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Abstract
Catfishing is a form of online deception where an individual presents themselves as an identity that is not their own. 
The study reported in this article explored the motivations for catfish perpetrators and the impacts on those who had 
been catfished in terms of the emotions and feelings expressed by victims. Data was collected using the crowd-sourced 
question and answer website Quora [1] and analysis was conducted on a pre-existing corpus of data which contained 
participant’s answers to questions on catfishing. An automated linguistic analysis using Linguistic Inquiry and Word 
Count (LIWC-2022 [2]) and a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke in Qual Res Psychol 3:77–101, 2006 [38]) were conducted 
on participant’s descriptions of their perceptions of the motivations of catfishes and their catfishing experiences. The 
thematic analysis indicated that the motivations of catfish perpetrators can be linked to entertainment, emulating an 
ideal self, desiring meaningful interaction, and financial gain. Six emotions and feelings emerged from the accounts 
of catfishing victims: suspicion, love, depression, anger, embarrassment, and stupidity. These findings contribute to 
an understanding of what motivates individuals to catfish and suggests further research to explore specific emotions 
and feelings that catfish victims experience. The LIWC analysis and language style matching analysis showed that the 
data collected was mostly personal to each individual and that there were similarities in how victims write about their 
experiences. Therefore, we suggest that LIWC has promise as a method of providing added context to qualitative data 
analysis methods.
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1 Introduction

Online environments offer many avenues for individuals to connect and socialise with others, free of the restrictions of 
location [3]. However, verification of identity is rarely required to engage with social media such as Twitter or Facebook 
[4]. Engagement in these environments is therefore built on honesty and threats to this can damage their integrity [5]. 
The rise in social media use during the Covid-19 pandemic [6] has also seen a rise in individuals using these environments 
to deceive others [7]. A form of online deception and fraud known as catfishing occurs where an individual utilises an 
alternative identity as their own to engage in a relationship with another [8]. Catfishing is a modern phenomenon, and 
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the term’s prominence is in part due to its portrayal on the MTV television series [9, 10]. As a result, research specifically 
on catfishing is recent, and currently it remains underexplored [8, 11].

The most developed area of catfishing research focusses on biographical factors and psychological traits as predic-
tors of catfish perpetration and catfish victims. Campbell and Parker [11] showed that catfish perpetration was positively 
associated with being male and having a high education level, but they were less likely to be heterosexual or to be from 
a Hispanic or Latin American background. In terms of psychological factors, those who catfished tended to be those 
showing high scores on narcissism and high religiosity, and low scores on conscientious. They describe narcissism as per-
ceived superiority and grandiosity, desire for admiration, and low empathy. Campbell and Parker [11] went on to explain 
that being a catfish victim is positively associated with being female and having recently experienced loss or betrayal. 
However, although these results offer insight into characteristics, they do not acknowledge in detail the psychological 
aspects of motivation to deceive, existing vulnerabilities, nor the affect that the experience has.

Although catfishing is not recognised as a specific crime, there are actions that perpetrators may take that would 
be considered a criminal offence. For example, in the United Kingdom, trolling (defined as continuous, disruptive, and 
deviant online behaviour by Fichman and Sanfilippo [12]) can be prosecuted under the Malicious Communication Act 
[13] and the Communications Act [14]. Furthermore, online grooming, the act of luring a minor into doing something 
inappropriate [15], can also be prosecuted under the Sexual Offences Act [16]. Of concern, instances of both examples 
have risen in recent years [17, 18].

1.1  Motivations to catfish

Financial gain is the most frequently reported motivation for any form of online deception [19]. However, this motivation 
is not unique to catfishing and previous research does not address why an individual would specifically turn towards 
catfishing as such research focusses on deceptions such as online dating scams [20] and using dating apps [21]. There is 
evidence that the motivations for catfishing go further than to exploit financially. Tsikerdekis and Zeadally [22] explained 
two key motivators for catfishing: exploring the self and attempting to be unrepresentative of the true self. These authors 
suggest that there may be less malice in catfish motivation than has been previously assumed. Campbell and Parker [11] 
referred to the motivations of catfishing in their examination of predictors of perpetration. They supported the findings 
of Tsikerdekis and Zeadally [22] in referring to a desire to emulate an ideal self. However, as with the concept of financial 
gain, no study has set out to establish the motivations of catfish perpetration specifically, reiterating that it remains dif-
ficult to make conclusions on the motivations of catfishing alone. It is important to develop research that specifically 
focuses on catfishing. As Campbell and Parker [11] suggested, it is important to understand not just why individuals are 
motivated to deceive, but also why they are motivated to choose catfishing. Furthermore, considering that the focus of 
much of the previous research was related to behaviour within dating scenarios [20, 21], it would be beneficial to explore 
experiences that are not limited to this context.

1.2  Affective impacts on catfish victims

The television show, Catfish, has highlighted the significant emotional effect of catfishing on victims [23] and encour-
aged more victims to share their experiences [8]. However, a television show cannot produce the scientific evidence 
necessary to understand the psychological impacts. Victims of catfishing have described the loss of a relationship made 
with a catfish perpetrator in the same category as a death [24]. Furthermore, it has been reported that victims often 
blame themselves for being a victim of an online romance scam [20]. Although previous research [20, 24] offers insight 
into the victimhood of online romance scams, they cannot suitably explain all types of catfishing. Catfishing can occur 
on a variety of social media platforms, with the most common according to Fletcher [25] being Facebook, followed by 
Instagram then Twitter. Furthermore, they do not highlight the emotions and feelings felt throughout the catfishing 
process, as usually data is collected after a catfish has taken place and the victims are asked to describe how they felt 
once the catfish was revealed. This makes it difficult to identify the emotions and feelings that a catfish victim is likely to 
experience during the ordeal. No research has explored the psychological influence of events leading up to the catfish-
ing experience. Therefore, it would be beneficial to consider the emotions and feelings experienced by an individual 
before and during a catfishing ordeal. This will allow an understanding of the entire experience of being a victim, such 
as pre-catfish vulnerabilities [11]. Taylor et al. [26] conducted a study exploring young people’s attitudes towards catfish 
impersonation. Among their recommendations for future research, it was suggested that identifying the emotions and 
feelings expressed by catfishing victims would be key to helping to support victims. Research is needed to elaborate 
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on the expression of emotions and feelings by victims [24] and to explore whether the concept of self-blame presents 
itself within catfishing [20].

1.3  Internet‑mediated research methods

Data can be collected from the internet through various means, these can be divided into reactive methods where direct 
contact is made with participants, and non-reactive methods where there is no contact. Reactive methods can include 
using online survey software to request data from participants or bringing together participants in online focus groups; 
while non-reactive methods include observation of participants texts using public social networking sites and online 
fora, and data mining. A recommendation for further research to collect data and explore catfishing suggested by Tay-
lor et al. [26] was the use of an observational method. Ciesielska et al. [27] state that observational data collection as a 
scientific method must focus on specific research questions and can be indirect, allowing for the collection of secondary 
data from the internet. This is of particular use for this research area, considering the online nature of catfishing. Gosling 
and Mason [28] propose that the opportunities for research through the internet in terms of the ability to reach large 
and diverse pools of individuals outweigh the costs. However, researching through the internet can be vulnerable to 
selectivity bias [29], and it can be challenging to establish whether the anonymity that the internet provides diminishes 
the quality of response [30]. However, Gosling and Mason [28] propose anonymity could have benefits, as it may allow 
individuals to feel more comfortable disclosing sensitive experiences.

Methods to analyse language from text and communication were originally developed in the fields of communication 
science and media studies and now many forms of analytics software exist. Of interest to psychologists is the ability to 
explore the psychological meaning behind the words that individuals type to describe their experiences. Specifically, 
research into the meaning of words can be particularly effective when exploring emotionality, social relationships, 
thinking styles, and individual differences [31, 32]. Thus analytical tools could be used to help understand the motiva-
tions for catfishing and the emotional effect of catfishing on victims. Analytical tools can be used as the main method 
in a study or they can add insight to a study using a qualitative analysis method. This latter analysis of words could offer 
understanding as to whether the previously discussed concerns of selectivity bias and anonymity affect the quality of 
text and thus serve as a method of measuring the quality of data produced anonymously on the internet.

1.4  Research rationale

This study will explore the perceptions of individuals who have described their experiences or understanding of catfish-
ing on the website Quora, a question and answer (Q&A) website. This presents a novel solution for collecting meaning-
ful data surrounding online interactions [33–35] and maximises the opportunity to sample a large and diverse pool of 
participants using the internet. Furthermore, it will allow for the consideration of experiences from an unlimited range 
of platforms. Text will undergo an automated linguistic analysis to extract meaning from the words used by participants 
and verify whether the collected data is meaningful. The study will focus on the motivations of perpetrators and the 
emotions and feelings expressed by victims and the two research questions are: ‘how are the motivations of catfishing 
perceived?’ and ‘how are victims of catfishing emotionally affected?’.

2  Method

2.1  Participants

Participants were individuals who posted an answer under catfishing-themed threads on the Q&A website Quora. 
Answers were anonymous, therefore no information on age, gender, or nationality was available. A search of existing 
research using Quora was conducted to understand more about the demographics of Quora users. Previous research 
identified that users who engage with Quora general topics are most commonly from the UK, USA, and Canada [35]. 
However, no information relating to age and gender could be found. Answers from 61 participants were used in the study.
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2.2  Data collection

Data was collected through the website Quora. This Q&A website was chosen rather than a social media platform 
due to the ease at which data could be sought for specific topics and also all data is public, whereas access to some 
social media groups is private. Also, Matthew et al. [33] explain that Quora’s anonymity allows individuals to disclose 
personal experiences without the fear of judgement. This made it suitable for the current study where personal experi-
ences were essential. In addition to this, compared to its main competitor, Yahoo! Answers [36] which has since shut 
down, Quora was reported as offering a better quality of answers due to the use of different languages used on the 
Yahoo platform, while Quora is conducted only in English [37].

A corpus of data was collected by searching for the use of the word ‘catfishing’ in the website’s search bar. The 
names of the three threads observed were: ‘Why do people catfish?’, ‘Why do people catfish? What is their logic behind 
doing it?’, and ‘Have you ever been catfished? What happened, and how did you react?’. The latter thread was used 
to explore the emotions and feelings of catfishing victims, and the two former threads to explore motivations. Two 
data sets were collated: the data collected to explore motivations consisted of 6981 words of submitted answers 
and the data collected to explore emotions and feelings consisted of 28,422 words. There were 13 individual texts 
used for the analysis of motivations and 48 individual texts for the analysis of the emotions and feelings. However, 
seven texts were removed due to the experiences not being that of a catfish victim. This left 41 texts for the analysis 
of emotions and feelings.

2.3  Data analysis

Two methods of data analysis were used. Firstly, two separate thematic analyses were conducted for the two data 
sets. In accordance with Braun and Clarke [38], an inductive approach was used to search for semantic themes with 
an essentialist epistemology. This involved six steps, using the guidance of Braun and Clarke [38]. Firstly, familiarisa-
tion with the data by reading and rereading the texts. This was followed by the generation of initial codes and the 
search and construction of initial themes. These themes were then reviewed. Finally, the themes were defined and 
named, before writing up the results.

The data for the two data sets was also subjected to an automated linguistic analysis using the Linguistic Inquiry and 
Word Count (LIWC-2022) [39]. This software has not previously been used in research relating to online deception, and 
therefore the aim for this study was to investigate the validity and usefulness of this software as a basis for future work 
using this tool. LIWC-2022 calculates a percentage of the total words in a text that relate to predefined language features 
such as authenticity, analytical thinking, and tone [39]. This study focused on those three dimensions. The first dimension 
authenticity, considers the sense of truthfulness and forthrightness within participant’s accounts [40]. A low score on 
authenticity would represent that the individual has prepared a text, whereas a high score would be more indicative of 
a spontaneous conversation [41]. Examples of language that scores low in authenticity would be a prepared text such 
as a speech written ahead of time. While examples of language that scores high in authenticity would be a spontaneous 
conversation between good friends where there would be no inhibitions. The second dimension, analytical thinking, 
considers how the words used relate to thinking patterns [42]. A low score in analytical thinking represents that the text 
comes across as more intuitive and personal, whereas a high score is indicative of academic work that utilise reasoning 
skills [43, 44]. An example of language scoring high in analytic thinking would be academic writing and it has been cor-
related with achieving higher grades in assessments. While language scoring low in analytic thinking tends to be viewed 
as more friendly and not as rigid. The final dimension, emotional tone, looks at the differences between the scores for 
positive words and negative words. This algorithm was based on the work by Cohn et al. [45] who produced two lists of 
negative and positive words where negative words included kill, ugly and guilty, while positive words included happy, 
good and nice. This element is built as an algorithm whereby the higher the score, the more positive the tone [42].

A language style matching test was also conducted. This utilises a pairwise comparison which is conducted auto-
matically. The results are designed to show similarity in language style between every pair of participants, which has 
been shown to be beneficial towards understanding similarities between participants [46, 47], for example Individual 
1 vs Individual 2, Individual 2 vs Individual 3. As with the LIWC Analysis, scores are produced as a percentage. If the 
Individual 1 vs Individual 2 comparison produced a score of 0.88, then there would be 88% similarity. The outcome 
of both analyses are expressed as a descriptive statistic.
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2.4  Ethics

This study was approved in line with the University’s Research Ethics Code of Practice. Also, the study conformed to the 
British Psychological Society’s guidance for internet-mediated research, in that data can be collected without consent 
when considered in the ‘public domain’. Under Quora’s terms and conditions, it clearly states that data is publicly avail-
able and can be used for research purposes. This affirms that the study is ethically appropriate. However, to minimise 
the risk of any unexpected ethical complications any names that were used in texts, referring to oneself or another, have 
been hidden to ensure total anonymity.

3  Results

An automated linguistic analysis and thematic analysis were conducted on participants descriptions of their perceptions 
of the motivations of catfishes and their catfishing experiences. The results for both types of analysis are presented first 
for the motivation data set and then for the emotion data set.

3.1  Exploration of the motivation data set

The thematic analysis generated four themes as summarised in Table 1.

3.1.1  Theme 1: Entertainment

Entertainment is a new concept regarding the motivations of catfish perpetration. It can be evidenced through Participant 
8, who claimed that ’my reason for catfishing as *** was originally humor’. However, the intention was shown to perhaps 
be entertainment without the desire to hurt. Participant 11 explained that ’people don’t know where the line is between a 
joke and hurting people’. Catfish perpetration came across as an enjoyable experience. Participant 5 considered that, ’it 
was very much a great time to be a catfish’. The entertainment was explicitly suggested to come from the nature of being 
another individual, and in the case of Participant 1, the difference in being older. This individual, who started catfishing 
at the age of ’9/10’, explained that they ’just find it way more fun to talk to people without being seen as a child’. Catfish 
perpetration for entertainment was well summarised by Participant 4: ’Sometimes people catfish out of boredom, because 
they have nothing else to do, so they decide to catfish for fun’.

3.1.2  Theme 2: Emulating ideal self

The desire to emulate an ideal self is not a new concept. Catfish perpetrators would often describe feeling insecure. 
Participant 5 explained, ’I had many reasons but they all boil down to the fact that I was very self-conscious’. This was con-
sistently related to appearance. Participant 5 went on to explain that ’I was overweight, very average and forgettable’. 
Similarly, Participant 6 exclaimed, ’not everyone is blessed with beautiful features and genes, some of us are not so good 
looking’. It was seen that this resulted in an admiration for others that individuals deemed more attractive. Participant 
11 suggested that ’so many people in our society look to other more confident, more attractive people as role models’. This 
has been purported to cause a desire to emulate a perceived more attractive other. Participant 4 states that ’if they see 

Table 1  Themes and example quotations relating to motivations

Theme Example quotation

Entertainment ‘Sometimes people catfish out of boredom, because they have nothing else to do, so they 
decide to catfish for fun’. (Participant 4)

Emulating ideal self ‘It got to the point where I’d obsess over the idea of being them and what attention I would get 
if I was them’. (Participant 5)

Desire for meaningful interaction ‘I did catfish people not for love or money or any illegal benefit but for friendship’. (Participant 6)
Financial gain ‘my motive now is money’. (Participant 8)
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someone they think is really attractive, they’ll want to be them online, and make sure people actually believe them’. The con-
cept is well summarised as an obsession by Participant 5: ’It got to the point where I’d obsess over the idea of being them 
and what attention I would get if I was them’.

3.1.3  Theme 3: Desire for meaningful interaction

Perpetrators explained that they were missing meaningful interaction in real life and felt it was needed. Participant 6 
explained that ’I would like to share my sadness when I am down, I want to share my happiness when something good hap-
pens in my life’. The explanations for their lack of desired interactions varied, with poor social skills most frequent. Partici-
pant 2 explained that ’many don’t have any interpersonal skills or how to handle in your face conflicts’. This would prompt 
them to turn to the internet. It was indicated that a lack of real-life friendship drove individuals to catfish. Participant 6 
exclaimed, ’I did catfish people not for love or money or any illegal benefit but for friendship’. However, perpetrators did not 
necessarily feel this was their fault. Participant 10 put it down to their frustrations with society. They expressed, ’see i dont 
catfish out of my own insecurities rather societies vanity’. Of most concern, however, was the explanation of Participant 1. 
Their desire to ’talk to people without being seen as a child’ shows that catfish perpetration is not necessarily limited to 
adults. Furthermore, it adds some context as to why an individual would need to pretend to be somebody else to find 
meaningful interaction online.

3.1.4  Theme 4: Financial gain

Participants often described that catfish perpetrators desire money. Participant 13 described that ’they will ask for money 
non stop so trust you really don’t want to do that’. It was further explained that their methods to do so range in complexity. 
Participant 12 said, ’it gets deeper with scammers attempting to get money from you, from gift cards to credit card info, to 
straight up cash with a fake sob story’. An account from a catfish perpetrator suggested that the initial motivator need not 
be money for that to end up being the case. Participant 8, whose original motivator was ’humor’, noted that ’my motive 
now is money’. This creates intrigue as to the concept of transitioning motivations. One participant offered insight into 
why perpetrators motivated by financial gain choose to deceive as another identity. Participant 12 explained that ’There 
are a lot of garbage people on the internet, safe from consequences with their anonymity’. The ability to remain completely 
anonymous appears to act as a perceived protector.

As can be seen in Table 2, the analysis for analytic thinking indicated that participants’ answers were mostly intuitive 
and personal as the mean showed a lower percentage match. Furthermore, the standard deviation was the lowest of 
any category, evidencing this as the most consistent element of the analysis. The further findings from this analysis did 
not appear to offer evidence of patterns in the data set. The analysis into authenticity indicated that the texts were more 
prepared than spontaneous as the mean percentage was high. However, the larger standard deviation shows that this 
was quite varied. Similarly, the tone was slightly negative overall, however, this too was varied to an extent that conclu-
sions could not be drawn.

The language style matching analysis revealed a mean score of 0.87. This represents an 87% similarity, on average, 
between the extracts. The highest score was 0.94, and the lowest was 0.78. This represents that all extracts were written 
with a similar language style.

3.2  Exploration of the emotion data set

The thematic analysis generated six themes as summarised in Table 3.

Table 2  Mean scores across 
the motivations data set for 
analytic thinking, authenticity, 
and tone

Values expressed as a percentage of the text that meets the criteria. Scores between 0 and 100

Key LIWC scores

Analytic % Authenticity % Tone %

Mean 25.36 61.81 37.35
High 47.18 99.00 83.56
Low 4.53 31.61 1.99
Standard deviation 11.94 31.52 23.58



Vol.:(0123456789)

Discover Data             (2024) 2:6  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s44248-024-00011-5 Research

3.2.1  Theme 1: Suspicion

Victims of catfishing would often be suspicious of the perpetrator at an early stage. Participant 1 noted, ’something didn’t 
feel right cause their bio was kind empty’. However, this early suspicion did not always stop the victim from communicating 
with them. Participant 4 explained, ’I feel so humiliated, and such a fool knowing that I already had suspicions to begin with’. 
Some would attempt to relieve their suspicions. Participant 40 ’made sure both voice and video would react accordingly 
to the discussion and found nothing wrong with that’. For others, their suspicions would grow over time. Participant 41 
said that ’throughout all of this, I grew more and more skeptical that she was who she really said she was’. The nature of the 
catfish perpetrators’ stories often caused this. Participant 23 explained that ’he mentioned feeling suicidal and I got very 
concerned about his well-being. It seemed a tad fishy as stories go…’. The expression of suspicion was consistently related 
to the text-only nature of the conversations. It is well summarised by Participant 6: ’I finally started getting suspicious when 
I would ask if I could call him, since we never voice chatted.. only text’.

3.2.2  Theme 2: Love

A significant portion of participants expressed that they felt love or were, in fact, in love with their perpetrator. Participant 
6 exclaimed, ’I was so in love with this person’. Participants could feel these emotions without even hearing the voice of 
their supposed new lover. Participant 20 reported that ’I was already in love with her, before hearing her voice…’. The emo-
tion of love was also credited as the reasoning behind the failure of individuals to suspect they were a catfish. Participant 
16 stated it was a ’stupid mistake but I was young & in love’. However, doubt was presented over whether the feeling of love 
with a catfish is genuine. Participant 41 expressed that ’the truth is, I thought I was in love with this girl’. This may be more 
of an indication of the level of manipulation than the development of true love. This is supported by Participant 3, who 
explained: ’So many hurtful incidents over time, mental & emotional abuse, disrespect, but I would just refuse to understand! 
Love-induced impaired judgement on my part? I guess so. I was lonely, I had no one else to talk to for feedback. I was the perfect 
victim for that horrible woman.’ Participants would naturally feel heartbroken upon discovering the truth behind their 
relationship, and this is well summarised by Participant 4: ’I gave up so many real relationships, for this person because I 
couldn’t mentally move on. Now, I’m having to deal with all the repercussions of this heartbreak.’

3.2.3  Theme 3: Feeling depressed

The feeling of depression is perhaps an understandable consequence of many participants’ heartbreak. This is shown 
through feeling depressed after the catfishing ordeal. Participant 1, when reporting how they were feeling, said, ’But 
yeah. Just really depressed.’. This emotion was portrayed through alternative wording by Participant 39. They exclaimed, 
’so 3 years of torture, one eating disorder later, and completely mentally destroyed’. This contributes to the understanding of 
quite how traumatic the experience of a catfish victim can be. The feeling of depression was, however, more layered than 
it appeared at first glance. This feeling was touted as a relevant factor in how an individual may be vulnerable to being a 
victim. Participant 36 acknowledged that before the ordeal, ’I was in a state of severe depression after me and my boyfriend 
of 9 years broke up’. Related to depression, participants would sometimes describe being fed up with their circumstances 
before the relationship is formed. This then made them vulnerable when the charming catfish perpetrator encountered 

Table 3  Themes and example quotation relating to emotions and feelings

Theme Example quotation

Suspicion ‘throughout all of this, I grew more and more skeptical that she was who she really said she was’. (Participant 41)
Love ‘I was so in love with this person’. (Participant 6)
Feeling depressed ‘But yeah. Just really depressed.’. (Participant 1)
Anger ‘I was pretty angry, but I calmly asked him what exactly was needed’ (Participant 2)
Embarrassment ‘the only reason I’m answering this Anon is because of how embarrassed and ashamed of myself I am to have 

let something like this carry on…’. (Participant 41)
Stupidity ‘I ended up being the greatest idiot alive, I have STUPID written all over my face’. (Participant 3)
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them. The situation is well summarised by Participant 35, who explained: ’Then I met a woman on a dating site, went on 
a few dates and turns out she’s married. So I’m fed up with online dating sites, a few nights later, for the first time I talk to the 
original woman that’s 80 s miles away, and she seemed really cool and exactly what she seemed to be messaging her.’

3.2.4  Theme 4: Anger

Participants were understandably angry at various points in the catfishing process. Some felt angry when the catfish 
persistently remained anonymous. Participant 36 expressed that ’I started to become a little bit angry and demanded that 
we finally meet’. The emotion was also expressed when the catfish perpetrator made demands. Participant 2 noted, ’I was 
pretty angry, but I calmly asked him what exactly was needed’. After the ordeal, anger would often be directed towards the 
perpetrator. Participant 13 said, ’I’m pissed saying why would she do that lead me on like that’.

3.2.5  Theme 5: Embarrassment

Participants would often describe feeling embarrassed that they were deceived. Participant 41 explained that ’the only 
reason I’m answering this Anon is because of how embarrassed and ashamed of myself I am to have let something like this 
carry on…’. Participants would often note humiliation. Participant 4 said, ’I feel so humiliated… knowing that I already had 
suspicions to begin with’. This feeling was expressed not only over being deceived but also as a result of events during it. 
Participant 9 said, ’I actually felt violated, and embarrassed about sending her those videos, because she lied about who she 
was’. These feelings were documented to carry on for a long time. Participant 14 explained, ’I haven’t been able to talk 
about it because I was ashamed of myself getting played for a long time’. Once again, this emphasises that the ending of a 
catfish relationship can be as impactful, or even more so, than any relationship.

3.2.6  Theme 6: Stupidity

A frequently expressed feeling was stupidity. This often concerned how participants felt about the catfish’s attempts 
to deceive them over time. Participant 1 reported that ’it’s stupid really how I fell for this so simply’. Similarly, Participant 
3 explained that ’I ended up being the greatest idiot alive, I have STUPID written all over my face’. The feeling was also due 
to events that happened during the ordeal. Participant 19 expressed, ’stupid me, sent him Apple Tune gift card’. Similarly, 
Participant 25 ’foolishly forgave her and dated her for a further 3 months…’. Incorporated within the theme of stupidity 
was naivety. Some victims felt that they were naïve at the time, which contributed to them being deceived. Participant 
16 states that they were ’still a kid and believed, naively, that love hurts sometimes’. Similarly, Participant 20 was ’inexpe-
rienced in dating at the time, and naïve, I thought nothing of it’. Naivety was also expressed regarding what an individual 
thought was possible for a catfish. Participant 41 was ’too naïve to believe that someone would carry on an act for so long’.

As can be seen in Table 4, the scores for the analytic thinking indicated that on the whole, participants’ answers were 
intuitive and personal as the mean percentage was low. Furthermore, the low standard deviation is evidence that this 
was the theme across most of the participants. The authenticity of the data indicated that there was wide variation in 
spontaneity of the answers. However, the tone of the language used was shown to be mostly negative, and this is par-
ticularly prevalent on account of the low standard deviation.

The language style matching analysis revealed a mean score of 0.88. The highest score was 0.97, and the lowest was 
0.75. Once again, this represents consistency in writing style across the data set.

Table 4  Mean scores across 
the emotions data set for 
analytic thinking, authenticity, 
and tone

Values expressed as a percentage of the text that meets the criteria. Scores between 0 and 100

Key LIWC scores

Analytic % Authenticity % Tone %

Mean 23.11 53.74 30.59
High 55.99 96.29 75.77
Low 2.84 4.17 3.99
Standard deviation 9.84 20.89 12.74
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4  Discussion

4.1  Summary of results

This study set out to develop an understanding surrounding the motivations of online catfishing and the emotions and 
feelings expressed by victims. This was achieved through a thematic analysis and automated linguistic analysis of data 
collected through the Q&A website Quora. Findings have shown that the motivations of catfish perpetration can be linked 
to entertainment, emulating an ideal self, desiring meaningful interaction, and financial gain. Furthermore, six emotions 
and feelings emerged from the accounts of catfishing victims: suspicion, love, depression, anger, embarrassment, and 
stupidity. In addition, the LIWC analysis and language style matching analysis findings showed that the data collected 
was mostly personal to each individual and that there were similarities in how victims write about their experiences.

4.2  Motivations to catfish

The key theme that emerged from the data was the desire to catfish for the purpose of entertainment and this was 
widely discussed by participants, with many describing the enjoyment it brings and the humour it provides. As previ-
ously suggested by Campbell and Parker [11] this motivation is likely to be linked to narcissism, whereby narcissistic traits 
such as low empathy, would increase the likelihood of an individual enjoying deceiving others in this way. In addition 
to this, some participants who stated entertainment as their primary motivator started catfishing at a young age, often 
introduced through playing video games. It is concerning that some young people may be turning to deception as a 
method for entertainment and further research is needed to identify at what age individuals start to catfish and for how 
long they catfish.

Another key motivator, emulating an ideal self, supports previous research [11, 22]. Participants seeking to emulate an 
ideal self-reported feeling insecure or self-conscious about their appearance and one participant who idolised somebody 
they perceived to be physically attractive took on their identity online. However, this motivation is not necessarily con-
sistent with the suggested relationship between higher scores of narcissism and catfish perpetration [11]. For example, 
it is arguably illogical for an individual to have a sense of grandiosity while feeling self-conscious and insecure.

The themes, desire for meaningful interaction and financial gain, were less prominent than the preceding themes. 
The desire for meaningful interaction consisted of individuals feeling that current relationships do not meet their needs. 
The finding of financial gain as a motivation for catfishing supports pre-existing research in online deception [20, 21]. 
This represents an important finding, as it shows that financial gain is a motivation to catfishing, as well as other forms 
of deception.

4.3  The affective impact of catfishing on victims

The exploration of emotions and feelings addressed the suggestions of Taylor et al. [26] that the affective impacts of 
catfishing on victims should be identified. The themes generated provide research-based evidence that supports observa-
tions made of catfish victims on television [23] and support previous research based on other forms of online deception 
[24]. Of particular concern is the prevalence of feelings relating to self-blame, as suggested by Sorell and Whitty [20]. 
Feelings of anger and stupidity were regularly directed at oneself. The emotion of love, in particular, appeared to be very 
conflicting. Participants appeared uncertain over whether they truly experienced love for the perpetrator or whether 
the manipulation led to a mistaken belief of love. Considering the mention of heartbreak in this study, it could be sug-
gested that the participants did indeed experience love. Referring to the loss of a catfish relationship being compared 
to a death [24], it is perhaps unsurprising that feelings of depression after the ordeal were prevalent. It could be inferred 
that self-blame and the loss and heartbreak contribute to this.

The comments expressed in this study referred to the entire catfish experience and not just how victims felt after the 
ordeal. It appears that victims of catfishing tend to have a key vulnerability that the perpetrator can take advantage of. 
For some, this was a frustration with romantic failure, while for others it was experiences with depression. This supports 
the findings of Campbell and Parker [11] that vulnerability to catfishing can be linked to betrayal and loss. The prevalence 
of vulnerability identified before the catfishing ordeal could have implications for predicting catfish victims and may 
be useful in designing educational materials to increase awareness among these individuals. It was also noteworthy 
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that participants were frequently suspicious of their perpetrator, however they would either dismiss these suspicions or 
have them eased by the perpetrator. It is of concern that no participant ended the relationship due to their suspicions. It 
could be suggested that participants who were dealing with vulnerabilities were too desperate for this perceived perfect 
relationship to be real and true and future research is suggested to explore this further.

4.4  Methodological implications

The use of LIWC in this study proved to be effective in adding measures of validity and reliability of the corpus of data 
analysed. It showed that individual’s responses tended to be personal to the individual participant. This was of particular 
relevance, considering that the study explored elements that were experienced by each individual participant. It was, 
therefore, useful to provide evidence that the data collected was representative of experiences unique to each individual. 
Further to this, the results on tone appeared to show that the extracts for emotions and feelings were of a widely negative 
tone, supporting the negative connotations to the themes discussed. Although these findings are useful and provide 
context, it should be noted that they remain indicative and relative. There is no reported point in which the results are 
significant which makes it difficult to draw conclusions. However, relaying previous concerns around the lack of quality 
control of anonymous answers when collecting data from the internet [30], LIWC was beneficial as a method of showing 
that the data was meaningful.

This study supports the use of Quora as a secondary data source to explore online interactions. The detailed responses, 
supported by the LIWC analysis, highlight the potential of this platform for data collection. As reported by Matthew et al. 
[33], the platform is suitable for those wishing to disclose personal experiences, and this can be shown by the large data 
set collected in this study for the analysis of emotions and feelings. As previous research into motivations and victim 
experiences had not been able to reach a group of catfishing victims of this size previously, nor collect such detailed 
responses, this can evidence its value in research areas where participants can be difficult to find.

4.5  Limitations, strengths, and suggestions for future research

Although the LIWC findings can support the quality of the individual’s responses, it does not entirely diminish the 
potential concerns about the anonymity of the answers. The fact remains that anybody could have published answers 
on the Quora site; therefore, it cannot be guaranteed that no posts were fictional or exaggerated. However, it is worth 
considering whether this would be any different in an online interview study, as there would remain no guarantee that 
the individual has been truthful and social desirability would be higher as the interviewer is present. In addition to this, 
the anonymity meant that no data on age or gender could be collected. Although this was not crucial to the study, this 
information could have provided useful context as to the characteristics of catfishing perpetrators and victims. It would 
be useful for any future study using Quora to find a method of collecting age and gender details. A further limitation is 
that the LIWC algorithm does not capture the contextual understanding behind the words identified. For example, a posi-
tive word might be used in a sarcastic manner. In the near future artificial intelligence is likely to be used to address this.

There were many strengths to this study. This study successfully reached a sample of participants that had either cat-
fished themselves or had been catfished. This addressed the suggestions made by Taylor et al. [26], to locate participants 
with experience as a catfish perpetrator. Furthermore, the experiences were not limited to experiences on dating apps, 
unlike much of the previous research [20, 21]. This meant that findings could offer a more robust account for catfishing 
and so can be generalised to other online environments where catfishing occurs. Another strength of this study was 
the analysis using LIWC. Considering that this software has not been used in this research area, its application created 
further context for the qualitative data.

Future research is needed explore motivations to catfish and the affective impacts of catfishing in further depth and to 
identify if our findings are replicated. Interviews with participants who have catfished could explore whether the motiva-
tions found in our study are also evidenced. For future explorations of the affective impacts, similarly catfish victims could 
be recruited, and a survey used to explore whether the experiences identified from the qualitative data in this study are 
replicated. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to identify the prevalence of vulnerabilities before a catfishing experience.

In conclusion, this study has provided a strong foundation on which to base future research into online catfishing. 
A specific set of motivations and emotions and feelings can now be further explored to contribute to understanding 
how online catfishing can be predicted and such results could be used in education materials to increase awareness for 
potential victims and support victims.
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