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Amanda Goharian is Director of Research at Thorn which is a non-profit which aims to 
protect children and young people from sexual abuse and exploitation in the digital age. 

https://info.thorn.org/hubfs/Research/Thorn_SOEResponse_Report_2026.pdf


They are specifically looking at how to strengthen response and also build tech for law 
enforcement and industry to help with CSAM detection.  

The research included a literature review of around 50 publicly available resources from 
academia, government and other organisations including Resolver, the Institute for 
Strategic Dialogue as well as public journalism and several legal documents from the 
US.  

There are lots of different terms being used to talk about sadistic online exploitation 
(SOE) which can be challenging – the Com and 764 are commonly referred to as well as 
NLM (no lives matter) or Greggy’s Cult. Nihilistic violence is also used although this is 
more oriented to countering terrorism.  

The research looked at how this emerging harm type and threat is fitting into to the 
existing ecosystem and then strengthen resilience by informing stronger coordination 
and system wide interventions in informing the response.  

SOE is defined as youth-driven, digital environments where engagement is 
structured through participation in harm, with violence, humiliation, and 
exploitation functioning as mechanisms for belonging and status. 

Young people are encouraged to participate in these youth driven and dominated digital 
environments with acts of violence, humiliation and exploitation and see this as a way 
to access belonging and status in these groups. 

 

It is important to recognise that this is not something new, it pre-dates the internet but 
in the last decade there has been a clear divergence from previously documented 
patterns as shown in the table above. It is now more difficult to focus the response. 
Predominantly the perpetrators are 11–25-year-old males. Anecdotally there appears to 



be a heavier appearance of neuro-divergence and some underlying mental health 
concerns and some substance abuse or dependency.  

The groups have distinct identities and spend extreme amounts of time online – 
upwards of 10 hours per day. Often one perpetrator will be targeting several victims. 
There is convergence with other subversive online subcultures e.g. extremism, 
cybercrime communities, hackers, identity theft and crypto-scammers.  

 

The high level of coercive control is similar to that being seen in gangs and trafficking 
situations – there is multi-dimensional victimisation with victims often being coerced 
into harming others including siblings.  

There is strong youth dominance with children and young people being exposed to 
extreme materials and then incentivised to harm others. There is low reported 
prevalence but very high severity.  



 

There are challenges particularly when a child could be a victim and a perpetrator. 
Numbers are increasing but there are different indicators of the same problem so it is 
difficult to be accurate. Some organisations will capture CSAM but not self-harm etc.  

There are several hurdles in response, these are areas of strain that make it more 
difficult to respond. Current systems are misaligned with the definition of SOE and the 
systems are overwhelmed.  

 

These networks are found on mainstream digital platforms. They have conditions and 
norms that shape how young people connect e.g. through games, DMs, group chats. 
There are norms around high volumes of content sharing etc. 



There is gamified access to status and belonging including icons, handles, slang, 
badges and points-based systems as well as law books that capture violative materials 
of victims.  

Perpetrators have identified key targeting grounds e.g. a dedicated Discord server which 
is supporting young people who are exploring their identities or a support group for 
those recovering from eating disorders. These spaces are intentionally being targeted in 
order to form connections establish rapport quickly before moving to a dedicated online 
space for SOE specifically. The perpetrators are social conditioning their victims by 
meeting their unmet needs and they transform the exposure of extreme materials into a 
socialisation pathway. It is clear to see that these groups offer social conditioning 
environments but the responses don’t acknowledge this and don’t address the social 
component. 

The behaviours are not treated properly. A young person presents with self-harm and 
this is treated but there is no opportunity to identify or surface that there is an online 
exploitation component.  

Anti-social behaviours are functioning in dedicated social environments that reward it. 
Harm, humiliation and violence against others means you get status within the group. 
This is a popularity contest which involves violence and harm.  

 

Current risk assessments are aligned to child safety or counter terrorism and they rely 
on assumptions about the nature of the threat with identifiable roles. In SOE the 
distinction breaks down. Roles and behaviours and motivations are inter-dependent on 
child safety and counter terrorism. It tends to be youths that we talk about in the child 
safety environment and adults in CT and radicalisation with the adults making their own 
choices whereas a child is a victim and not culpable. When these two meet and the 



young person is both the victim and the perpetrator the risk assessment cannot provide 
reliable results.  

Should the response be a referral to victim support services or a justice pathway? 

When a child is assessed via a child safety route, the intervention and outcome will be 
different from using the counter terrorism model. Clinicians and front-line workers are 
improvising their approaches in the absence of a solid evidence base. We need to 
establish a community of practice.  

 

The response becomes fractured immediately depending on whether a case is referred 
to child protection or CT.  

 



No one organisation owns the full picture. Long term intervention does not sit within the 
mandate of any of the sectors and so they are treated as secondary. The ability to 
coordinate is very fragile as there is no formal governance. Any progress that is made 
tends to be because of an individual who has good connections but this can be lost 
when they move on.  

 

Institutions are evaluated on how they perform within their own mandates. There is 
nothing in place about the ability to contribute to a wider response effort. Platforms 
prioritise policy and user engagement, victim services prioritise support and recovery 
but both need to be shared.  

Opportunities for impact 

• Earlier upstream identification of these cases – helplines can do this 
• Build the ability to coordinate 
• Prevention and long-term disruption of the networks 



 

We need to spot the coercive socialisation process early. The harm is proof of belonging 
and status, it is a social currency. Children and young people will not always identify as 
victims even if they are experiencing more severe forms of victimisation. This could 
manifest itself as behaviour or mental health concerns.  

Anchor awareness around observable behaviours – what are key areas that have been 
identified in these cases – if you see or hear an individual express something that is a 
red flag – e.g. follow up with questions related to SOE when someone mentions self-
harm. 

 



 

It is important to develop credible exit pathways that can replace the idea of belonging 
and safety. We also need to consider support for secondary victims – first responders 
with exposure – this is the worst of the worst. Even seasoned CSAM investigators are 
struggling because it blends so many different types of egregious harms. 

 


