
http://www.diva-portal.org

Postprint

This is the accepted version of a paper published in International Review of Victimology.
This paper has been peer-reviewed but does not include the final publisher proof-corrections
or journal pagination.

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):

Thunberg, S., Andersson, K. (2019)
Young victims’ positioning: Narrations of victimhood and support
International Review of Victimology
https://doi.org/10.1177/0269758019854950

Access to the published version may require subscription.

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:oru:diva-74716



 

1 

 

Young Victims’ Positioning: 

Narrations of Victimhood and Support 

 

Sara Thunberg and Kjerstin Andersson Bruck 

Abstract 

The present study aims to analyse how young people narratively negotiate their position as 

victims, how their social surroundings react to their victim positioning, and what types of 

support they are offered. It is argued that those who position themselves as innocent victims 

receive support, while those who do not position themselves as such are left to fend for 

themselves. It is concluded that receiving support functions as a way for young victims to 

keep intact their narratives of who they are; while young people who did not receive support 

and acceptance for their positioning, needed to re-negotiate their narrative to make sense of 

who they are after the victimization. Thereby, the victimizing event was incorporated into 

their narrative identity.  
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Introduction 

Young people, particularly young males, are the group most likely to become both 

perpetrators and victims of crime (Dodsley, 2017; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Muncie, 2015; 

Hopkins Burke, 2016). Being the victim of a crime might result in a need for support and 

make one eligible to receive support from the community (e.g. professional support or family 

and friends), especially when it comes to young victims. However, becoming a crime victim 

and being offered support is not unproblematic. The term ‘victim’ can have several different 

meanings depending on the context, and include a vast amount of experiences from 

insignificant to life-changing events. The legal definition of victimhood, which depends on 

establishing a consensus that a crime has taken place, differs from a narrative definition of 

what being a victim entails. Narrativity is an ontological condition of human existence 

(Somers, 1994) that interweaves people’s life experiences with their social contexts, 

negotiations of values, ethical dilemmas, perceptions and aspirations (Saarikkomäki, 2016) to 

construct a narrative identity – a story of who-I-am. Narrating victimhood therefore 

necessitates incorporating the story of the victimizing event into the story of who-I-am, past, 

present and future. It also entails that what from a legal standpoint can be seen as minor 

offence, can narratively be life-changing. The narrative might have to include re-negotiation 

of relationships to others and restoration of a sense of trust in the community, as well as the 

re-establishment of a moral self (Crossley, 2000; Fleetwood, 2016; Somers, 1994). The 

present study focuses on the latter of these two definitions: the victim narrativity of young 

people; thereby, the crime itself is of lesser importance, but rather how narrativity is 

constructed in relation to the crime. 

In mundane language, the word ‘victim’ often has negative connotations of being weak 

and passive, and victims are sometimes even blamed for the victimizing event (Van Dijk, 

2009). The notion of the ideal victim (Christie, 2001) is widely criticized within the research 
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community as being stereotypical and is not representative of a complex set of victimizing 

experiences (e.g. Van Dijk, 2009; Pemberton et al., 2018a; Pemberton et al., 2018b; Walklate, 

2011; Walklate et al., 2018). Van Dijk (2009) argues that the term ‘victim’ derives from an 

understanding in Western languages of victims as religious sacrifices. The modern discourse 

of victimhood still builds on the notion that, among other things, victims must sacrifice their 

right to revenge on their assailant by transferring that right to the state via the court system 

(Van Dijk, 2009). The discourse of victims and victimhood affects how people narrate their 

victimization, which in turn may affect whether and what type of community support they are 

offered by society (cf. Fohring, 2012; Fohring, 2015; Jägervi, 2016).  

In a Swedish context, crime victims’ right to support after victimization is regulated in the 

social services legislation, and children and young people are given specific attention as 

needing support to handle the victimization (see Ljungwald, 2011). Despite their legal right to 

support, if victims are not able to negotiate and accomplish a victim position, their victimhood 

may not be deemed legitimate (cf. Christie, 2001; Walklate, 2011), and community support 

may fail to be provided or be unsuccessful (Jägervi, 2016). Children and young people are 

understood to be particularly vulnerable (Christensen, 2000; Meyer, 2007). Young people are 

supposed to become increasingly independent from and detach themselves from parents, 

resulting in the youth period often being described as stressful in itself, affecting young 

people’s well-being (e.g. Bynner, 2005; Geldard et al., 2016). These aspects affect young 

people’s construction of their narrativity (Eckersley, 2011). Children and young people 

exposed to violence are believed to develop into maladjusted and possibly violent adults 

(Andersson and Cater, 2014), and therefore are in need of support in order to correct a 

potentially problematic course of development. A body of literature has also shown the 

consequences of victimization before the age of 18 to include anxiety, depression, 

posttraumatic stress, and lacking school achievements (Banyard et al., 2014; Cater et al., 
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2014; Thunberg and Källström, 2018). Hence, being victimized during youth can have serious 

consequences both short and long term, as it might disrupt the development of independence, 

mental health, and narrativity, calling for a need of support.  

Adding to this, previous research has shown how victims of different types of crimes 

themselves understand their victimization and construct a victim narrative (cf. Burcar, 2005; 

Jägervi, 2016; Åkerström et al., 2011; Löfstrand, 2009a; Löfstrand, 2009b; Burcar and 

Åkerström, 2009; Jägervi, 2014; Fohring, 2018). However, young people’s narrative 

constructions of victimhood, in relation to their need for community support, have not yet 

been explored in detail. Therefore, the aim of the present study is to analyse how young 

people narratively negotiate their position as victims, how their social surroundings react to 

their victim positioning, and what types of support they are offered.  

Narrative Victimology 

Narrative analysis can be traced back to the study of Russian folktales (Propp et al., 2012), in 

which particular characters were found to have the function to move the narrative forward. 

The same functions can be seen in stories of everyday life (Bruner, 1991). Recently, 

criminologists (see Maruna, 2015; Presser, 2016; Dollinger, 2018) and victimologists (see 

Polletta, 2009; Van Dijk, 2009; Walklate et al., 2018; Pemberton et al., 2018b; Fohring, 2018) 

have taken an interest in how stories of crime and victimization are important in constructing 

meaning and identity. Narratives help people make sense of troublesome events (Walklate et 

al., 2018), but narrating victimizing events of a criminal character can be problematic, as the 

narrator risks rupturing his or her previously coherent narrative identity, social position, 

‘relational setting’ (Somers, 1994) and preferred identity (Davies and Harré, 1990). Walklate 

et al. (2018) point to the fact that some stories are more successful than others. Appropriating 

a legitimate, social position as a crime victim is a narrative achievement contingent upon 

social acceptance. In order to become a legitimate crime victim you have to be heard as a 
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victim and seen as a victim (see also Polletta, 2009). However, the victim position is 

problematic due to its negative connotations (see Burcar and Åkerström, 2009; Åkerström et 

al., 2011; Jägervi, 2014; Walklate et al., 2018 etc.), though it also renders individuals support, 

benefits, and inclusion in the community (Loseke, 2003).  

According to Lerner (1980), people have an inherent need to believe in a just world. 

The idea is that good things happen to good people, while bad things happen to bad people, 

which has been described as a ‘fundamental delusion’ (see also Pemberton et al., 2018a). At 

its core, a victimizing event is a bad thing, which in this way of thinking means that the 

person, the victim, must have done something wrong. This is also known as ‘victim blaming’ 

and is more common in circumstances such as intimate partner violence and sexual violence 

(see Meyer, 2016). This is a delusion because victimization can happen to anyone, and good 

people are not exempt from victimization just because they are good. It is upon this delusion 

that the victim discourse is unremittingly constructed (Lerner, 1980; Pemberton et al., 2018a).   

A victimizing event can disrupt the continuity of a person’s life story, threatening the 

person’s sense of self through a loss of control and sense of order (Crossley, 2000). By 

focusing on experiences of intentional harm and wrongdoing, narrative victimology therefore 

centres on how people repair their life story by restoring the chronology in order to include 

the victimizing events in the pre-existing narrative (Pemberton et al., 2018a). The rupture 

caused to a life story through a victimizing event can be seen, firstly, as affecting the victim’s 

sense of agency, which includes aspects such as respect, control, and status; and secondly, as 

affecting the victim’s sense of communion. Communion concerns the social surroundings 

around the victim, and the social representation of communal bonds (Pemberton et al., 2018a; 

Pemberton et al., 2017). When the victimizing event occurs, the social relationships around 

the victim are tested, and sometimes torn or even ruptured. Because of this, the relationships 

might fail, generating feelings of uncertainty, doubt and shame. Therefore, social acceptance 
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of the victim’s narrative is of importance for his/her ability to handle the victimization and 

make sense of it. Lack of acceptance can instead result in secondary victimization, including 

recasting the narrative and character of the victim, and victim blaming (Meyer, 2016; Hafer 

and Bègue, 2005).  

The concept of victimization in the present study is used specifically in relation to that a 

criminal offence has taken place (also called victimizing event). In relation to this event, each 

individual, regardless of type of crime, will negotiate a victim identity based on the 

surrounding social setting.  

The Storyline of Victimizing Events 

Narratives are always social achievements (Gergen, 1994), and have to both fit into pre-

existing narratives about who we are and serve as resources for future talk (Taylor, 2006). 

Andersson (2008) has shown how young men, in talking about their own use of violence, 

organize their narratives according to a culturally valid storyline (see also Søndergaard, 2002; 

Georgakopoulou, 2005). The storyline functions as an interpretative repertoire (Wetherell, 

1998) or master narrative (Pemberton et al., 2018a; Nelson, 2001), structuring the narrative 

chronologically around particular characters and events, and providing the story with a moral 

logic. Telling the story of a victimizing event is contingent on constructing a moral order 

around the event, and the experience must include an event intended to harm the person 

exposed (Pemberton et al., 2018a; cf. Van Dijk, 2009). The event also makes particular 

positions available, including those of the victim, the perpetrator, possibly a hero or helper, 

witnesses, and people supporting the victim before, during and/or after the event. All of these 

positions can be questioned and are ambiguous. 

The storyline organizing the narrative must consist of a prologue, a main event and an 

aftermath, with the prologue introducing the relevant actors in the event and positioning them 

in relation to the event and the narrator. In narrating the event, the intent to harm is central 
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(Pemberton et al., 2018b), and this may be explicitly expressed in relation to the event or be 

conveyed in the prologue or in reflections after the event. How the social surroundings react 

to the event is also crucial, which includes immediate reactions as well as the ensuing 

investigation, trial and support efforts. Finally, the ramifications of the event, whether it has 

long-lasting or less severe consequences on identity constructions, reshape the victim’s 

narrative and what positionings are made available. The victimizing event and context of the 

experience can require the victim to reconstruct his or her narrative identity. Such a 

reconstruction is a social achievement and depends on the co-construction of a partly new 

narrative of who-I-am in relation to what has happened, reconstructing the narrator’s agentive 

position and communal bonds (Pemberton et al., 2018b). 

Method 

Nineteen narrative interviews with young people, who have experienced victimizing events, 

were analysed in relation to how they positioned themselves as ideal or non-ideal victims and 

whether they received support or not. Four narratives were chosen because they illustrate the 

diversity of victim positionings, and differently expressed needs for support. The participants 

were recruited as part of a larger study of young victims, using district court verdicts from 

2013–2015. At the time of the court proceedings, the participants were between 15 and 19 

years old, making them between 18 and 22 years old at the time of the interviews. They were 

contacted using an informational letter, followed by a text message. This resulted in 270 

potential participants being contacted, of whom 65 answered, and 19 agreed to participate. 

The interviews ranged from 20 to 120 minutes in length, with an average of 48 minutes. 

Information from the verdicts was used as cues to help the participants tell their stories (cf. 

Riessman, 2008; Hollway and Jefferson, 2000), for example, in relation to the course of 

events during the judicial process. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. 

Eleven of the 19 participants were female, making women overrepresented, as more young 
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men than women are plaintiffs in court proceedings. Ten of the participants had been victims 

of assault and/or threats, one of robbery, three of theft, two of harassment, and two of intimate 

partner violence (IPV)/teen-dating violence (TDV)1.  

In relation to the aim, a narrative analysis was used to capture the participants’ own 

experiences of victimization and support, and how nuances in their victim narratives construct 

different victim positionings. A narrative interview is to be understood as co-constructed by 

the participant and researcher in a particular context, meaning that the interviews differed in 

terms of language use and emphasis on certain parts of the narrative. The micro-analysis 

offered by the narrative method makes these shifts possible to analyse (cf. De Fina and 

Georgakopoulou, 2012). How the victims constructed their narratives was investigated using a 

thematic and structural approach (Riessman, 2008; cf. De Fina and Georgakopoulou, 2012), 

in order to understand how they positioned themselves as victims and how this could affect 

their help-seeking and the availability of support. In the ensuing analysis, the victim narratives 

of the four participants are presented as brief stories.  

Linda’s story 

 Linda was a victim to a robbery, which took place when she was 14 years old. Together with 

her boyfriend Lucas, she had been at the local youth centre by their school, called the Hub. At 

the centre a group of boys approached them and asked for a cigarette, which they did not 

have. Linda described how they had been encircled by the group and ‘well, they didn’t look 

so nice, they were silent and you couldn’t make out their faces ’cause they had hoodies’. She 

says she was made uncomfortable by the guys. A few minutes later Linda and her boyfriend 

went to get their bikes, which were parked behind the youth centre. She recounts: 

                                                 
1 Due to the vulnerability of the participants, an application to the Regional Ethical Review Board in Uppsala 

(Dnr 2016/236) was submitted and approved before participants were recruited. Participants were anonymized 

by changing their names and omitting potentially identifying details. 
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Linda: So we go there and start unlocking our bikes, and it takes some time. Then the 

guys come and I take out my phone and start checking it, ’cause I felt 

uncomfortable and didn’t know what to do. So I take out my phone and check 

it. I don’t really know what Lucas is doing then, because he’s behind me. Then 

the guys come and jump us, or like not jump, but they come at us fast, and two 

of them, or one of them tries to grab my phone, while the other is behind me, 

watching so no-one runs away or anything, I don’t know. He tries to grab my 

phone and the other… […] The other is standing like this on Lucas (indicating 

that he holds his arm around Lucas’s neck, like a stranglehold) and says like, 

‘ah, give me the PIN code for your phone’, ’cause he handed over his phone 

right away. I stand there screaming, like ‘Help!’ Lucas tells me to be quiet, 

’cause no-one’ll hear anyway. So then I did as he said, I guess, I gave him the 

phone. I knew I would eventually, but I screamed anyway ’cause someone 

might have heard, you never know. Then I gave them the phone and right when 

I gave them the phone, they ran away. 

Linda describes being shocked after the robbery. She was ‘scared shitless’, had thought ‘what 

if…what if…what if I get raped’, and was relieved that no-one had a knife. After the event 

she and Lucas run back to the Hub, and she starts crying. Lucas tell one of the youth 

counsellors what has happened. He gets furious and runs after the gang, while the other 

counsellor calls the police. Linda recounts how it now has become a ‘big thing’ at the centre 

as the police arrive and take their statements. A friend of hers tries to get her to identify the 

assailants using Facebook, but Linda does not recognize any of the perpetrators. Then Lucas’s 

father and her father arrive, and her father takes her to her mother’s house. Linda’s 

victimizing event ticks many of the boxes for the ideal victim situation according to Christie 

(2001); it takes place in public; the assailants are unknown to her, even though they have met 

earlier in the evening; and Linda and her boyfriend are minding their own business, not 

putting themselves in danger. 

Her narrative follows a plot typical of crime victimization (Pemberton et al., 2018a) and 

has a clear dramaturgy, offering a strong argument for her to claim a victim position. In her 

narrative, Linda ascribes herself a very active role; she resists the assailants by not giving 

away her phone right away, and she screams for help in case someone will hear her. In 

contrast, her boyfriend Lucas is described in the narrative as passive, going along with the 
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assailants and telling her to hand over her phone. A potential hero is introduced in the 

narrative, as the youth counsellor reacts resolutely, chasing after the gang. Linda positions 

herself with authority as a legitimate victim in the story. 

After the victimizing event, Linda was offered professional support from a counsellor, 

but she left the meeting not wanting to talk about the robbery anymore; she felt it was enough 

to talk with her mother about it. She also explicitly requests support from her family, the 

school and her friends. She wants her parents to come get her, and her friends to accompany 

her home when she has been out. She wants the pupils and teachers at school to sympathize 

with her, but they mostly just want to know what happened, not how she feels. She reflects on 

why this might be: 

Linda Either it’s ’cause they can’t sympathize or it’s ’cause they think I’m 

exaggerating. ‘Yeah, but she got robbed, yeah, but it was only someone who 

took her phone and now she’s afraid to go out at night.’ That’s how it feels. So I 

didn’t feel like I got any support from them, ‘Yeah, I’ll walk you home’. 

After some time her parents no longer wanted to come get her at night. After about two years, 

she still does not feel comfortable going out alone at night, and her parents are questioning 

why they have to come get her. ‘Yeah, but I’m still scared, Ahh, okay, I’ll come mum says. 

And with dad I have to say that I’m still scared and then maybe he’ll come pick me up.’ Linda 

can be seen, from her position as a legitimate victim, as being granted both formal and 

informal support. Despite having experienced a victimizing event, Linda’s narrative does not 

indicate that her communal bonds or sense of agency were ruptured (Pemberton et al., 2018b), 

and therefore she does not have to rewrite the story of who she is. Linda also has a strong 

social net that has been mobilized by the event. However, expecting prolonged emotional and 

practical support is likely to cause social disapproval and discomfort among family and 

friends, resulting in a social pressure to move away from her victim position (Fohring, 2018). 

A position as a victim can only be an active part of a person’s narrative identity for a limited 
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period of time (Pemberton et al., 2018b). The more time that has passed, the more the victim 

is supposed to have moved on from the victimization; and the view that the victim’s situation 

can be fully resolved is based on the need to believe in a just world (cf. Lerner, 1980). These 

reactions from her friends and family came after some time has passed. This suggests that her 

position as a victim is accepted in relation to the crime, but as she continues to use the 

victimizing event as an excuse to request support, people are beginning to question her 

position.  

Linda never states directly whether she is a victim or not, and when asked about the 

concept she states:  

Linda In the end I can say that I’ve been mugged. I’m not ashamed, if that’s what you 

mean. I’m really not. No, absolutely not, and I didn’t when I was robbed either. 

I was more like, I didn’t say anything in school… although I did. I told 

everybody, so it wasn’t something I felt ashamed about. It’s always been like I 

told people I was robbed.  

Linda can here be seen to draw on a victim-blaming discourse – that a victim should feel 

ashamed about what has happened. This is something she is in a position to refute, since she 

fulfils the criteria for the ideal-victim situation (Christie, 2001) and does not have to rewrite 

her self-narrative. Even though it took a couple of years, she does not describe having to 

modify her life after the victimization at any time during the interview. Instead she has moved 

on and more or less continued her life as it was before the crime.  

Fiona’s story 

At 18, Fiona became the victim of assault. The assailant, Minna, had previously bullied her in 

school. Fiona gives a long prologue to the victimizing event, describing in detail the 

circumstances of the bullying that happened years before the event, as well as her relationship 

to Minna. Throughout the interview Fiona provides ample details about all the events leading 
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up to the attack, the attack itself, and the aftermath. On the night of the victimizing event, 

Fiona was at a nightclub with some friends. A little drunk she spots Minna on the dance floor: 

Fiona so then I felt, ‘oh no, not Minna, yuck. Now I’m gonna say something to her’. I 

don’t even know why, I could have just passed her, but this also turned out to be 

the only thing I said to her. It was what caused the assault. I passed by her and 

saw her and then I said ‘Fatty’ to her face. I don’t know why. I don’t even know 

why I said that word. 

Minna is really upset by the name calling, and Fiona tries to run away through the crowded 

dance floor. Minna catches up to her, and hits Fiona over the head with a full beer bottle. 

Fiona tries to kick Minna away to protect herself. After somebody pulls her away, Fiona 

realizes that she has been assaulted and decides to approach a security guard.  

Fiona Now I have to say what’s happened. I go straight up to the guard and say ‘Hey, 

I’ve been hit with a bottle. What should I do?’ He looks at me and... ‘Woah, wait 

a minute, you’re bleeding’. I had no idea about that, but when he says it, maybe 

30–40 seconds have passed, a minute tops, then I start feeling that my head is 

hurting so bad. It stings and I feel something warm. Then he tells me that I’m 

bleeding, takes me outside and calls the police. 

Similar to Linda, Fiona was victimized in public, but Fiona knew her assailant, and she is 

responsible for the name-calling that provoked the assault. She could therefore potentially be 

blamed for the attack, and she is not in a position to claim to be totally innocent with regard to 

the attack, which is something she states both to the police and in the interview. The extended 

prologue in her narrative, however, works to create a motive for her actions. She is retaliating, 

in a very limited way, to years of being verbally bullied by the assailant Minna. In so doing, 

Fiona is establishing a moral basis for her action, which seems reasonable and limited, in 

contrast to Minna’s excessive use of violence. It is clear that Minna intended to physically 

harm Fiona, and the harm is not proportional to the verbal insult Fiona is responsible for. 

Throughout her narrative she comes back to not being one hundred per cent innocent, due to 

the provocation, but says that the assault was out of proportion. Fiona describes herself as 

active and rational when making contact with a security guard to receive help after the attack, 
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when talking to the police, and during the aftermath. However, her actions can also be 

described as impulsive, as she claims to not recall why she decided to provoke Minna at that 

specific time. This contradiction results in her continuous comparing arguing for having a 

higher moral status over the person that had previously bullied her. There is no appointed hero 

in Fiona’s story; instead she is fending for herself, getting back at her bully, positioning 

herself as the hero (cf. Andersson, 2008).  

After the assault her social network rallies to her support. Her father makes sure she 

receives legal counselling the following Monday. With the help of her mother, who is a 

doctor, she had already been given priority to see a psychologist at a clinic. In addition, she is 

offered and accepts support from Victim Support Sweden after the event. In her contacts with 

officials, Fiona positions herself as their equal, complementing them on the work they are 

doing as professionals. Fiona’s narrative identity is rather reinforced from the experience, and 

there is no need for her to re-write who she is. She is a strong person who knows how to use 

the system, and she has a strong support network, although her actions to some extent can be 

considered impulsive. She does not need to make any changes to her life or redirect her 

energies in any way. Rather than being broken, her sense of agency is reinforced, and the 

same goes for her communal ties, which are strengthened rather than ruptured. Despite this, 

Fiona claims a position as victim: 

Fiona Throughout the entire process, I’ve seen myself as the victim, since I didn’t do 

anything. She is the one to be sentenced, and for aggravated assault. So I’ve 

seen myself more as the victim, but that’s not a negative thing. I haven’t found it 

embarrassing or anything, and the word doesn’t have a bad tone to me, since 

I’ve seen myself as the victim. I am the victim because she did these things to 

me. That’s what I think. 

Fiona is claiming a legitimate victim position, and is given acceptance by people around her. 

This stands in contrast to her actions before, during and after the victimizing event, which are 
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not typical of the ideal victim. Fiona claims victimhood by calling herself a victim, but does 

not position herself as a victim in the narrative.  

Zack’s story 

Zack’s narration of the event, that took place when he was 15 years old, is very brief. Before 

the victimizing event he had been caught, but not charged, for bringing a hunting knife to 

school. He claims it was a mistake and that he forgot to remove it from his jacket after a 

hunting trip. When asked about the victimizing event, he first has trouble identifying which 

event he is being asked about. Replying to the question ‘Can you tell me a bit about the 

assault and how it has affected you’, he recounts that: 

Zack It hasn’t affected…or yeah it made me stronger. That I shouldn’t back down 

from things. Well, how can I explain it? I wasn’t actually involved in it, not at 

all to be honest. I wasn’t, I wasn’t involved in it one bit. And I was just going to 

help a friend, ’cause he needed my help. When I got there, he stood there 

dumping all kinds of shit on me. So the four guys who were on him went after 

me, plus him then. So that’s all that happened. But it has only made me stronger. 

The prologue to the victimizing event only reports that Zack was not involved in the events 

preceding ‘it’, and that his friend needed help. Zack is therefore not responsible for putting 

himself in danger. His friend was involved with the other guys somehow, and Zack goes into 

the situation thinking that he is there to help his friend. His friend is accusing him, ‘dumping 

all kinds of shit’ on him, and then the guys and his friend turn on Zack and attack him. The 

event happened during the school day, and the police are called to the scene, but Zack claims 

not to remember any of the ensuing investigation or the trial that followed. Zack’s response to 

the attack is that it has made him stronger, and several times during the interview he repeats 

that the event has made him who he is today, suggesting a turning point in the narrative about 

himself. Zack’s story could potentially follow a traditional storyline of masculine exposure to 

violence, and how losing a fight or being beaten can still leave one’s position as hero intact 

(Andersson, 2008). Of key importance here is that Zack’s friend turns on him, accuses him 
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and then takes part in the beating. It is also his friend who is charged and found guilty of the 

crime, while the other guys are never brought to trial. After the event, Zack tried to talk to his 

parents about what has happened. He says: 

Zack Like, my family has never been any good at talking about these thing, ’cause 

they always reply that ‘you must have done something to offend him’, even if 

that’s not always the case in these situations. Then I think like, you [sic] don’t 

bother telling my parents about it. Kind o’ like, well they know about it, but I’m 

not gonna bring it up with them. It’s always been like I can handle it myself, you 

could say.  

His parents are refusing him the position of a legitimate victim, and are holding him 

responsible for what happened. In return, Zack draws the conclusion that he must handle 

situations like this alone and not seek the support of his parents. This is something his parents 

do not contradict, according to the interview. Zack also tries to get his school to make 

adjustments after the event, since he and the assailant were in the same class. Zack asked not 

to have to sit beside the assailant, requesting they could be put in separate rooms, or that the 

guy be suspended. Both he and his parents talked to the school, ‘but apparently they couldn’t 

do that’. As a result, Zack is denied a position as crime victim by the school, and his request is 

rejected. Neither does Zack’s social network mobilize to legitimize his position as victim and 

assist with his need for support. It is apparent in Zack’s narrative that his sense of communal 

bonds is broken (cf. Pemberton et al., 2018a; Pemberton et al., 2017), in the first instance with 

the guy he thought was his friend, and then because of the response of his family and the 

school. Zack is the only research participant to give a definition of victim, saying that:  

Zack As I see it, victims are people who get stabbed in the middle of the day, in a 

pedestrian tunnel, without haven’t even done anything. This crime I don’t even 

remember, it was mostly ’cause that guy wanted to blame me. So sure, there I 

was a bit of a crime victim, wasn’t I? But like I said, the other stuff I’ve been 

guilty of myself. Like offending people, then you get a couple of punches and he 

gets a couple of punches and then we’re friends, good bye. 

Interviewer Resolved. 

Zack Yes. It’s like the male way of solving things, so to speak. So I’ve seen myself as 

a crime victim once, you could say, but otherwise no.  
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Interestingly, Zack uses the phrase ‘ville skylla ifrån sig’ which translates as putting the blame 

on someone else. Zack became the scapegoat for his friend. Van Dijk (2009) argues that the 

term ‘victim’ originally meant a scapegoat to be sacrificed. In this sense, Zack’s situation can 

be understood as fitting the original definition of victim as sacrifice. The victimizing event is 

described by Zack very much as a one-off event, however, Zack ascribes it the status of a 

turning-point in his life. This contrasts with his initial statement that he did not remember the 

event or the ensuing investigation and trial. Despite this, Zack is adamant that the event had 

life-changing effects on him, and he describes a clear before and after the victimizing event, 

and claims the event made him into the person he is today. Also, Zack’s sense of agency and 

the belief that he can act out the position of hero in this particular event, by being able to 

protect his friend, is ruptured for a moment. This is repaired however, and in the long run 

Zack’s sense of agency has not changed. He maintains the notion that he is the active party, 

handling situations himself, defending his ‘loved ones’, putting himself in harm’s way, 

enduring injuries and violence, and never giving up – and always an equal opponent in a fight. 

During the victimizing event, however, he was not an equal party, but was subordinated to 

and out-numbered by the older guys. 

Zack adjusts and reinforces particular aspects of the narrative about himself, in which he 

is strong and able to handle things on his own without other people’s help, as he has ‘learned 

to hit back’. He claims to have been a victim during this particular event and aspires to a 

victim positioning, but other people do not acknowledge and legitimize his claim and he is 

forced to renounce such a position. All of this has contributed to forcing Zack to change the 

narrative of who he is and adjust his narrative identity accordingly, which is expressed when 

he talks about it as life-changing event, that he is strong, and able to defend himself and his 

loved ones. Compared to Linda, Zack has rewritten his narrative to include the victimizing 

event and thereby makes it meaningful (Jägervi, 2014; cf. Walklate et al., 2018), in the sense 
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that he claims that it made him into the person he is today; he is strong, and able to protect his 

loved ones. He initially attempts to claim a victim positioning, but as he receives no 

recognition for it he need to re-negotiate the positioning. In continuously describing himself 

as ‘strong’ and capable of defending himself and others, he is convincing his audience of his 

positioning, suggesting that he is still rewriting his narrative. 

Ida’s story 

At 14 years old, Ida got involved in a romantic relationship with a three-year older guy, which 

lasted for two years and resulted in the victimizing event. She describes that during their 

relationship he was ‘not nice to her’, and at 16 she had enough. 

Ida:  We were together for quite a long time, and when I ended it he continued to threaten me. 

Then what made me really scared was when he wrote a message to me, threatening to kill 

me, something like that. I thought that it was the usual same old stuff, but then he actually 

came to my school. [He] made sure that no-one was around, that I was alone. Then he 

pushed me up against the wall and grabbed my arm, and was treating me badly. My neck 

got all red, and my chest and so on. My arms hurt really bad. ’Cause he’s not exactly 

super weak, now is he? So he grabbed me and stuff. I thought that I should press charges, 

’cause it’s no fun having to go through this, and when he wrote those threats, he knew 

where I was and [I] knew that it could happen again. So that was that. So I pressed 

charges anyway, and then like, [I] don’t remember if this was before or after the trial, 

anyway then he continued to write these things to me.  

 

The narration of the victimizing event is not very detailed. Ida only reveals that her ex-

boyfriend grabbed her and ‘was treating [her] badly’. In the event Ida does not position 

herself as active. She does not resist or put up a fight, and there is no helper or hero around. 

Ida’s narrative in the interview is disorganized, without a clear chronology, but the storyline 

of Ida’s narrative can be seen to follow the script of intimate partner violence. The assailant is 

a person with whom she has had an intimate relationship for years, and she can therefore be 

accused of putting herself in harm’s way. Throughout their relationship the ex-boyfriend 

abused her in different ways. The attack was not violent to such an extent that Ida suffered 

any severe injuries, but he managed to instil fear in her. She recounts: 
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Ida: Like, now I’ve received a death threat and I know that he can kill me, but here I 

go around pretending nothing’s happened. You can’t do that either, ’cause you 

know what they’re capable of doing. Then you back away. One shouldn’t have 

to go around feeling like he can come [at any time]. (italics added) 

Ida’s reaction to the event is that she could have been killed, and the knowledge that her ex-

boyfriend can get to her petrifies her. Ida’s sense of agency is shattered in relation to her ex-

boyfriend. She alone has to handle the fear of meeting the man in public; she has no means of 

action left and ‘then you back away’. Her only means of action are to abuse alcohol and drugs 

to handle her anxiety and to surround herself with male friends who can offer protection, but 

whom she also mistrusts, as she can never be sure that they will not also be violent to her. 

Immediately after the event, her friend escorts her to the police station to report the 

incident. She describes being listened to, but also that no-one cares that she is only 16 years 

old. No-one asks if she would like to have her parents there. When she tells her dad that she 

has pressed charges, he is accepting, which ‘felt good’. Her father is not, however, capable of 

supporting her in any other way than accompanying her to court. Her sister is quite young, 

and Ida does not feel that she could talk with her at the time. In school, the situation is not 

given any attention, so Ida feels that she has to handle it on her own. She appreciates the work 

done by the police officers during the investigation and how the court is treating her. 

However, when the threats continue after the trial, the police discontinue the investigation and 

nothing more happens. At this point Ida’s communal bonds are completely ruptured and she 

feels no support from any party.  

Ida is eventually admitted to a psychiatric ward through compulsory care. She is 

depressed and suicidal, and has developed what she calls schizophrenia, abusing alcohol and 

drugs. While in compulsory care she tells the counsellor some of what happened, which feels 

good, but she does not say everything. Today, with the support of her mother, she has quit 

using drugs, but still drinks quite heavily. She is working a lot as a mean to manage her daily 
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life. After the victimizing event she has used violence herself to show herself as strong and 

capable of defending herself, been charged for criminal offences, and has threatened people to 

get them to drop the charges. She still has not told many of her friends about her experiences, 

but acknowledges that it feels good to talk about what happened and that she probably would 

have needed to talk more about it earlier. 

In retrospect she thinks that she needed more support after the victimizing event, and 

understands the consequences of having tried to handle the situation all by herself. 

Ida: Everybody needs help when it comes to these things. I’m sure there are those who 

want to go home, and like ‘now I’ve been to court, didn’t have anybody to talk to, 

I’m alone, I feel so bad’. Like, it’s no fun coming home feeling like that.  

Interviewer: No 

Ida: Or in the end feeling that you don’t want to live ’cause it’s been so hard on you and 

you feel ashamed about it and no-one talks to you and says things like ‘you don’t 

have to be ashamed’. No-one did that, and explained. I guess that’s hard for people 

to get. It’s the same as, now it’s not relevant here, but the same as with a rape. 

People are ashamed. You shouldn’t have to be, ’cause it’s not your fault. Same thing 

with threats and abuse, people are ashamed. Maybe they think it’s my fault that I 

was threatened, like ‘did I do something wrong?’ But you shouldn’t have to feel 

ashamed. You didn’t do anything wrong. You did the right thing by reporting it. By 

saying ‘enough’. But there was no-one there [for me] when it all happened.   

 

Ida was embarrassed about the things her ex-boyfriend called her, and she felt that no-one was 

there to tell her that it was not her fault that she was being abused verbally, psychologically 

and physically. At the time of the interview, Ida is in the process of creating a new narrative 

of who-she-is, going back and forth between seeing herself as a victim and not doing so (cf. 

Fohring, 2018). This illustrated in her use of male friends for protection (victim), while also 

using violence to defend herself (non-victim). She does not describe in detail how she saw 

herself before the attack, other than that she considered her life to be ‘normal’. Since the 

victimizing event, her only way to deal with the experience is to use alcohol, drugs and 

violence. Ida is evidently heavily traumatized by the event and has not been offered any 

formal or informal support for the victimizing event specifically. She does not have a social 

network to mobilize and no community services are providing support. Instead she resists 

support, when offered in the shape of compulsory care, and still has a hard time telling people 
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about her experiences. Similar to Zack, Ida’s victimizing event can be described as a life-

changing turning point, which resulted in a downward spiral as she attempted to handle the 

negative consequences. She described the support she received through compulsory care as 

not helping her handle the victimization, as it did not focus on that aspect. Rather, she is still 

re-writing her narrative and trying to find out who she is in relation to the victimizing event.   

Discussion 

The aim of the present study was to analyse how young people narratively negotiate their 

position as victims, how their social surroundings react to their victim positioning, and what 

types of support they are offered. Positioning oneself as a victim is an ever-changing process 

with constant negotiations between the young people’s own agency and self-image, and how 

other people react to them and their choices. Even though all four participants positioned 

themselves differently, a commonality in all four narratives is that in requesting support 

position themselves as youth. All of them request support in different ways from their parents 

and from school, but not all of them describe receiving it.  

Constructing a victim narrativity is based on the relational setting in a specific context, 

which means there is a fluidity in how people position themselves. In this setting there is also 

a moral logic into which the positioning needs to fit (Gergen, 1994; Wetherell, 1998; 

Pemberton et al., 2018a; Nelson, 2001). In line with Lerner (1980), and the belief in a just 

world where good things happen to good people, victimizing events are difficult to fit into this 

moral logic. On a basic level, any victimization would suggest that the victim is a bad person 

(cf. Lerner, 1980; Pemberton et al., 2018a). Although this is a delusion, it is part of the victim 

discourse, meaning that the victim’s position as a good person is called into question. The 

more unforeseen, accidental or random the event seems, as in the cases of Linda and Fiona, 

the less likely it is that any blame will be put on the victim, whose position as a good person 



 

21 

 

is less threatened. If the event is deemed possible to foresee, then the victim’s position is 

questioned, and the question of whether the victim is a good person presents itself. In the 

cases of Zack and Ida, the circumstances surrounding the event and their positions before the 

event render it possible that they could have foreseen the victimization. Zack was already 

associated with criminality, having been caught bringing a knife to school, and Ida had 

experienced intimate violence for some time before the victimizing event that turned out to be 

a turning point for her. Still, through this discourse, victimizing events cast a shadow of doubt 

on the victims.  

Because of the negative effects of the victimizing events, they make it necessary to 

rewrite one’s personal narrative to encompass the victimization. It could be argued that Ida’s 

use of violence and abuse of drugs is a way to embrace the image of herself as a ‘bad person’, 

and therefore not a victim worthy of support. Also Zack could be seen to embrace the position 

he is given as a non-victim. For both Zack and Ida the events are so life-changing events that 

they need to incorporate them into their life narratives to make sense of them (Pemberton et 

al., 2018a; Crossley, 2000). Ida realizes that she could be killed by the man with whom she 

had been intimate, and therefore also by other men who come too close. She experiences guilt 

and blames herself for what happened, and is therefore not deemed worthy of support. She is 

subsequently provided with support in compulsory care, but it does not to help her handle the 

victimization. Zack also has to reformulate who he is after the event. Although he does deem 

himself deserving of a victim position and support, he is denied it, as it does not fit into the 

moral logic of his narrativity (Wetherell, 1998; Gergen, 1994; Nelson, 2001; Somers, 1994). 

He then formulates a narrative about himself around the idea that he does not need help from 

others; he is guilty of starting fights, accepts being beaten sometimes, and after a fight can 

leave with his social relations intact, and describes this as the ‘male way of solving things’.  
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In the analysis, it becomes apparent that Linda and Fiona are able to mobilize their 

social networks to support them and are able to accept the formal support they are offered. Ida 

and Zack, however, have no or only weak social networks to support them, and their need for 

formal help is therefore all the greater. Had Zack and Ida been granted legitimate positions as 

victims, and had their need to rewrite their narratives been acknowledged, then their 

narratives of who-they-are today may have looked very different. It is therefore of utmost 

importance that young crime victims are met with acceptance and understanding of their 

victim positions by significant parties in their everyday lives, primarily family and school (cf. 

Fohring, 2018). 

In relation to the conclusions of the present study it is important to recognize that young 

people might need support to handle their victimization, even if they express no need for it. 

Such statements can instead be a result of their victim positioning not being accepted. For this 

reason, we suggest that a coordinating function for professional support should be established 

on a municipal level, as it is unclear which services are available to which victims, and a 

coordinator designated whom all victims can contact, especially when support from the social 

network is lacking. Preferably, this coordinator should be within the social services, as they 

have the formal responsibility for support to young people after victimization. The 

coordinator can make an initial assessment concerning which type of support from which 

support organization will probably be best for the individual. This would both replace the 

current system, where victims need to contact each organization on their own, not knowing if 

something else would suit them better, and complement it by bringing the services together, 

enabling an overview if more services are needed or if the present are enough. Therefore, 

support needs to be individualized, keeping the victim’s needs in focus. A limitation with the 

study is the three year gap between the trial and the narrative as it might have affected the 

narratives as these years are formative of young people’s narrative of themselves. However, 
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this was a conscious decision for ethical reasons to reduce the risk of the young people still 

being in a crisis. 
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