may act
to facilitate and/or prevent sexual harms, as well as normalize and excuse these
harms when they occur. I first briefly outline the literature on sexual harms
perpetrated or facilitated via dating and hook up apps and websites, then turn to
the sociocultural and sexual norms that underpin online dating and which
perpetuate rape culture. This is followed by an examination of the ways in which
these norms are embedded within dating and hook up app responses to sexual
harms, and how these apps may facilitate and/or prevent sexual harms from
occurring. While this chapter focuses on women’s and girls’ experiences of sexual
harms, I end this chapter with a call to “queer” sexual violence by rejecting
cis-sexist, heteronormative discourses of sexuality and gender which perpetuate
rape culture, and embracing alternative narratives of experiences of sexual harms.

Sexual Harms in Online Dating
Online dating has its origins in personal ads placed in newspapers from the late
1600s (Lee, 2016). The first online dating website, Kiss.com, launched in 1994,
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and the first mobile app, Grindr, launched in 2009 (Jackson, 2018; Lee, 2016).
Despite dating apps and websites being available for more than two decades, it is
only more recently that researchers have begun to examine experiences of sexual
harms in the context of modern dating platforms. In this chapter, “sexual harms”
refer to a complex array of unwanted sexual behaviors that people may experience
as harmful, including, but not limited to, those that are perpetrated or mediated
via digital communications technologies. This approach is influenced by the work
of feminist scholars who reject linear, hierarchical conceptualizations of harm and
move instead toward continuum-based approaches to women’s safety and expe-
riences of sexual harms (Kelly, 1987, 1988, 2012; Stanko, 1985, 1990). This
approach also recognizes the diverse range of harms that may be experienced and
demonstrates how the categories that are typically used to define sexual harms are
not discrete, but rather overlap in their nature and impacts (Kelly, 1987, 1988,
2012; Stanko, 1985, 1990).

Sexual harms in dating and hook up app contexts may include, but are by no
means limited to, unwanted requests for sex, unwanted sexual comments, unso-
licited sexual imagery or video, image-based sexual abuse, and contact-based
harms. Sexual harms intersect with other identity markers and reinforce social
asymmetries, such as race, class, sexuality, and disability. Thus, the term “sexual
harms” may also include harms that are not necessarily “sexual” in nature, but
which nevertheless reproduce gendered power relations (Kelly, 1988). More
broadly, data indicate that experiences of sexual harms perpetrated or facilitated
via digital communications technologies, commonly referred to as “technology-
facilitated sexual violence,” are common (Powell & Henry, 2017, 2019; Powell,
Scott, Flynn, & Henry, 2020). While both men and women experience these types
of harms, research suggests that the nature and impacts of these experiences are
gendered in nature. For example, men are more likely to be perpetrators of these
harms, and women report greater impacts resulting from their experiences of these
harms, such as feelings of distress and fears for their physical safety (Powell &
Henry, 2017, 2019).

Available research indicates that such experiences in the context of online
dating are common. Gillett’s (2019) doctoral research on women’s experiences of
everyday violence on Tinder is the most comprehensive examination of the range
of sexual harms experienced by women and girls via dating platforms. Her
findings highlight the continuum of experiences that women face, including
unwanted requests for sex, attacks on gender and sexuality, unsolicited sexual
images, possessive and controlling messages, and physical intrusions in face-to-
face interactions, including those that would meet legal definitions of sexual
assault. To date, much of the available literature has focused on women’s
experiences of sexual harassment, including the receipt of unsolicited sexual
images of men’s genitals, popularly termed “dick pics” (e.g., Douglass, Wright,
Davis, & Lim, 2018; Shaw, 2016; Vitis & Gilmour, 2016). Survey data suggest
that this practice is common, with one US survey by Match.com finding that
almost half of men reported sending a picture of their penis to a potential partner
and nearly half of women reported receiving one without asking for it (Match,
2017). A survey of Australians aged 16–29 years found that among the 535
participants who had used a dating app in the previous year, 57% had experienced
sexual harassment1 in this context (Douglass et al., 2018).
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There have also been reports of physical sexual harms facilitated through
dating and hook up apps, such as in initial face-to-face meetings (National Crime
Agency, 2016; Powell & Henry, 2017; Rowse, Bolt, & Gaya, 2020). Data from the
UK National Crime Agency (2016) indicate that the number of serious sexual
assaults initiated as a result of online dating increased sixfold between 2009 and
2014, with the majority of victims being female. Although there are no similar
data on trends in Australia, some comparative work has found that 9% of
Australian adults and 10% of UK adults had reported that they have had an
unwanted sexual experience with someone they had met via a dating app or
website (Powell & Henry, 2017). Finally, survey data among 1,244 US women
found that 31% had been sexually assaulted or raped by someone they had met
through a dating website (Flynn, Cousins, & Picciani, 2019).

“The Cultural Scaffolding of Rape”: How “Rape Culture” Shapes
Our Understandings of Sexual Harms in Online Dating
The concept of “rape culture” is a useful lens through which to examine sexual
harms occurring in the context of online dating. The ways in which victim-
survivors understand and respond to their personal experiences of sexual harms
are largely contingent upon the social, cultural, political, and temporal context
within which these experiences occur (Kelly, Burton, & Regan, 1996). Therefore,
it is useful to examine the norms, values, and practices that underpin the context
in which these harms occur, and that may be creating an environment within
which sexual harms become both possible and tolerated. The term “rape culture”
was first articulated by feminists in the 1970s and has experienced a resurgence in
popularity in more recent years in the wake of various feminist movements calling
out and challenging rape culture (e.g., the #MeToo Movement). Rape culture
refers to a “complex set of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and
supports violence against women” (Buchwald, Fletcher, & Roth, 2005, p. xi).
Within this culture, “sexual violence against women is implicitly and explicitly
condoned, excused, tolerated, and normalized” (Powell, 2015, p. 575), and these
beliefs are embedded to varying degrees within language, sociocultural and
political practices, laws, and institutions (Powell & Henry, 2014). While rape
culture arguably applies globally, there are differences in its manifestation in
distinctive sociocultural, legal, political, and temporal contexts (Mendes, Ring-
rose, & Keller, 2019), and this chapter largely focuses on conceptualizations and
manifestations of the concept in the Global-North.

There are two connected features that help to foster a rape culture and create
and sustain the conditions for sexual harms: (1) heteronormative discourses of sex
and gender that normalize male sexual aggression and female passivity; and
(2) rape myths and jokes, victim-blaming, the policing of women’s bodies and
behaviors, and other discourses that serve to minimize, legitimize, and excuse
men’s violence (Gavey, 2005; Keller, Mendes, & Ringrose, 2016; Sills et al., 2016).
Scholarship on rape culture critiques assumptions that sexual violence is perpe-
trated by deviant individuals and instead highlights the ways that these harms are
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linked to or enabled by everyday sociocultural norms, values, and practices
(Gavey, 2005; Sills et al., 2016). These two interconnected features and how they
manifest in dating and hook up apps will be discussed in turn below.

Heteronormative Discourses of Sex and Gender

Gavey (2005) has explored the ways that “everyday taken-for-granted normative
forms of heterosexuality work as a cultural scaffolding for rape” (p. 2). She
suggests that normative discourses of sex and gender set up the preconditions for
sexual violence by providing implicit templates for heterosex that position
women’s sexuality (or rather, asexuality) as passive and men’s sexuality as
aggressive and in need of sexual release (“male sexual drive” discourse). These
discourses produce cultural meanings of sex and desire, which differentially
impact men and women. Such discourses can potentially have the effect of
constraining or compromising women’s choices in heterosexual relationships,
such that women have limited agency to pursue their own desires as their actions
are premised on either meeting or denying men’s desires (i.e., acting as “gate-
keepers” of sex; see Gavey, 2005).

In her work, Gavey (2005) presents examples of unwanted sexual encounters
that women experience in the absence of the use of physical force. For example, in
interviews, women described having unwanted sex with their male partners for the
purposes of maintaining a heterosexual relationship due to feelings of obligation
or pressure. This is not to suggest that these forms of heterosex are rape. Rather,
the norms surrounding heterosex can produce ambiguity about whether interac-
tions are consensual or nonconsensual, and arguably authorize, legitimize, and
trivialize sexual encounters that are not always distinguishable from dominant, or
indeed legal, understandings of “rape” (Fileborn, 2016). These norms result in
what Gavey (2005) notes is a “complex gray area between what we might think of
as mutually consenting sex, on the one hand, and rape or sexual coercion on the
other” (p. 128). While the concept of a gray area has been subject to critique
(Hardcastle cited by Sebag-Montefiore, 2020), it may better capture those expe-
riences that do not constitute rape (according to both normative and legal
definitions), but which may be harmful, such as receiving unsolicited sexual
imagery (i.e., “dick pics”) via dating and hook up apps.

Drawing from Gavey’s (2005) work, the normative heterosexual scripts that
underpin online dating (and indeed, dating more broadly) may help to set up the
preconditions for sexual harms experienced by women and girls, as well as
normalize and excuse it when it occurs. Culturally produced meanings of sex and
desire may influence the motivations and practices of dating and hook up app use
by heterosexual men and women. For example, men are more likely to use Tinder
for seeking casual sex (Sumter et al., 2017), while women are more likely to use it to
seek long-term relationships, friendship, or for validation (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017).

Research indicates that women are much less likely to initiate conversations on
Tinder compared to men but are more likely to receive messages (Timmermans &
Courtois, 2018). These practices potentially support discourses that position men
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as active pursuers of sex. On the other hand, women may be more selective in
their choice of men on Tinder in order to avoid those only interested in sexual
encounters (Timmermans & Courtois, 2018). For example, some women indicate
on their dating profiles that casual sex is not an option in an attempt to prevent
unwanted sexual requests before they occur (Chan, 2018). Women may also be
required to interpret and respond to men’s indications about their desires for sex
on these platforms (Chan, 2018). If men have expectations that women will place
obstacles in the way of their sexual gratification as an indication of lack of consent
(Cense, Bay-Cheng, & van Dijk, 2019), these practices of filtering out male
partners and proactively avoiding sex are demonstrative of discourses of heterosex
that position women as gatekeepers of sex.

While creating the possibility for nonconsensual or coercive experiences to
occur, these norms simultaneously result in many experiences being labeled as
“just sex,” as they do not fit within dominant rape scripts. Rape scripts refer to the
template for how sexual violence is viewed to typically proceed, including beliefs
about who experiences sexual violence, the relationship between the victim and
the perpetrator, the use of a weapon, the steps that typically women should take in
order to prevent an assault (such as explicit nonconsent, wearing modest clothing,
and not drinking alcohol), and how victims should respond to or be affected by
the experience (Ryan, 2011). Encounters that do not conform to these normative
scripts are often not perceived as meeting the threshold for inclusion as a form of
sexual violence. That our normative understandings of sexual violence are framed
in dichotomous terms (either an experience is “rape” or it is “not rape,” and
“violence” or “not violence”) (Hindes & Fileborn, 2019) means that experiences
that are ambiguous or fall somewhere in between (or outside) may be more often
discounted. This is exemplified by sexual harms that include the use of violence in
an otherwise consensual sexual encounter and those that are not characterized by
the use of physical violence. For example, media reports refer to women’s expe-
riences of stealthing2 in face-to-face interactions with men they have met on
dating and hook up apps, with some noting that victims may be uncertain about
whether these experiences constitute “rape” in the absence of physical violence
(e.g., Triple J Hack, 2017). As another example, while the sending of unsolicited
“dick pics” – a practice commonly associated with dating and hook up apps – is
not an act of physical violence, women nevertheless may feel “visually assaulted”
after receiving them (Segran & Truong, 2016). Therefore, given that normative
understandings of violence tend to be limited to the use of physical force and the
explicit expression of nonconsent, interactions which do not conform to these
understandings may be dismissed and potentially normalized (Gillett, 2018).

Discourses that Serve to Minimize, Legitimize, and Excuse Men’s Violence

In addition to the ways that everyday norms, actions, and values enable sexual
violence, Gavey (2005) was interested in the ways that these attitudes and
behaviors also serve to legitimate breaches of sexual boundaries when harms do
occur. These include a complex interplay of victim-blaming, rape myths and
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jokes, and the regulation of women’s bodies (e.g., slut-shaming3). Where a vic-
tim’s experience does not play out according to the expected script, this experience
may be dismissed (including by the victim) (Gillett, 2019), and the victim may be
blamed for what happened. Because dating and hook up apps are used by some
women for the purposes of seeking casual sex, their experiences of sexual harms
may be dismissed as “just sex,” and they may be blamed for actions perceived to
have been taken which put them at risk. This could include blame for behaviors
that are a normative part of using dating and hook up apps to meet prospective
partners, such as consumption of alcohol in face-to-face interactions and engaging
in casual sex.

Dating and hook up apps are sexualized spaces, often with explicit purposes of
facilitating “hook ups,” yet some women are condemned for using the platforms
according to their intended function (Chan, 2018; Jane, 2017), reflecting the
sexual double standard4 that continues to exist in dating contexts (Jane, 2017;
Sales, 2015). Some women dismiss their own experiences of intrusive behaviors by
arguing that men have different motivations for using the apps than they do
(Gillett, 2019). For instance, heterosexual women explain that these experiences
occur because men are using these apps for the purposes of casual sex (Gillett,
2019), with both heterosexual and queer women justifying these experiences as
inextricable from using dating and hook up apps (Duguay, Burgess, & Suzor,
2020; Gillett, 2019). These findings are illustrative of assumptions of men’s urgent,
uncontrollable sex drive, which women must manage, as well as the discourses
that continue to perpetuate victim-blaming and minimize sexual harms. There is
no research examining slut-shaming and victim-blaming for women who experi-
ence sexual harms facilitated or perpetrated via dating platforms. However, other
researchers have pointed to slut-shaming as an expression of victim-blaming of
women who engage in digitally-mediated sexualized practices, such as the sending
of sexual or sexually suggestive images or videos (Shariff & DeMartini, 2015).

The sexual harms experienced by women and girls in dating and hook up app
contexts do not occur in isolation of the broader harms experienced by women
and girls in public and private spaces. Some women report that they expect to
experience these harms both due to the sexualized nature of the apps and because
they have experienced these harms in other contexts (Gillett, 2019). While online
dating may be governed by its own set of norms and values, these do not operate in
isolation from the sociocultural template governing social and sexual relations
in society more broadly (Fileborn, 2016; Gavey, 2005). Instead, these are contexts
in which sexual interaction is both normative and acceptable and therefore present
an “intensification of the higher-level scaffolds” whereby the performance of
sexuality may be exaggerated (Fileborn, 2016, p. 122).

Technological Constraints and Affordances of Dating and Hook
Up Apps
While some researchers have pointed out the potential for social media plat-
forms to be used as spaces to challenge rape culture (Rentschler, 2014), very few
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researchers have explored the ways that platforms may perpetuate rape culture.
In this section, I consider how rape culture, particularly the discourses that
minimize and legitimize sexual harms, is encoded within the responses under-
taken by dating and hook up apps to sexual harms. I also consider the oppor-
tunities afforded by these apps for women to prevent and respond to sexual
harms.

Judy Wajcman’s (2002) “technofeminist” framework “conceive[d] of a two-
way mutually shaping relationship between gender and technology in which
technology is both a source and consequence of gender relations and vice versa”
(p. 356). Technology is a “socio-technical” issue; that is, it is shaped by the social
relationships within which it is produced and used. Adopting Wajcman’s
framework, sociocultural norms and values are programmed into technologies
like dating and hook up apps (Bivens & Hoque, 2018) and these technologies are
encoded with gendered meanings which shape both their design and use. For
example, the enforcement of rigid binary gender identification (i.e., male or
female) on the dating apps Tinder and Bumble demonstrates the ways that
gendered meanings can be encoded within technology. These practices serve no
technological function, but instead act to limit the ways users can authentically
present their gender identities to others (MacLeod & McArthur, 2018).

The sociocultural and sexual norms that help to foster a rape culture are
embedded within institutions to varying degrees. For dating and hook up apps,
discourses that act to minimize, legitimize, and excuse sexual harms are key
examples of the manifestations of a rape culture. Despite the “strong stance”
supposedly taken by many of the dating and hook up apps in relation to
harassment and abuse, these platforms have been criticized for failing to take
action to prevent and respond to sexual harms (Duguay et al., 2020; Flynn et al.,
2019; Picciani, 2020; see also Henry & Witt, this volume). For example, in 2017
Tinder introduced “Reactions” as an antiharassment tool for women users,
consisting of a set of animated responses permitting them to virtually throw a
martini or sarcastically eye roll at another user. Arguably, this tool places
responsibility on women to counter harmful behavior. It blurs the boundaries
between flirting and abuse, has no tangible consequences for perpetrators, and
ultimately serves to normalize, minimize, and trivialize experiences of harms
perpetrated via the platform (Davies, 2017; Duguay et al., 2020).

Few platforms undertake background screening of users, and those that do are
monetarily incentivized via paid subscriptions (Flynn et al., 2019). The majority
of perpetrators of contact-based sexual offenses facilitated via dating and hook
apps have no prior criminal record (National Crime Agency, 2016), thus plat-
forms may be limited in their ability to prevent sexual harms from occurring.
Further, reporting tools on platforms can be obscure and nondescript (Duguay
et al., 2020). Even where women have reported experiences of sexual assault to
these platforms, many of these women report that the platforms do not even
respond, let alone act on these reports (Picciani, 2020). The ease of creating dating
and hook up app profiles means that users who are temporarily or permanently
banned from using the platform can create alternative profiles through which to
perpetrate harms.
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Social norms also influence the uptake, enforcement, and effectiveness of
policies and the ways that users understand the culture of the platform. Percep-
tions of a “hook up culture” (Sales, 2015), or “culture of sexting,” may result in
users not reporting harmful behavior when it occurs (Duguay et al., 2020, p. 242)
and dismissing these experiences as “just sex.” The framing of platforms like
Tinder in this way could also influence the way that users engage with the app and
with other people, in the sense that its connection to casual sexual encounters
carries expectations for users to engage in such conduct (Duguay et al., 2020;
Gillett, 2019). One woman described the pressures of having sex with men she had
met through the app, stating, “well I met him on Tinder, this is what they expect”
(Gillett, 2019, p. 149). If women are reporting expectations of experiencing
unwanted sexual attention as well as engaging in sexual encounters they would
not otherwise want (Duguay et al., 2020; Gillett, 2019), these apps may facilitate
those “gray area” interactions that can neither be considered consensual nor
nonconsensual, but nonetheless are unwanted. Given that women’s motivations
for using apps are less likely to be focused on sexual gratification (Ranzini & Lutz,
2017), the design and marketing of apps for “hook ups” primarily services male
user motivations and so are encoded with the same heteronormative discourses
that govern dating more broadly.

While potentially constraining women’s movement within digital spaces,
technologies may simultaneously afford various opportunities. Technology is
neither inherently patriarchal nor inherently liberating for women, but rather
leaves “space for women’s agency in transforming technologies” (Wajcman, 2004,
p. 7), such as by reinterpreting technologies for political organizing or creating
new feminist communities. These platforms may also possess features that help
prevent or respond to sexual harms. For instance, platforms have a range of
policies, guidelines, and reporting tools aimed at regulating harmful behavior.

“Unmatching,” blocking, and reporting users are options that can help users to
respond to unwanted communications. In 2019, the app Bumble launched new
software to automatically blur “dick pics” and other graphic images, enabling
users to make a choice as to whether or not they wish to view the image, block the
user, or report the user to the app (Holmes, 2019). Communication within dating
and hook up apps is recorded, and apps may require user identification, both of
which could be used to support reports of harmful behavior both to the platform
and other authorities (Duguay, 2017). However, the extent of the uptake or
effectiveness of these mechanisms has been debated (Duguay et al., 2020; Picciani,
2020). For example, queer women speculate that reports to Tinder are rare due
to the nondescript nature of the reporting button, and do not appear to be either
technologically or socially enforced in any case (Duguay et al., 2020). As
Waldman (2019) notes in the context of queer dating apps, while platforms may
have near identical policies toward unwanted sexual behaviors, the differences
may lie in design and enforcement, with some platforms having more intuitive
reporting tools and being more responsive than others.

An additional affordance of dating and hook up apps is the ability to undertake
filtering processes and safety work with potential dates in online communications
prior to meeting up face-to-face (Cama, 2019; Couch & Liamputtong, 2008).
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For example, women report utilizing a range of filtering and safety strategies when
meeting someone from a dating or hook up app, including checking social media
pages, meeting in a neutral public place, telling other people about the date
(e.g., location), and having an exit strategy in case the date does not go well
(Cama, 2019). However, these strategies place the burden for mitigating the risk of
experiencing harm on women. The relative anonymity afforded by these apps may
simultaneously provide opportunities for the perpetration of harmful behavior,
while also providing women with opportunities to resist these harms. For example,
women may feel emboldened to resist, reject, or call out men’s sexist comments
and unwanted requests for sex, as they may not have the same concerns for
retaliation and physical safety that they would otherwise have in a face-to-face
interaction (Dhillon & Bakaya, 2014).

While dating and hook up apps may act as sites for the perpetration or
facilitation of a range of sexual harms, they may also be used to subvert the same
heteronormative discourses that help to perpetuate these harms. For example,
some women use these platforms to disrupt discourses that assume women’s
supposed (a)sexuality and passive role in sex (Chan, 2018). For queer women,
digital spaces may connect them with the LGBTQI1 community and help them
to develop a sense of identity, helping to counter the negative effects of stigma and
discrimination (Craig & McInroy, 2014). The dating app Dattch, later renamed
Her, was developed for women who are attracted to women, under the
assumption that the rapid hook up affordances of apps like Grindr and Tinder do
not work for queer women (Murray & Ankerson, 2016). The dating app Bumble
was founded with the stated aim of subverting the heteronormative gender roles
and sexual scripts in modern dating by ensuring that women always make the first
contact with prospective male partners (Bivens & Hoque, 2018). However, Bivens
and Hoque (2018) suggest that the norm that men should ask women out on a
date reasserts itself after the initial contact, indicating that the extent to which
these design practices can achieve their stated feminist goals is questionable
(p. 450). Finally, feminist activists are co-opting other social media platforms to
resist, reject, and call out men’s perpetration of sexual harms via dating and hook
up apps and in-person interactions (e.g., Bye Felipe, Tinder Nightmares). Not
only do these act as a consciousness-raising tool in relation to gendered forms of
violence and inequality, they also act as sites for people seeking social support
following their own experiences of these harms.

“Queering” Sexual Violence: Toward an Intersectional
Understanding of Sexual Harms
Research on sexual violence largely focuses on the perpetration of cisgender men’s
violence against cisgender women, privileging the voices of White, able-bodied,
middle-class women who experience sexual harms. Such a focus erases and
silences the experiences of people whose experience of violence is multilayered on
the basis of a combination of factors, including gender, sexuality, race, and/or
disability (Hackworth, 2018). Ethnically diverse people, and gender and sexuality
diverse people, are significantly more likely to experience digitally-mediated

342 Elena Cama



sexual harms, including harassment based on their gender and/or sexuality
(Powell, Scott, Flynn, & Henry, 2020; Powell, Scott, & Henry, 2020), and this
applies in the context of dating and hook up apps and websites (Albury et al.,
2019; Douglass et al., 2018). Same-sex attracted people report concerns about
physical safety and nonconsensual experiences with people they have met online
(Albury & Byron, 2016; Bauermeister, Giguere, Carballo-Diéguez, Ventuneac, &
Eisenberg, 2010; Corriero & Tong, 2016). Further, research suggests that there are
high rates of experiences of nonconsensual distribution of sexual images among
gay and bisexual men (Waldman, 2019; see also Dietzel, this volume). Much of
the available research fails to capture the nuances of sexual harms experienced by
people with other marginalized identities (Hackworth, 2018; Patterson, 2016).
This chapter has thus far been predominantly focused on cisgender men’s
perpetration of harms against cisgender women. However, I will briefly note here
the ways that rape culture harms those whose identities are situated outside
heteronormative identities and whose experiences do not necessarily comply with
“typical” rape scripts.

The dominant discourses of heterosex and sexual harms also function in spe-
cific ways to frame discourses of queer sexuality and violence (Mortimer, Powell,
& Sandy, 2019). This acts to silence and render invisible the experiences of people
who do not occupy heteronormative identities (Serisier, 2007). If the experiences
of sexual harms among queer communities, people of culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds, people living with disabilities, and other marginalized
identities continue to be silenced, this perpetuates the myths and stereotypes that
contribute to and perpetuate a rape culture. Mortimer et al.’s (2019) work
highlights that heteronormative ideas about sex inform “typical” rape scripts, and
assume the involvement of an “active” aggressive male against a “passive”
victimized woman. This excludes the experiences of gender and sexuality diverse
people and may restrict their capacity to access and identify with the language and
concepts required to understand and articulate their experiences.

Heteronormative discourses relating to men’s sex drive similarly result in
sexual coercion among gay men being regarded as “unthinkable” or “oxymo-
ronic” (Braun, Schmidt, Gavey, & Fenaughty, 2009, p. 337). For example, as one
gay male describes of unwanted experiences on dating apps, “gay male guys are,
you know, everybody thinks that we always want sex” (Dietzel, this volume). In
the context of dating and hook up app use, these discourses can result in gender
and sexuality diverse people not identifying harmful experiences as constituting
violence (Girshick, 2002); instead, rape culture positions these experiences as “just
sex” (Gavey, 2005; see also Dietzel, this volume). As one participant in Dietzel’s
(this volume) research notes:

It’s this weird fucked-up dynamic of when you are going through
with something when you don’t really want to. … In a sense, you
are consenting, because you’re like, “I am going forward. No one
is holding a gun to my head or whatever.” But it’s a sort of social
obligation gun-being-held-to-my-head and I feel like I’m doing
something that I don’t actually want to do. (p. 359)
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Patterson (2016) encourages a shift to “queer” sexual violence, in the political
sense of the term “queer.” This involves a rejection of mainstream ideas on
sexuality and gender, to move us beyond dominant narratives around sexual
violence, and to examine the stories of those whose survivorhood does not follow
“normal” or predictable narratives or trajectories of harm. Patterson (2016) states
that “until we… acknowledge that all genders experience and perpetrate violence,
we will be working on only a small piece of the larger puzzle” (p. 11). The lack of
a strong body of conceptual work on alternative narratives of sexual harms,
including those experienced by gender and sexuality diverse people, presents an
opportunity for future research on dating and hook up apps to embrace alter-
native voices and stories within the survivor movement. This will necessarily
include examination of sexual harms in all their “complexities and ‘messiness’”
(Fileborn & Phillips, 2019, p. 100), opening up the possibilities for our under-
standings of these harms and including those experiences that are minimized and
normalized within popular culture, and which not all people necessarily experi-
ence as harmful (Vera-Gray, 2016). As just one example, “dick pics” may be a
normative part of the culture of dating online for many gay and bisexual men
(Alvear, 2017; Dietzel, this volume). Thus, while we need to recognize the ways in
which sharing images may feature as a wanted exchange for some, we must also
remain sensitive to the ways that these norms, including assumptions about men’s
sexuality, may be used to dismiss or trivialize the perspectives of those who
experience receiving such images as distressing and harmful.

Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the
broad range of “sexual harms” perpetrated or facilitated via dating and hook up
apps. The values and norms which underpin this highly sexualized context
represent an intensification of the broader social template and can act to mini-
mize, excuse, and condone men’s violence against women. These norms are
embedded within the design of the apps themselves, with many apps designed and
marketed for the purposes of casual sex. Given that women commonly report
using these apps for purposes other than casual sex, the sociocultural and sexual
norms embedded within apps may constrain and limit the choices that women
have to pursue their own desires. Many of the harms experienced in dating and
hook up app contexts occur online or in the absence of physical force, and
therefore these norms may also act to legitimize and dismiss harmful experiences
as “just sex,” where they do not fit within dominant rape narratives.

Further, limited reporting options and a lack of action taken by platforms in
responding to sexual harms are illustrative of a culture within which harms are
tolerated and excused. The introduction of features by platforms, which place the
burden on users to respond to harmful experiences and trivializes experiences
where physical forms of harm are absent, is particularly demonstrative of this
point. While limiting the ability of women and girls to safely negotiate intimacy
via these platforms, these apps may potentially afford women and girls with
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opportunities to resist and subvert heteronormative discourses and sexual harms.
By “queering” understandings of dating app usage and sexual harms, we may be
able to more meaningfully explore how these discourses feature in and are
potentially differently mobilized and navigated in nonheterosexual dating cultures.

Notes
1. Sexual harassment was broadly defined as “any unwanted sexual attention/

harassment including cat-calling, comments on appearance, getting ‘hit on’,
touching, staring, receiving sexual pictures/texts, stalking or any other form of
unwanted attention from strangers or people you know” (Douglass et al., 2018,
p. 362).

2. “Stealthing” refers to the nonconsensual removal of a condom during what is an
otherwise consensual sexual encounter (Chesser & Zahra, 2019).

3. Slut-shaming refers to “the act of criticizing women or girls for their real or pre-
sumed sexuality or sexual activity, as well as for looking or behaving in ways that
are believed to transgress sexual norms” (Karaian, 2014, p. 296).

4. The term “sexual double standard” describes how men and women’s engagement in
sexual behaviors are held to different standards – women are expected to engage in
digitally-mediated sexual practices by men, yet are morally condemned and slut-
shamed when they do, while men are not subject to the same judgements (Ringrose,
Harvey, Gill, & Livingstone, 2013).
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