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Introduction

The phenomenon of extortion is generating serious repercussions on the mental health of the economically active population. In the absence of measurement instruments to quantify the magnitude of this problem, it becomes urgent to design a documentary measurement tool.





Objective

To design and validate a scale measuring concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion.





Method

The study is classified as instrumental. Using purposive non-probability sampling, participation was obtained from 2.049 citizens of both sexes across the three regions of Peru. The instrument was designed in 10 stages, following expert recommendations on the subject. The first version consisted of 11 items with five-point Likert-type response options. Analyses were conducted to demonstrate content validity, construct validity, convergent validity, measurement invariance, and reliability.





Results

All items proved to be clear, relevant, and representative (V > 0.70). Exploratory factor analysis suggested an underlying structure composed of eight items (KMO = 0.91, Bartlett’s test = p ≤ 0.001), with factor loadings above the 0.40 cutoff (0.75 to 0.83). Subsequently, confirmatory factor analysis corroborated this unidimensional structure (SRMR = 0.037, RMSEA = 0.074, CFI = 0.996, TLI = 0.994). In addition, the BECS was shown to be invariant across sex and exhibited significant correlations with other comparable scales, thus providing evidence of convergent validity. Finally, the instrument demonstrated excellent reliability (>0.90).





Conclusion

The BECS shows psychometric evidence supporting its validity and reliability. Therefore, it becomes the first measure available to assess concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion.
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1 Introduction

Extortion is one of the most persistent, structural, and least visible forms of criminal violence in Latin America, affecting not only local economies but also the institutional stability and social fabric of countries in the region región (1). This practice has become deeply rooted in territories characterized by high levels of informality, clientelist networks, institutional corruption, and fragile judicial systems (1–3). Consequently, it is not limited to formal economic sectors but instead establishes a pattern of victimization that exacerbates structural inequalities (4).

In countries such as Mexico, El Salvador, and Guatemala, extortion has ceased to be a marginal phenomenon and has evolved into a form of parallel criminal governance, where extortionists partially supplant the State by imposing their own logic of control and collection (1). The magnitude of underreporting of this crime is alarming. For instance, in Mexico, 97.9% of cases go unreported (5), while in Colombia the figure reaches 81.4% (6). This situation reflects not only the fear of reprisals but also the deep-seated structural mistrust in judicial institutions.

In the Peruvian context, recent data revealed that in 2024, 27.5% of the population over 15 years of age had been victims of some criminal act (7), with merchants identified as the occupational group most affected by extortion (8). Other reports highlight the negative impact on the mental health of the economically active population (7, 9), particularly among those working in informal sectors, which makes them even more vulnerable to extortion (10).



1.1 Literature review

Extortion as a crime has been the subject of research in various regions of the world. Studies highlight its prevalence and the psychological impact on victims (11). Although its modalities vary according to geographic and socioeconomic contexts, it is clearly a serious threat in countries where organized crime predominates and weaknesses in state control are evident (12). From a psychological perspective, the emotional consequences of extortion have been documented in several international, national, and local studies. For example, research conducted in Mexico with adolescents and young people living in environments marked by high levels of social disorder, vandalism, and crime revealed heightened psychological distress as a reaction (13). Another study with Latin American migrants who arrived at the U.S. border found that adults traveling with children were the most extorted, and when evaluated, they reported significant symptoms of post-traumatic stress (11). Similarly, in India, a study conducted with female students who were victims of electronic extortion revealed that the main mental health consequences included suicide attempts, fear of scandal, and frequent monitoring of social networks due to fear that the extortionist would disseminate the victim’s information (14). Finally, in Peru, research exploring the influence of “quota collections” and the impact of telephone extortion revealed serious alterations in the perception of well-being among transport workers, merchants, and public officials (15).

For an evidence-based understanding, these effects must be framed within a broader theoretical context in which extortion is defined as the imposition of payments under threat or intimidation (16, 17). Its prevalence is tied to a “booming industry” that thrives in contexts where strategies to curb organized crime and drug trafficking have failed due to weak state control (18). Within this framework, it is important to distinguish the different reactions the population may have toward this phenomenon. Fear of crime, for instance, is an emotional response encompassing feelings of vulnerability and insecurity in the face of a real threat (19). Direct victimization is the tangible experience of having suffered a criminal act, with emotional, social, and legal consequences (11). Meanwhile, concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion based on emerging studies that show its relevance in understanding psychosocial responses to specific crimes (20) can be understood as a complex, multidimensional psychological state. First, it includes a cognitive dimension, involving recurrent thoughts about the risk of being victimized by this crime (21). Second, it entails an emotional impact manifested through indicators such as anxiety, nervousness, and emotional distress (22). Third, it is reflected in avoidance behaviors actions that individuals take to reduce their exposure to the risk of extortion (23). Finally, it involves perceived control, understood as the degree of confidence an individual has in facing extortion situations (12).

To understand this phenomenon, classic theoretical models such as the fear of crime theory suggest that not only individual factors but also social and contextual factors play a key role in explaining fear (24, 25). In the case of extortion victimization, from an integrative criminological approach, various theories reveal its multicausal nature, among which Rational Choice Theory (26) and Routine Activity Theory (27) stand out. Rational Choice Theory, in particular, explains why some victims comply with extortion demands while others resist. From this perspective, compliance depends on a subjective evaluation of costs and benefits (28, 29), where factors such as the credibility of the threat, the presence of weapons, the number of aggressors, or the type of communication (face-to-face or remote) are key determinants shaping the perception of risk and, therefore, the decision to pay (30, 31). Along the same line, another relevant model is Protection Motivation Theory (PMT), developed by Rogers (32), which explains how people evaluate and respond to perceived threats. In this case, the motivation to adopt protective behaviors depends on the perceived severity of the threat, personal vulnerability, and the perceived efficacy of the available responses (33). Applied to extortion, this model conceptualizes concern as a cognitive and emotional evaluation mechanism, reflecting perceptions of risk and vulnerability in the face of this specific threat (34).

Against this backdrop, it is essential to have measurement instruments to quantify the emotional impact generated by extortion on the Peruvian population, both in direct victims (11) and in those indirectly affected (35). Current literature offers a variety of tools to assess broader aspects, such as fear of crime, which includes extortion as one among many criminal acts. In the last 25 years (36), this phenomenon has been mainly assessed through surveys (77%), structured or semi-structured interviews (18%), and other methods involving secondary analyses, observation, and real-time apps (<5%). One of the most widely used international scales is the Fear of Crime Scale, created by Jackson (37) for adults in London, United Kingdom. This scale is composed of 16 items distributed across four dimensions: concern about crime, perceived probability of crime, perceived control over crime, and perceived consequences of crime. Later, adaptations were developed for young populations in Mexico (38) and Ecuador (39), in both cases confirming the original structure.

Other tools have also emerged, such as the one created by Grijalva-Eternod and Fernández-Molina (40), notable for its integral approach to cognitive, behavioral, and generalized concern aspects of fear of crime. This instrument was validated in Spain and comprised 9 items distributed across three dimensions: abstract fear, cognitive fear, and behavioral fear. Likewise, Valera and Guardia (41) constructed a test to evaluate perceived insecurity and fear of crime among residents of Barcelona, Spain. This instrument consisted of 45 items distributed across eight subscales: perception of insecurity, previous threat experiences, social representations of insecurity, personal control and coping skills, potential aggressors in public spaces, neighborhood urban identity, residential satisfaction, and perceived environmental quality.

Although most of the available measures are characterized by multidimensionality, other alternatives stand out for their brevity and unidimensionality. One such case is the scale developed by Etopio and Berthelot (42), who designed a tool for adults in the United States using in-depth interviews, resulting in a short 10-item, single-dimension measure. Another instrument is the Concern About Becoming a Victim of Robbery Scale, created by Carranza et al. (20) for Peruvian citizens, which consisted of 5 items distributed in a single factor.




1.2 Justification

Returning to the issue of interest, it is necessary to recognize that in order to understand and address the psychosocial consequences of extortion, not only scientific studies are required, but also public policies that integrate mental health strategies, crime prevention, and social support (43),.This has been emphasized by various experts and international organizations, who call on countries with high levels of citizen insecurity to promote community resilience and protect victims (44, 45). However, in the Peruvian context, the lack of specific instruments to measure concern and the effects of extortion limits the capacity to design and evaluate such policies. It is precisely this gap in knowledge that motivates the present study.

In this regard, since most instruments available in the scientific literature have been designed to evaluate fear of crime in a general sense, there is a clear need for specific scales aimed at assessing fear related to particular crimes, such as concern about extortion a topic that is still in the process of consolidation within academic research (46). Although some alternatives exist that may serve as a basis for potential adaptation and validation, the authors of this study consider it necessary to construct a test that directly measures the construct of interest, given that the tools identified in the literature are not directly aligned with the objectives of the present research.




1.3 Hypotheses

Based on the above, the following research hypotheses are proposed:

	The scale measuring concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion demonstrates content validity, ensuring that its items adequately reflect the construct in the Peruvian context.

	The factorial structure of the scale fits a unidimensional model, confirming that the items consistently measure a single underlying dimension.

	The scale demonstrates measurement invariance across relevant subgroups, guaranteeing the validity of comparisons between these groups without bias in the structure or interpretation of the items.

	The scale shows convergent validity, as it correlates significantly with related constructs, such as measures assessing concern about robbery and anxiety.

	The scale demonstrates high internal consistency, ensuring reliability and precision of measurements in the Peruvian population.






1.4 Objective

For all the reasons mentioned, the objective of this research is to design and validate a scale measuring concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion among Peruvian citizens.





2 Method



2.1 Design

The study is characterized as having an instrumental design (47), since it explores the main psychometric properties of a documentary measurement instrument.




2.2 Participants

The study population consisted of Peruvian citizens of both sexes, aged 18 years and older. The sample size was calculated using semPower, a package from the R software (48). A total of 55 degrees of freedom was considered, corresponding to the complexity of the factorial model with 11 items. In addition, rigorous statistical parameters were established: an RMSEA index of 0.05 to ensure good model fit, a significance level of 0.05 to control for Type I error, and a statistical power of 0.80 to minimize Type II error. Under these specifications, the calculation yielded a minimum sample size ranging from 180 to 220 participants, which guarantees reliable results for both exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses.

Due to limitations in accessibility to the study population, a purposive non-probability sampling method was selected. This approach ensured the voluntary participation of 2,049 individuals, from which 289 were excluded for not meeting the established inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria were defined prior to data collection and were based on the need to obtain a relevant, ethical sample with data of sufficient quality to adequately analyze the psychometric properties of the instrument. In this case, only participants over the age of 18 were considered, as the scale is intended for an adult population with the capacity to provide valid and complete informed consent. Likewise, only those who fully completed the questionnaire were included to guarantee the quality and completeness of the data. Conversely, individuals under the age of 18 were excluded to avoid ethical implications and differences in the experience of political stress related to age. Those who did not accept the informed consent were also excluded to comply with ethical standards, as well as individuals who did not complete the form, since their exclusion ensures the integrity of the psychometric analysis and minimizes biases derived from incomplete data.

After this filtering process, the final sample consisted of 1,760 citizens, of which more were women (58.6%) than men (41.4%). The age group with the highest participation was 18–30 years (84.4%). Regarding educational attainment, 59.7% reported higher education, 17.5% secondary education, and 1.5% primary education. In terms of region of residence, 53.1% lived in the highlands, 26.1% on the coast, and 20.7% in the jungle. Most participants were single (74.4%), followed by married or cohabiting (19.4%), divorced (3.3%), and widowed (2.9%). Finally, in terms of employment status, there was a higher proportion of salaried workers (54.5%) compared to self-employed/entrepreneurs (45.5%).




2.3 Instrument

The main scale was constructed following the recommendations of Muñiz and Fonseca-Pedrero (49). First, the theoretical framework was defined, and the justification for constructing the test was established. In this case, indicators were drawn from the theoretical model of fear of crime (39). Rational Choice Theory (26), and Routine Activity Theory (27).The justification was based on the absence of similar instruments that could even be considered for adaptation. Second, the construct was analyzed and defined, delimiting its conceptual boundaries and dimensions. As a result, the proposed factors were: Factor 1 (Cognitive Concern), Factor 2 (Emotional Impact), Factor 3 (Avoidance Behaviors), and Factor 4 (Perceived Control).

Third, the items were drafted based on the nine indicators that operationally represent the four proposed factors: frequency of concern and perception of vulnerability (Factor 1); anxiety in the face of physical threats, fear of information exposure, and social shame (Factor 2); modification of routines and digital self-censorship (Factor 3); trust in authorities and response capacity (Factor 4). This stage resulted in an initial version consisting of 11 items with 5 Likert-type response options: Never, Rarely, Sometimes, Frequently, and Always. Fourth, to validate the content of the initial test, a panel of six experts was convened (two clinical psychologists, two forensic psychologists specializing in criminology, one psychiatrist, and one criminal lawyer). Using a validation form, they assessed the clarity, relevance, and representativeness of the items. Finally, the subsequent stages involved administering the instrument to the study population and conducting the psychometric analysis.

Other instruments were also used to assess whether the EPre-VE scores converged favorably with scales measuring theoretically related constructs. First, the Concern About Becoming a Victim of Robbery Scale (EPre-RD) (20), which consists of 5 statements with 5 Likert-type response options (Never, Rarely, Sometimes, Frequently, and Always). This measure showed a reliability coefficient of 0.91 according to Omega, indicating high reliability. Second, the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale-2 (GAD-2) (50), a brief scale that assesses anxiety, composed of 2 questions with 4 Likert-type response options (Not at all, Several days, More than half the days, Nearly every day). In this case, the Omega coefficient indicated a reliability value of 0.81.




2.4 Procedures

Data were collected through an online survey, since in recent years this medium has become the most cost-effective and efficient alternative for scientific research (51). In this case, Google Forms was chosen because it is a free tool with an intuitive interface, which facilitates the management and analysis of responses thanks to its variety of question types such as multiple choice and open text. The form was divided into sections (1): informed consent, which emphasized voluntary participation and confidentiality of data (2); collection of sociodemographic data; and (3) the instrument items. The survey link was disseminated via social media platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp, which make it possible to reach diverse populations (52). Facebook, in particular, allows for targeted advertising, increasing sampling effectiveness (53, 54). The survey remained open from April 10 to April 24, 2025, and the completion time ranged from 5 to 10 minutes.




2.5 Data analysis

The statistical analysis process was conducted in several phases. First, to assess the normality of item distribution and identify whether any items displayed skewness or inadequate variability, a preliminary analysis of skewness and kurtosis values was conducted, expecting scores not to exceed ±1.50 (55). This step ensures that the factorial structure, reliability, and validity of the instrument are based on data that meet basic statistical assumptions (56).

Second, prior to conducting exploratory factor analysis (EFA), data adequacy was evaluated using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) index (> 0.70). To determine whether sufficient correlation existed among items to justify factor analysis, Bartlett’s test was also applied (p < 0.05). During the EFA stage, the aim was to identify the latent dimensions that group the items; thus, a four-factor model was specified. To determine the optimal number of factors, parallel analysis was used (57). To estimate factor loadings and improve model interpretability, the unweighted least squares estimation method with Promin rotation was applied (58). To ensure that only items contributing significantly to a factor were retained, items with loadings below 0.40 or factorial complexity were eliminated (57). This procedure was carried out with a subsample of 524 participants.

Third, to validate and confirm the structure previously identified through EFA, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted within a structural equation modeling (SEM) framework using the Variance-adjusted Weighted Least Squares (WLSMV) estimator, which allows verification of whether the theoretical model fits the observed data (58). To evaluate model fit, the following indices were considered: Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI > 0.90), Comparative Fit Index (CFI > 0.90), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA < 0.08), following the recommendations of Hu and Bentler (59). This ensured that the proposed factorial model adequately represented the relationships between items and latent factors. This procedure was performed with the remaining 1.236 participants.

Fourth, internal consistency was evaluated using the omega coefficient (ω), which provides a more precise estimate of reliability by considering the different loadings and specific errors of each item (60), unlike Cronbach’s alpha, which assumes all items contribute equally (61). Fifth, to determine whether the scale measured the construct uniformly across different demographic groups, factorial invariance analysis by sex was conducted, following the recommendations of Wu and Estabrook (62). In this process, progressive constraints were applied to parameters to verify equivalence of factor structures, factor loadings, and intercepts between sexes. Models were evaluated using the following cut-off criteria: ΔRMSEA < 0.015 and ΔCFI ≤ 0.010 (63). This strengthens the external validity and generalizability of the instrument.

Finally, convergent validity analysis was conducted to confirm that the scale was not measuring an isolated construct but was adequately connected with theoretically related variables (64), thereby strengthening its interpretation and utility in the psychometric context. Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r) was used to assess whether significant relationships existed between concern about becoming a victim of extortion, concern about becoming a victim of robbery when withdrawing money from an ATM or bank, and anxiety.

All analyses were performed using the R programming language within the RStudio environment. The packages lavaan (65) and semPlot (66) were employed to facilitate data organization and model estimation.




2.6 Ethical considerations

This research followed the recommendations of the Declaration of Helsinki, which outlines ethical principles for research involving human subjects, primarily the requirement of obtaining informed consent. In line with these principles, the study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Universidad Señor de Sipán (Code 289-CIEI).





3 Results



3.1 Sample characteristics

Table 1 shows that the 1,760 participants were mostly men (58.6%), young adults between 18 and 30 years old (84.4%), with higher education (81%), residing mainly in the highlands (53.1%) and in urban areas (81.2%). Regarding marital status, single participants predominated (74.4%), and in terms of employment, more than half were dependent workers (54.5%), with the majority holding employee positions (68.7%). In terms of occupational sector, the “other” category stood out (49.5%), followed by construction, education, and health. To ensure the robustness of the psychometric analyses, the sample was randomly divided into two subsamples: EFA (n = 524) and CFA (n = 1.236). The results show that both subsamples maintained comparable proportions across key variables such as sex, age, educational level, and region of residence, thereby ensuring equivalence and representativeness of the groups.


Table 1 | Sociodemographic characteristics of the total sample and subsamples.
	Demographic variables
	Total (1760)
	EFA (524)
	CFA (1236)


	n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%



	Sex


	Female
	728
	41.40%
	223
	42.60%
	505
	40.90%


	Male
	1032
	58.60%
	301
	57.40%
	731
	59.10%


	Age


	18 to 30 years
	1485
	84.40%
	443
	84.50%
	1042
	84.30%


	31 to 40 years
	152
	8.60%
	52
	9.90%
	100
	8.10%


	41 years and older
	123
	7.00%
	29
	5.50%
	94
	7.60%


	Educational Level


	Primary
	27
	1.50%
	7
	1.30%
	20
	1.60%


	Secondary
	308
	17.50%
	99
	18.90%
	209
	16.90%


	Higher education
	1425
	81.00%
	418
	79.80%
	1007
	81.50%


	Region of Residence


	Coast
	460
	26.10%
	132
	25.20%
	328
	26.50%


	Highlands
	935
	53.10%
	276
	52.70%
	659
	53.30%


	Jungle
	365
	20.70%
	116
	22.10%
	249
	20.10%


	Area of Residence


	Rural
	331
	18.80%
	92
	17.60%
	239
	19.30%


	Urban
	1429
	81.20%
	432
	82.40%
	997
	80.70%


	Marital Status


	Single
	1309
	74.40%
	400
	76.30%
	909
	73.50%


	Married or cohabiting
	342
	19.40%
	91
	17.40%
	251
	20.30%


	Divorced
	58
	3.30%
	16
	3.10%
	42
	3.40%


	Widowed
	51
	2.90%
	17
	3.20%
	34
	2.80%


	Employment Sector


	Communications
	36
	2.00%
	9
	1.70%
	27
	2.20%


	Construction
	153
	8.70%
	42
	8.00%
	111
	9.00%


	Education
	156
	8.90%
	38
	7.30%
	118
	9.50%


	Entertainment
	27
	1.50%
	10
	1.90%
	17
	1.40%


	Hospitality
	22
	1.30%
	8
	1.50%
	14
	1.10%


	Restaurants
	61
	3.50%
	19
	3.60%
	42
	3.40%


	Health
	126
	7.20%
	43
	8.20%
	83
	6.70%


	Security
	134
	7.60%
	36
	6.90%
	98
	7.90%


	Financial services
	67
	3.80%
	18
	3.40%
	49
	4.00%


	Transportation
	80
	4.50%
	20
	3.80%
	60
	4.90%


	Tourism
	26
	1.50%
	8
	1.50%
	18
	1.50%


	Other
	872
	49.50%
	273
	52.10%
	599
	48.50%


	Type of Work


	Salaried (dependent)
	959
	54.50%
	297
	56.70%
	662
	53.60%


	Self-employed (independent)
	801
	45.50%
	227
	43.30%
	574
	46.40%


	Work Position


	Managerial
	551
	31.30%
	180
	34.40%
	371
	30.00%


	Employee
	1209
	68.70%
	344
	65.60%
	865
	70.00%





f, frequency; %, Percentage.






3.2 Content validity

As shown in Table 2, Aiken’s V coefficients for item relevance, representativeness, and clarity were satisfactory (V ≥ 0.70) for all items except 10 and 11, which fell below the minimum acceptable threshold (V = 0.70), indicating they did not adequately represent the intended construct.


Table 2 | Aiken’s V for evaluation of item relevance, representativeness, and clarity.
	Items
	Item (n = 6)
	Representativeness (n = 6)
	Clarity (n = 6)


	M
	SD
	V
	IC 95%
	M
	SD
	V
	IC 95%
	M
	SD
	V
	IC 95%



	Item1
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00


	Item2
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	2.50
	0.84
	0.83
	0.63-0.94


	Item3
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	2.33
	0.82
	0.78
	0.57-0.90


	Item4
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	2.67
	0.82
	0.89
	0.69-0.97
	2.33
	0.82
	0.78
	0.57-0.90


	Item5
	2.83
	0.41
	0.94
	0.76-0.99
	2.50
	0.84
	0.83
	0.63-0.94
	2.33
	0.82
	0.78
	0.57-0.90


	Item6
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	2.67
	0.82
	0.89
	0.69-0.97
	2.67
	0.82
	0.89
	0.69-0.97


	Item7
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	2.83
	0.41
	0.94
	0.76-0.99


	Item8
	2.67
	0.82
	0.89
	0.69-0.97
	2.33
	0.82
	0.78
	0.57-0.90
	2.33
	0.82
	0.78
	0.57-0.90


	Item9
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00
	3.00
	0.00
	1.00
	0.85-1.00


	Item10
	2.00
	1.26
	0.67
	0.45-0.83
	2.17
	1.17
	0.72
	0.51-0.87
	2.33
	1.21
	0.78
	0.57-0.90


	Item11
	2.00
	1.55
	0.67
	0.45-0.83
	2.00
	1.55
	0.67
	0.45-0.83
	2.00
	1.55
	0.67
	0.45-0.83





M, mean; SD, standard deviation; V, Aiken’s V; 95% CI, confidence interval for V.






3.3 Descriptive analysis and item correlation

Regarding the preliminary item analysis, Table 3 shows that the means ranged from 2.35 to 3.17, suggesting that most items were below the scale’s midpoint. Standard deviation values ranged from 1.25 to 1.33, which is optimal for discrimination. Skewness scores ranged from –0.08 to 0.65, indicating symmetric distributions (± 1.50), and all kurtosis values were negative (–1.16 to –0.58), indicating platykurtic distributions. Finally, most of the correlations between the items were found to be significant and of moderate magnitude, estimated using a polychoric correlation matrix.


Table 3 | Descriptive statistics and item correlation matrix.
	Items
	M
	SD
	S
	K
	i1
	i2
	i3
	i4
	i5
	i6
	i7
	i8
	i9
	i10
	i11



	i1
	2.94
	1.28
	0.12
	-1.06
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i2
	2.96
	1.31
	0.12
	-1.05
	0.62**
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i3
	2.92
	1.28
	0.14
	-1.03
	0.62**
	0.64**
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i4
	2.76
	1.30
	0.25
	-1.02
	0.65**
	0.62**
	0.65
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i5
	2.87
	1.29
	0.19
	-1.01
	0.60**
	0.65**
	0.66**
	0.67**
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i6
	3.17
	1.33
	-0.08
	-1.16
	0.55**
	0.58**
	0.55**
	0.56**
	0.53**
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i7
	3.14
	1.31
	-0.06
	-1.13
	0.61**
	0.56**
	0.63**
	0.59**
	0.64**
	0.67**
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 


	i8
	2.89
	1.34
	0.23
	-1.08
	0.47**
	0.52**
	0.55**
	0.57**
	0.54**
	0.63**
	0.54**
	1
	 
	 
	 


	i9
	2.95
	1.28
	0.13
	-1.01
	0.53**
	0.54**
	0.51**
	0.56**
	0.52**
	0.53**
	0.55**
	0.63**
	1
	 
	 


	i10
	2.35
	1.25
	0.65
	-0.58
	0.16*
	0.19*
	0.21*
	0.20*
	0.15*
	0.19*
	0.18*
	0.22*
	0.21*
	1
	 


	i11
	2.69
	1.29
	0.31
	-0.98
	0.11*
	0.08
	0.08
	0.12*
	0.12*
	0.09
	0.12*
	0.14*
	0.14*
	0.37**
	1





M, Mean, SD, Standard Deviation, As, Skewness, K, Kurtosis.

**Correlations are significant at <.01.

*Correlations are significant at <.05.






3.4 Exploratory factor analysis

At the exploratory factor stage (Table 4), sampling adequacy was excellent (KMO = 0.91; Bartlett’s χ² = 2555.65, p ≤ 0.001), confirming that the correlations among items were sufficient to justify the application of factorial techniques. Regarding factor loadings, the EFA suggested an underlying structure composed of eight items, with loadings ranging from 0.75 to 0.83 and communalities (h²) between 0.57 and 0.67, indicating that 57% to 67% of the variance of each item was explained by the common factor. However, items i1, i10, and i11 were eliminated due to factor loadings below 0.40, low communalities, and weak correlations with other items. Finally, excellent reliability was found (ω > 0.90).


Table 4 | Exploratory factor analysis.
	Ítem (Español)
	Item (English)
	Factor loading
	h²



	2. El pensar que puedo ser víctima de extorsión afecta mi estado emocional
	2. Thinking that I could become a victim of extortion affects my emotional state
	0.80
	0.65


	3. El pensar que podría ser manipulado(a) o coaccionado(a) para que me dejen trabajar, me angustia emocionalmente
	3. Thinking that I might be manipulated or coerced into letting me work causes me emotional distress
	0.81
	0.66


	4. Siento que puedo ser víctima de extorsión en los próximos meses.
	4. I feel that I could be a victim of extortion in the coming months.
	0.82
	0.67


	5. Me siento nervioso/a ante la posibilidad de que me amenacen con violencia si no cumplo exigencias de los extorsionadores
	5. I feel nervous at the possibility of being threatened with violence if I do not comply with extortionists’ demands
	0.82
	0.67


	6. Me preocupa que usen mis datos personales (fotos, mensajes) para chantajearme.
	6. I worry that my personal data (photos, messages) could be used to blackmail me.
	0.79
	0.63


	7. Me preocupa que puedan difundir información íntima sobre mí y/o mi familia, si no accedo a las exigencias de los extorsionadores
	7. I worry that they could release intimate information about me and/or my family if I do not comply with extortionists’ demands
	0.82
	0.66


	8. Evito retirar dinero en efectivo de cajeros o bancos por miedo a ser extorsionado/a.
	8. I avoid withdrawing cash from ATMs or banks for fear of being extorted.
	0.78
	0.6


	9. Limito mi actividad en redes sociales para reducir el riesgo de extorsión cibernética.
	9. I limit my social media activity to reduce the risk of cyber extortion.
	0.75
	0.57


	Reliability


	McDonald’s omega (ω) = 0.91





F1, Single factor; h2, Communalities.






3.5 Confirmatory factor analysis

The CFA results (Table 5) presents the main goodness-of-fit indices. First, the SRMR (0.037) and RMSEA (0.074) showed values below the 0.08 threshold. Similarly, the CFI and TLI reported values of 0.996 and 0.994, both exceeding the 0.95 benchmark. These findings confirm a favorable fit to the observed data, indicating that the 8-item version suggested by the EFA demonstrates validity based on internal structure. From this point onward, it will be referred to as the EPre-VE (see Figure 1).


Table 5 | CFA goodness-of-fit indices.
	Model
	χ2
	df
	SRMR
	CFI
	TLI
	RMSEA



	Final
	204.845
	20
	0.037
	0.996
	0.994
	0.074







[image: Diagram showing a central circle labeled “BECS” with arrows pointing to squares labeled i2 to i9. Each arrow has a number, ranging from .74 to .84, indicating a connection strength.]
Figure 1 | BECS internal structure.




3.6 Measurement invariance

The analysis of measurement invariance, the results (Table 6) show that the EPre-VE is invariant across sex at all levels (configural, threshold, metric, scalar, and strict). In this case, the goodness-of-fit indices were adequate in all models, and the differences between them were minimal. This supports structural, metric, and scalar equivalence for both men and women; therefore, it can be affirmed that the EPre-VE measures the same construct equivalently across both groups.


Table 6 | Measurement invariance by sex.
	Model invariance
	χ2
	gl
	CFI
	RMSEA
	SRMR
	ΔCFI
	ΔRMSEA
	ΔSRMR



	Sex


	 Configural
	332.18
	40
	0.94
	0.07
	0.03
	–
	–
	–


	 Threshold
	332.18
	39
	0.94
	0.07
	0.35
	0.000
	0.002
	0.316


	 Metric
	339.13
	46
	0.94
	0.06
	0.03
	0.000
	-0.009
	-0.312


	 Scalar
	352.81
	54
	0.94
	0.06
	0.04
	-0.001
	-0.007
	0.001


	 Strict
	388.39
	62
	0.94
	0.05
	0.04
	-0.005
	-0.002
	0.001










3.7 Validity based on relations with other variables

Finally, the correlation results support the convergent validity of the EPre-VE, as a strong and significant correlation was found with another similar measure, the Concern About Robbery Scale (r = 0.74, p < 0.01). Likewise, a moderate correlation was found with a related but distinct measure, the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale-2 (r = 0.36, p < 0.01).





4 Discussion

Extortion is a phenomenon that has a direct impact on the mental health and social well-being of the economically active population (1). The concern derived from this problem generates constant emotional insecurity, which represents a risk to public health (21). In this sense, addressing such concern proactively makes sense if preventive interventions are to be implemented (67). Therefore, given the lack of instruments to assess concern about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion, the objective was to design and validate a scale for Peruvian citizens.

Overall, the findings of this study indicate that the EPre-VE should be interpreted as a brief, unidimensional measure consisting of eight items. Under this premise, the results of the preliminary analysis provide evidence of the consistency among items (significant correlations), which discriminate adequately and display relatively acceptable response distributions. However, this stage also revealed problematic items, such as i10 and i11, which showed low correlations and suggested the need for further revision in order to optimize the validity and reliability of the EPre-VE (68).

At the next level of analysis, although the initial construction of the scale proposed a four-factor structure, the EFA results indicated that all items loaded onto a single dimension. This means that, although the variable was theoretically conceived as multidimensional, empirically the data show that the items measure one underlying dimension (69). The authors interpret this reduction to a single factor as reflecting that the scale captures a coherent global construct (70), namely, concern about extortion as an integrated psychological experience rather than a fragmented phenomenon.

It is important to clarify that the EFA results only supported the unidimensionality of the eight-item scale. In this process, items i1 “Lately I am concerned about the possibility of becoming a victim of extortion”, i10 “I trust that the police can protect me from extortion”, and i11 “I am clear on how I should act if I receive an extortion call or message” were eliminated due to unfavorable statistical indicators, such as low factor loadings (below the recommended.40 in test construction), low communalities, and weak correlations. Conceptually and operationally, these items appear to measure aspects different from the main construct. Therefore, their removal was based on psychometric criteria recommended for optimizing the validity and reliability of psychological scales (71).

Subsequently, the CFA corroborated the validity of the underlying structure, confirming that the unidimensional model fits the observed data well. This consistency between the EFA and CFA demonstrates that the construction and validation process was successful, producing an instrument that is structurally valid (72) and, on the other hand, reliable, as the scale’s reliability reached an excellent value (>.90). This indicates that the scores obtained are stable and precise (73).

These findings support the notion that concern about becoming a victim of extortion, rather than being a fragmented phenomenon, represents an integrated psychological experience consistent with Rogers’ Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) (32). This theory posits that responses to specific threats are based on a unified cognitive and emotional evaluation of severity, vulnerability, and response efficacy (33, 34). Furthermore, this integration aligns with the Fear of Crime Theory, which conceptualizes these emotional responses as part of a global process involving individual, social, and contextual factors (24, 25).

In contrast to similar studies, our findings differ from related multidimensional scales, such as the cyberbullying victimization scale (three factors) (74) or the fear of crime assessment, which reports five-factor structures (39). These structures reflect the complexity of constructs that measure multiple facets of victimization or fear. Conversely, the BECS focuses exclusively on a single construct, favoring a unifactorial representation (75). This perspective is consistent with scales measuring fear of crime or concern about robbery, which exhibit unidimensional structures (20, 42). This suggests that, in contexts of targeted threats, integrated emotional and cognitive dimensions predominate as an indivisible whole (39, 76). Similarly, Rational Choice Theory (26–31) complements this interpretation by proposing that the subjective evaluation of costs and benefits when facing the threat of extortion functions as an integrated decision-making process, where factors such as threat credibility and operational context influence the unified perception of risk.

It is also worth noting that these results are more representative of a sample largely composed of young people (84.4%), women (58.6%), and individuals with higher education (59.7%), mainly from the highlands region (53.1%). Therefore, it must be acknowledged that perceptions of extortion may vary according to cultural and regional differences, particularly when contrasting urban and rural contexts or different occupational groups (77). These variations can influence how individuals experience and express concern about extortion, as social, economic, and cultural factors specific to each context shape perceptions of risk and coping strategies (78).

Beyond the main findings, other results add value to the evidence of validity and reliability. First, measurement invariance showed that the EPre-VE is invariant by sex. This means that it measures concern about becoming a victim of extortion equivalently in men and women, thereby strengthening internal validity and the interpretation of scores (79), especially in research or interventions requiring group comparisons by sex (80, 81). Second, the correlations between the GAD-2 and the EPre-VE were significant, indicating that greater concern about becoming a victim of crime is associated with higher levels of generalized anxiety symptoms (82), which is consistent with psychological literature (83). Furthermore, the strong correlation between the two specific concerns (EPre-VE and EPre-RD) reinforces the idea that those with greater concern about extortion also tend to worry about robbery (84), which is reasonable given that both variables reflect concerns related to victimization and personal insecurity (85).



4.1 Practical implications

These findings support the notion that concern about becoming a victim of extortion, rather than being a fragmented phenomenon, represents an integrated psychological experience consistent with Rogers’ Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) (32). This theory posits that responses to specific threats are based on a unified cognitive and emotional evaluation of severity, vulnerability, and response efficacy (33, 34). Furthermore, this integration aligns with the Fear of Crime Theory, which conceptualizes these emotional responses as part of a global process involving individual, social, and contextual factors (24, 25).

In contrast to similar studies, our findings differ from related multidimensional scales, such as the cyberbullying victimization scale (three factors) (74) or the fear of crime assessment, which reports five-factor structures (39). These structures reflect the complexity of constructs that measure multiple facets of victimization or fear. Conversely, the BECS focuses exclusively on a single construct, favoring a unifactorial representation (75). This perspective is consistent with scales measuring fear of crime or concern about robbery, which exhibit unidimensional structures (20, 42). This suggests that, in contexts of targeted threats, integrated emotional and cognitive dimensions predominate as an indivisible whole (39, 76). Similarly, Rational Choice Theory (26–31) complements this interpretation by proposing that the subjective evaluation of costs and benefits when facing the threat of extortion functions as an integrated decision-making process, where factors such as threat credibility and operational context influence the unified perception of risk.




4.2 Limitations

First, although the sample is large and includes participants from the three regions of Peru, it is not representative of the sociocultural and demographic diversity of this population. Combined with the lack of randomness due to the use of non-probability sampling, this limits the generalizability of the findings to the entire Peruvian population. Second, since the data were collected through self-report instruments, there is a possibility of social desirability bias, as a sensitive topic like concern about extortion may have affected the accuracy of responses. Third, not considering potentially moderating variables such as socioeconomic factors or previous victimization experiences may have influenced the intensity of the measured concern, thus limiting the comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. Fourth, this scale primarily measures emotional responses and perceived vulnerability to extortion, which are key to understanding the initial psychological impact of the phenomenon. However, it does not address cognitive and behavioral dimensions or self-efficacy in resisting threats, which are fundamental elements for coping. Therefore, interpretation of the results should be limited to the affective dimension of concern. Five, this study did not include additional behavioral or emotional variables with which the predictive validity of the scale could be tested. Lastly, another important limitation is that test-retest reliability was not evaluated, which prevents establishing the temporal stability and consistency of the BECS over time.

In light of these limitations, it is recommended that future research apply probabilistic sampling techniques with more diverse samples to improve generalizability. Among the recommended techniques are simple random sampling or stratified sampling, which ensure randomness and proportional representativeness of subgroups, thereby minimizing selection bias. It is also advised to reduce social desirability bias by guaranteeing anonymity and using qualitative methods, such as semi-structured interviews or focus groups, which facilitate a deeper understanding of the phenomenon and validate the interpretation of the data. Additionally, it is important to include contextual and demographic variables, such as socioeconomic factors and previous experiences of victimization, to better understand concern about extortion. From a psychometric perspective, the scale should be expanded to incorporate cognitive, behavioral, and emotional indicators, such as avoidance, distress, or perceived insecurity, in order to assess its predictive and discriminant capacity. Furthermore, it is essential to examine whether the scale adequately distinguishes between concerns specifically related to extortion and other types of fear or stress, particularly in environments with high crime incidence, to enhance its usefulness in applied contexts. Finally, future studies should include temporal stability analyses to strengthen the validity and practical applicability of the scale.





5 Conclusion

The lack of specific instruments to measure concern about extortion in the Peruvian context positions this study as a timely response to a national research priority. The factorial analyses carried out, together with evidence of measurement invariance, significant correlations with related scales, and the high reliability observed, support that the BECS demonstrates favorable psychometric performance in the Peruvian population. In this sense, the BECS emerges as a brief and effective tool to assess one of the many mental health alterations caused by the phenomenon of extortion. Due to its brevity and precision, this measure becomes an ideal tool in contexts where extortion is a growing phenomenon, characterized by its profound psychological impact on victims, as evidenced by recent studies reporting an increase in this crime and its underreporting due to fear of denunciation.

Incorporating the BECS into interventions and policies to safeguard the country’s public health could generate faster responses to the psychological needs of victims, thereby strengthening institutional capacity to address them. In sum, this measure fills a gap in the scientific literature, which until now had focused primarily on the legal and criminal aspects of extortion, contributing instead a psychological perspective on its psychosocial consequences and facilitating the design of more effective cross-sector strategies for the prevention and management of this growing phenomenon.
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