
 1 

24 May 2021 
 
 
 
Submission to Law Commission summary consultation on intimate image abuse 
 
Submission by B5 Consultancy Limited and its employee Leigh Nicol 
 
 
Contents 

 
1 Executive Summary  

2 Background  

3 Leigh Nicol’s Story  

4 Commission Questions – answers  

5 Contact  

  

APPENDIX 1 – Sky Sports Interview – Leigh Nicol 

 

APPENDIX 2 – Footballer’s Mindset Podcast 

 

 

   

 
 
  



 2 

1. Executive Summary 
 

B5 Consultancy Limited is a bespoke consultancy which works within sport, supporting players and 

staff, in relation matters relating to (among other things) reputation, privacy, the off-field 

development of academy and first team players and, particularly, helping to develop good off-field 

behaviours and safe behaviours online and on social media. The company is regularly engaged to give 

presentations and workshops to groups of sports people (both male and female and from under 9s up 

to first team squads) on issues relating to reputation and privacy, and safe behaviours, on the internet 

and on social media. 

 

The firm has two directors: (i) Matt Himsworth, a media lawyer with 19 years’ experience which has 

included a significant amount of work in supporting and acting for victims of online abuse, sharing of 

intimate images online and threats of blackmail (ii) Fraser Franks, a former football player whose 

career was cut short at the age of 28 owing to a heart defect. 

 

Leigh Nicol is a valued employee of B5 Consultancy and also an active semi-professional football player 

for Crystal Palace Women FC, a team which plays in the FA Women’s Championship (the second tier 

of women’s football in England). In 2018 Leigh was the victim of an iCloud hack – where intimate 

images and videos stored on her Apple iCloud were stolen and later leaked online. The impact on Leigh 

was devastating, as explained in more detail below. Leigh has recently spoken openly about her ordeal 

in order to raise awareness of this growing societal problem. In the forthcoming football season Leigh 

will share her story, and we will provide further advice, to male and female footballers (and sports 

people in other disciplines) in order to raise awareness both of the need for young people to protect 

their private information and adopt safe behaviours but also to continue to help promote a healthy 

and respectful approach to relationships and online communication.  

 

Below, from Leigh’s own personal experience and the firm’s experience in supporting other victims, 

we have dealt with several of the key Summary Consultation Questions as well as provided contextual 

information and narrative.  

 

We take the view that the Commission’s suggestion, that there be a base offence which requires no 

additional intent, is crucial. An industry (which is criminal in its nature in our view) has been created 

to service deeply unpleasant sexual gratification and lurid misogyny from the sharing of criminally 

obtained images and photographs. By criminalising (and stigmatising) this conduct the prevalence of 

this kind of offence will be greatly reduced and will give future victims further and better protection. 

Leigh (like many other victims) was not in the same set of circumstances as those covered by the 

“revenge porn” legislation. This was not an act of revenge by an ex-partner (or similar) but a gratuitous 

assault on her most private and intimate moments. She has been the victim of thousands of 

perpetrators, the vast majority of whom would have a defence to a criminal charge under “revenge 

porn” legislation. Their conduct, however, is no less repulsive than a jealous ex intended to cause 

harm. The sharing of the images and videos (including in direct messages to Leigh) was for their own 

disturbing sexual gratification and with no concern or care for the victim’s well-being. 

 

We request that the Commission consider two further offences in order to better equip the authorities 

and victims in combating this growing criminal industry. First, to make it an offence to encourage 

and/or facilitate the sharing of intimate images without consent. Many so-called “fappening” websites 

exist to encourage and provide a community to the criminals who share these images and videos. 

Whilst many of the websites are based outside of the jurisdiction, stronger criminal laws would 

provide better powers for the police and victims to seek to block these sites in the UK and/or seek 

action against perpetrators. 
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Whilst the Commission may consider that the Online Safety Bill will tackle the conduct of websites, 

and the protections they provide to individuals, we should note that these websites are run by 

individuals and companies that operate outside of the law and with their identities hidden. Increasing 

the scope of the criminal law will provide a better opportunity to authorities and victims to work with 

ISPs to block websites which fall foul of this specific (proposed) criminal offence.  

 

Second, it is a growing part of this criminal industry that individuals send the images and videos to the 

victim. We request that the Commission give consideration to suggesting that this become a separate 

and further criminal offence. It should be an offence that does require additional intent. Whilst the 

Commission may consider that such conduct is already caught under the rubric of the Communications 

Act 2003 it is nevertheless a specific act which is prevalent and designed to subject victims, who are 

already in abject emotional pain, to intense harm. Specifically criminalising this act gives the police 

better, and clearer, powers to intervene. 

 

We strongly believe that the implementation of the Commissions’ suggested no additional intent 

legislation, as well as criminalising the websites which encourage and facilitate this criminal industry 

and further criminalising those intent on further humiliating and distressing victims, will have a 

profound impact on this huge societal problem. The message sent is that this conduct has a huge 

impact, it is criminal, it will be punished, the industry will be shut down, and perpetrators proceed at 

their own risk of prosecution. 

 

The specific questions which we have provided submissions and evidence on, in the body of this 

document, are as follows: 

 

No. Question Page Number 
1 Do consultees agree that there should be a base offence with no 

additional intent? 

7 

2 Do consultees agree that there should be an additional offence 

where the defendant intended to humiliate, alarm or distress the 

victim? 

10 

3 Do consultees agree that there should be a further additional 

offence where the defendant’s purpose was to obtain sexual 

gratification? 

10 

14 Do consultees agree that proof of actual harm should not be an 

element of intimate image abuse offences? 

12 

16 Should anonymity orders be available for all victims? 12 

18 Is there anything else that you would like to include that has not 

been addressed in a previous question? 

13 
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2. Background 
 

On 23rd March 2019, aged 23, Leigh found out that intimate images and videos, which had been on 

her Apple iCloud, had been illegally downloaded and shared online after her account had been 

compromised. The images and videos dated back to 2014, when she was just 18 years of age. 

 

Whilst she had been a victim of a serious criminal offence, under the Computer Misuse Act 1990, the 

prospect of her identifying and having prosecuted the individual who had hacked into her iCloud was 

minimal. The many individuals who went on to share the images and videos over and over again, 

online and in WhatsApp groups and forums, were not covered by the criminal law absent any evidence 

that they had done so with the intention of harming Leigh, as opposed to the puerile sexual 

gratification that they appeared to derive from this large-scale invasion. 

 

What followed was a two-year period of her young life that left her feeling helpless and on the brink 

of suicide. 

 

We have worked with a number of victims who have suffered in a similar way to Leigh. What we saw 

on each occasion was a community of individuals who took huge gratification (particularly sexual) in 

the exposing of intimate and sexual images and videos without consent. On the websites and forums 

where these images and videos are uploaded the fact that the images are shared without consent 

appears to be the main attraction. As discussed below, there are huge numbers of websites dedicated 

to the sharing of photographs without consent, which upload and share the content alongside words 

such as “leaked” and “hacked”, use revolting sexualised language and even, on a great number of 

occasions, include biographical detail about the individual and also social media account details, so 

that the victims can be identified by users. To use one example of these websites – one, called 

FappeningHD, has as its strapline “Celebrity Leaked Nude Photos Videos”. The entire premise of the 

website is to encourage and facilitate the crime which the Commission is considering. 

 

Leigh’s position, as a professional footballer, brought more lurid interest and the same applies to 

others we have helped and supported such as (both female and male) athletes, female singers and a 

female television presenter. 

 

We believe that the Commission will be aided by Leigh’s first-hand testimony which appears in 

summary below and we also attach as Appendix 1 a written interview Leigh gave to Sky Sports and at 

Appendix 2 we have included a link to a podcast interview Leigh has given with Rob Blackburne, of the 

Footballer’s Mindset, who Leigh has worked with in her survival and recovery from this ordeal. 

 

 

3. Leigh Nicol’s Story 
 

The moment I found out that intimate photos and videos, taken from my iCloud, had been leaked my 

life changed immediately and would never be the same again. I had that choice and consent taken 

away from me. My young sex life (the images dated back to when I was 18) was thrust into the public 

domain and had spread like wildfire. When it happened to me I believed it was the end. I was 

humiliated and degraded, I felt worthless, hopeless and I didn’t believe that I would ever smile again. 

I assumed that everyone I would meet will have seen the images, would judge me for them, would 

assume the worst of me, and that I had no prospects of recovery. 

 

If it was not for the support of my friends and family I would not be alive today. 
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I suffered very dark depression and dramatic weight loss which deteriorated my physical health 

enormously. I was told by doctors that, if I lost any more weight, then I was likely to suffer from organ 

failure. 
 

The experience meant that I stopped playing football, which I do professionally, for a whole year. 

 

Prior to the leak I was not a famous footballer or a public figure by any means. The fact that I was a 

footballer, however, attached to a well-known football club in Charlton Athletic, meant that there was 

an increased interest in the photos and videos. Friends had tried to reassure me that it was something 

that would blow over quickly but that was far from the case. 

 

I was “the female footballer whose nudes had been leaked” it created notoriety and the most revolting 

unwanted attention. When you Googled my name it was inescapable, the internet is full of the most 

intimate and private images and videos of me. That is something I’ve been pushing back against – I 

spent £6,000 working with an Online Reputation Management company but with very little success, 

there was so much out there that it felt like I was attempting to push back the tide. Now I’m working 

with B5 my colleagues are helping me by issuing regular applications to Google to block the links. My 

hope is that one day in the near future I will feel comfortable with my young nieces/nephews Googling 

my name. They are getting to the age where they want to Google their Auntie Leigh, the footballer, 

and it makes me feel physically sick that they may Google my name and see words like “sex tape” and 

“nudes leaked” or, even worse, see pornographic images or naked images of their Aunt and, worst of 

all, potentially have to deal with other teenagers at school make comments to them over their Aunt 

which makes them feel uncomfortable, angry, upset and humiliated. 

 

The sheer number of websites that host the images and videos is shocking. I now know that these 

websites profit from the views and shares that they get and that they have created an industry out of 

encouraging and facilitating sharing of intimate photos and videos without consent. The websites 

themselves are a big part of the problem. It is my view that the government needs to legislate to 

criminalise the behaviour of people who upload to these websites and share these images which cause 

such harm but also those websites which encourage and profit from these crimes. 

 

The pain goes beyond the simple fact that I know the images and videos are out there, I can’t escape 

what has happened. I am regularly approached about it. When I have been out with friends or in social 

situations I have been frequently approached by people, usually men, who feel emboldened to talk to 

me about it and to talk to me as if I am a sex object. Worse still is the unsolicited online messaging. I 

have an Instagram profile – this is very usual for a professional football player and it has been 

something which has helped to some degree after I publicly spoke about my ordeal – but an Instagram 

account also allows people to send direct messages to me. The messages I regularly receive are 

sickening. I often receive messages from men which include references to the photos/videos, they will 

often send the images/photos to me, on a number of occasions I have received images or videos of 

the men masturbating whilst looking at my photos and an unsolicited picture of men’s penis is a 

regular occurrence. 

 

I am aware that some of these behaviours are already criminal under the Communications Act but 

more protection and reassurance is needed for victims of these crimes to provide that these types of 

messages, which seek to heap more misery on those that have been humiliated in this way (and may 

be on the brink of suicide), is a specific criminal offence. 

 

It feels like, because I have been publicly sexualised without my consent, I have been publicly shamed 

and turned into someone who is considered (by the men that regularly message me) to be “fair game” 

for any kind of degrading and humiliating sexualised message. It means that this isn’t a “one off” crime. 
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I feel the impact every time I receive a message like this, I feel it every time I am out and meet someone 

new and I wonder to myself “has he/she seen the photos?”.  

 

I still suffer from anxiety and I still suffer from paranoia about what other people know and think. 

During some of the worst times I would regularly be told by people that I was to blame, that I must 

have leaked the images myself and that I was disgusting. It has taken a lot of hard work and a lot of 

love, support and patience from those that love me, to be in recovery. 

 

I regard myself now as a survivor rather than a victim and I consider a huge part of my purpose, 

through my work with B5, is to raise awareness and help effect some small change. I want to prepare 

and educate young people (particularly girls) to avoid some of the risky online behaviours that come 

from taking and sharing sexual images but also, importantly, I want to educate others, who may 

witness exploitation like this or see images being shared or uploaded, of the enormous pain that 

victims suffer. The more our society understands of the harm of this kind of conduct, the more it gets 

shut down, called out and happens less. By criminalising the conduct of the many many individuals 

who freely shared these images and videos, tagged my Instagram account and biographical details 

alongside them, messaged me, taunted me and humiliated me, we, as a society, move closer towards 

minimising the harm and we may save the lives of young people who don’t have the same level of 

support that I had during this horrific ordeal. 

 

I know that I could have sued many of the men who have shared photos and videos of me, for breach 

of copyright, privacy and harassment (and I know that I still can do that) and that I could still make 

criminal complaints in harassment or under the Communications Act (and I am seeking advice on that 

too) but my interest, in seeking to persuade the government to introduce tougher and clearer laws on 

the sharing of intimate images without consent, is to provide better clarity and protection for victims. 

Police resources are limited and victims will not often have the financial and legal support necessary 

to bring action. In making this a clearly defined criminal offence it will give far better prospects of 

police investigations and prosecutions, will send the message to victims that they are better protected 

and to perpetrators that they are at greater risk of prosecution and should result in a significant 

reduction in this horrible crime. It would, in my view, save huge numbers of victims and would, in all 

likelihood, save lives. 
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4. Commission Questions 
 

Below we set out our answers to each of the individual summary questions that we feel that the firm, 

and Leigh, can add insight and value to the Law Commission on. 

 

(1) Do consultees agree that there should be a base offence with no additional intent? 
 
Yes. 

 

The current revenge porn legislation only deals with one particular set of circumstances: usually in a 

scenario where there is a pre-existing relationship between the perpetrator and the victim. Leigh’s 

situation in 2018, common to a number of other cases we have supported females on, came from a 

set of circumstances where the original perpetrator was anonymous and unknown to Leigh and 

accessed her iCloud by way of a separate criminal offence by hacking into her personal iCloud storage. 

 

The damage caused to Leigh, and many others like her, was by an enormous wave of individuals 

sharing and uploading the images and videos without Leigh’s consent. The vast majority of the 

individuals who shared the images and videos were not known to Leigh and there is no evidence that 

they did those acts with any specific additional intent. 

 

There is no question that perpetrators (i.e. individuals who shared or uploaded the images and videos) 

were on clear notice that Leigh did not give consent to sharing or uploading of the images and videos. 

The websites on which the images appear are clear that the images are being shared without consent, 

and indeed encourage the uploading and sharing of images and videos in these circumstances. The 

common word which accompanies the images and videos on the various websites in which they 

appear is the word “leaked” and/or “hacked”. 

 

We include below (and over the page), by way of example, the typical words used to describe the 

cache of images and videos which have been uploaded to the many pornographic websites which 

feature the stolen content in question.  The screenshots below listed as Exhibit 1 are taken directly 

from sites where the stolen images and videos have been uploaded. Anyone accessing this material 

would be in no doubt that the content had been shared without consent therefore the perpetrators 

who uploaded the content must also have been aware that consent was not given and had intended 

to share the material without Leigh’s consent. 

 

The Commission will note that the first example at Exhibit 1 references the football clubs she has 

played for, her grandfather and even the fact that the images and videos have been stolen and that 

this “harmed her deeply” whilst, at the same time, providing a link to all of the stolen images. 

 

The final example in Exhibit 1 is to a website, advertising itself on Twitter, which offers the stolen 

images and videos for sale for €10. 
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Exhibit 1 
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(2) Do consultees agree that there should be an additional offence where the defendant intended 
to humiliate, alarm or distress the victim? 
 
(3) Do consultees agree that there should be a further additional offence where the defendant’s 
purpose was to obtain sexual gratification? 
 
We deal with questions (2) and (3) together as we believe that they are often not mutually exclusive. 

The answer to both is – Yes. 

 

It is a deeply disturbing aspect of the criminal communities that operate online and share leaked and 

hacked images of this sort that there appears to be a strong desire to share images which are shared 

without consent and for there to be some kind of real-world impact on the victim. 

 

Many of the websites which feature the stolen images and videos of Leigh include words which 

describe her professional profile and also identifies (including using images from) her social media. 

 

We include one typical example below (there are countless identical examples) as Exhibit 2. 

 

Exhibit 2 
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The image used in this description has been lifted directly from Leigh’s public Instagram page (which 

has also been linked to in the description). The original photograph appears on Leigh’s Instagram and 

is copied and pasted below. 

 

Exhibit 3 
 

 

 

 

 

The inevitable (and presumably intended) consequence of these actions are that individuals who have 

accessed this content then have a means by which they can identify Leigh and her professional profile 

and can thereon contact her via social media. 

 

As mentioned above, and discussed in more detail under Question 18 below, most of the websites 

where the stolen images and videos of Leigh were uploaded are designed to facilitate and encourage 

the sharing of intimate images and videos without consent. In most instances they are designed to 

humiliate the victims by including detailed information about their professional and public profile and 

to allow users to identify the victim’s social media, which enables these users to contact the victims 

and cause them more significant harm. 

 

Harm is caused to Leigh when these images and videos are uploaded or shared. Harm is significantly 

increased when the images and videos are tagged with her name, profession, biographical details and 

social media username. Individuals who upload the content in this way are seeking to further 

humiliate Leigh for their own sexual gratification and the foreseeable consequences for Leigh, which 

has happened on countless occasions, is that she will be subjected to further malicious and distressing 

messages on social media and elsewhere.   
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(14) Do consultees agree that proof of actual harm should not be an element of intimate image 
abuse offences? 
 
In our view harm should be assumed. If harm must be proved then the onus is put on to the victim 

who will already have suffered significantly. The harm suffered by Leigh was life changing, as set out 

in detail above. 

 

There have been many attempts by perpetrators and other individuals who have messaged Leigh to 

place the blame on her. She has received countless messages from social media users using words 

such as (we apologise for repeating this disgusting language but the gravity of slurs is important to 

understand the impact on Leigh): “slag”, “slut”, “pornstar”, “prostitute”, “whore”, “dirty” alongside 

comments on her intimate body parts and suggesting that it was Leigh herself who had leaked the 

images and videos and that she has profited from the crime of which she was a victim. This has 

significantly exacerbated the harm she has experienced. A requirement to prove actual harm would 

provide defendants with an opportunity to further prolong the ordeal of victims by making 

submissions and/or cross-examining victims in order to seek to prove that no actual harm has 

occurred.  

 

Leigh has been determined to tell her story and to help prevent future crimes and ordeals like this by 

talking openly about what has happened to her. It is not easy, however, and we have serious concerns 

and misgivings that vulnerable women who have already gone through an ordeal of this kind would 

be reluctant to pursue a prosecution if they are likely to be subjected to a similar ordeal: on the 

question of whether or not they have suffered actual harm. 

 

There is one further concern that we have. There is no correct way to respond to being a victim of this 

kind of invasive crime. Some may choose – instead of seeking to have images and videos blocked and 

removed (as Leigh has) instead to seek to monetise the images and videos by asserting copyright and 

engaging in further (consensual) photo and/or video shoots for commercial gain. Whilst that is not a 

response we, or Leigh, would endorse we believe that there should be no judgement on women who 

take this approach. If the criminal offence requires proof of actual harm then victims who take this 

approach will effectively be punished for seeking to recover in this way. 

 
(16) Should anonymity orders be available for all victims? 
 
Yes, for the reasons stated above. 

 

The offences discussed are sex crimes. The victims experience extreme distress and humiliation, this 

is particularly the case given that the websites which host the images and videos ordinarily are 

designed to reveal personal and biographical detail about the victim so that users can identify who 

the victim is. One of the significant reasons that victims do not speak out (as Leigh has done) is because 

a likely collateral impact of speaking out is that some people who read the victim’s story will then 

choose to seek to find the images or videos. If a victim is required to reveal her identity in pursuing a 

prosecution or giving evidence or a victim impact statement then it is likely to result in either the 

victim not pursuing the matter or, if she does proceed, that she will subjected to further humiliation 

as the media and public report on the ordeal and there is a further spike in anonymous internet users 

accessing the material (and possibly even, as in Leigh’s case, messaging the victim to cause her more 

harm and distress). 
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It was a key trigger in Leigh’s experience when a UK tabloid newspaper threatened to run a story in 

2019 which planned to name Leigh as the victim of an iCloud hack. The impact on Leigh, had the story 

in fact run, would have been dramatic at a time when she was suicidal. Many UK newspapers have 

made the decision to name female celebrities who have been the victims of iCloud hacks. This 

approach only leads to prurient interest from readers which leads to significant more downloads and 

shares of the images and videos in question. For this reason, victims must be given anonymity in order 

to protect them from such egregious breaches. 

 
(18) Is there anything else that you would like to include that has not been addressed in a previous 
question? 
 

We consider that there are two further offences that the Commission should consider in order to 

better protect victims and help to eradicate this evil trade in non-consensual intimate images. 

 

1. Encouraging and/or facilitating the sharing of intimate images without consent (the “Website 

Offence”); and 

2. Sharing intimate images (which have previously been shared or uploaded without consent) 

with the victim with the intent of causing harm or distress and/or with the knowledge that 

the sharing will cause harm or distress (the “Messaging Offence”) 

 

We deal with each suggested offence in turn. 

 

(1) The Website Offence 
 

The serious spike in this criminal activity has, in its origins, a huge data breach and leak of intimate 

images and videos in 2014 which became colloquially (and unpleasantly) known as the Fappening (a 

portmanteau of “fap”, which is a slang term for masturbation and “happening”, on the basis that the 

event was excitedly anticipated by the criminals who took part in it). This original event saw around 

500 leaked images of (mainly female) celebrities appear on the website 4chan – an online forum which 

offers users enhanced privacy protections and is a forum on which illegality often (reportedly) takes 

place. 

 

Since this event a huge number of websites using the word “fappening” in the title have appeared as 

well as websites which use other words to make clear that they are directed towards the sharing of 

images and videos which have been obtained without consent (such as “Hot Leaks”, “Leak Sex” and 

“Celebrity Leaks”). 

 

The websites provide a forum for individuals to upload content which is advertised as being content 

which has been obtained without consent by being “leaked” or “hacked”. 

 

These websites create a platform for the fast sharing of criminally obtained and shared material. The 

websites encourage and facilitate the crime and without these websites these images and videos 

would be shared much less frequently and would cause much less distress to victims. 

 

Whilst it is important to criminalise the individual perpetrators who commit crimes against individual 

victims, in order to create a deterrent and real consequences, individual prosecutions like this will not 

have a large-scale impact. A large-scale impact would be achieved by criminalising the websites and 

forums which facilitate this huge criminal industry. Whilst many of the websites are based outside of 

the jurisdiction, criminalising their behaviour would give further and better powers to both the police 

and victims to seek blocking orders against web hosts and other similar legal action which would allow 
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the UK to better control online criminal offences which happen when websites are accessed here in 

the UK. 

 

(2) The Messaging Offence 
 

It is a profound part of the process of being a victim of this kind of criminal sharing of intimate images 

that the victim will often receive a barrage of messages from perpetrators to cause her further 

distress, humiliation and degradation. 

 

We do not wish to criminalise well-meaning (though misguided) individuals who send the images or 

videos to victims to ask the victim if they are aware of the leak. There must be a level of criminal intent. 

In Leigh’s experience there was a significant amount of criminal intent. Men sending her disturbing 

messages which were designed to humiliate and degrade her and compound her agony. 

 

We are sure that the Commission can understand the level of pain and humiliation she felt when 

receiving messages which included: videos of men masturbating over her images, images of male 

genital parts aroused attached to comments on why they are aroused over Leigh, regarding Leigh as 

a prostitute, requesting more videos from Leigh, harassment, blackmailing and what men would love 

to do to her.  

 

We ask the Commission to consider recommending that this conduct be included as a further offence 

and/or that the legislation recommended provide for circumstances like this to be a criminal offence. 
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Contact 
 

 

The Commission should feel free to contact either the directors of B5 Consultancy or Leigh Nicol on 

the details below 

 

Given that this document is likely to form a part of the public record we have included only the firm’s 

generic email address. Personal email addresses and telephone numbers can be provided to the 

Commission on request. 

 

 

info@b5consultancy.com 

 

 

The email address is monitored. 
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hopes will inspire others
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Every locker has a picture above it in the women's dressing room at

Crystal Palace. The players usually opt for a photograph of a loved one

but midfielder Leigh Nicol has an image of the tree in her garden. It is

the tree where she had once planned to take her own life.

It has a very different meaning now.

"I smile when I look at it," Nicol tells Sky Sports. "It does not make me

sad. It holds no negative memories for me. I am just so grateful that I

could overcome that period in my life. It gives me a gentle reminder that

anything is possible. It puts things in perspective for me.

"Even on a game-day when there are a lot of nerves, I just look at the

tree and it reminds me that I have overcome much worse so I am sure I

can deal with this match. If I come in after a game and have not played

well, the tree is there to remind me that I will be able to cope with it.

That tree is still standing. It is still growing and I am still growing."

Speaking to this vibrant young 25-year-old woman, someone who had

no history of mental health issues, it is shocking to think that one

incident plunged her into such despair.

In the spring of 2019, an iCloud hack resulted in long-forgotten private

content dating back to 2014, when Nicol was just 18 years old, appearing

on adult websites.

She soon became the subject of whispers in the football world and

beyond.

The distress caused has been unimaginable.

Warning: this piece contains sensitive issues that some
readers may find triggering.
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"What did it is the fact that I play football. That is the reason it got so

big. No matter where I go I cannot escape it. It is there in the industry.

Every corner I turn. Everyone knows.

"I have nieces and nephews who are getting to that age where they are

very proud of me and want to google me. But you cannot google my

name without it being attached to dirt."

She remembers well the moment her life changed. A message out of the

blue from a man on Instagram claiming to have seen a compromising

video of her was unsettling but she did not think it could possibly be

her. Only when he forwarded the footage did she freeze.

Almost two years on and Nicol is still living with the consequences.

"I was seen as the one person people knew who had no problems. I was

just Leigh, the happiest person they knew. Even if you met me now you

would say I was a happy soul.

"You would not know that I was broken."

Leigh Nicol has found it difficult to escape the abusive comments
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It has taken a lot just to get back to this point. The trauma of the

experience sparked bouts of sickness, depression and dramatic weight

loss. Nicol turned her back on the game she loves for a year, effectively

putting her life on hold. Suicide stalked her thoughts.

The abusive messages online are a daily challenge. Nights out with

friends are often ruined. This is an ongoing nightmare from which she

cannot wake, but she is finding ways to cope.

Nicol is speaking out now in the hope of helping others.

"It is just about educating people," she says. "I did not even know this

was a thing. I had always assumed that the people in these videos put it

out there themselves and I was OK with that. It did not really cross my

mind that this could be anyone.

"There is ignorance. I was ignorant. People watch these videos and do

not realise the damage to people's lives. They are giving these websites

a lot of money with their views, their sharing and their downloading but

there are victims here.

"The damage is done for me so this is about the next generation. I feel

like prevention is better than someone having to react to this. I cannot

change it alone but if I can raise awareness to stop it happening to

others then that is what I want to do.

"There are situations where these websites have underage kids on

them, for example. The more that you dig into this, the more

traumatising it is because there are 14-year-old kids on these websites

and they don't even know about it. The fact that you can publish videos

that have neither party's consent is something that has to be changed

by law, for sure.

"Am I going to be the person to do that? No. My role is just educating

people. That is someone's sister, someone's daughter. The people in

those videos are seen as just objects.

"I can understand why people kill themselves over it because I do not

know how I managed to get through it. It took a change of perspective

and a group of people around me but it took time. There was a rota of
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people to make sure I was never alone. Without those people around

me, would it have been different? One hundred per cent."

Nicol tackled the mental trauma, having therapy through the PFA, but

her anxiety issues manifested themselves physically too. At one point,

after stopping eating and drinking, she was told by doctors that she was

just one kilogram away from risking organ failure.

"The sickness was extreme. It was a mixture between having a panic

attack and being sick. It got to the point where there was nothing to sick

up and that went on for weeks.

"When I take myself back to that place, I can still feel the sickness in my

tummy.

"It was a vicious cycle. There was never a point where I was sitting there

and feeling calm. There was always some form of emotion, whether it

was sickness, anxiety, sadness or tears.

"It was absolutely atrocious.

"I still suffer with anxiety. I still have moments where I cannot get out of

bed. It could be something so stupid that triggers me and puts me in a

bad place again."

Sky Sports unites against online hate
This is the message from Sky Sports presenters and reporters,

who have united in supporting a new campaign aimed at raising

awareness of online hate and abuse on social media.

2:21
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That is what happened on a visit to the supermarket when she became

convinced that the person at the till had recognised her. "For months

afterwards, that is how it was," Nicol explains. "Part of it was paranoia

but part of it was real. That was my life."

Shutting her social media accounts for a while helped. She has blocked

more than 350 people on Instagram. But sometimes there is no escape.

On holiday with friends, some of them particularly conspicuous as

famous footballers, it is rarely too long before she is approached. She

has learned to expect a filthy remark being fired in her direction.

"I still get comments. There is at least one comment a night. It is

normality for me now and that hurts. It is just heart-breaking. I am

recognised for that one thing."

What was particularly difficult to accept is that some football chairmen

seemed to take the same view. Nicol has nothing but praise for

Charlton, her club when the ordeal began, but when seeking to return to

the sport, two managers of other prominent sides contacted her about

a deal only for the offer to disappear once those higher up got wind of

her past.

"They raised concerns about having my name attached to their brand

and their club. I can understand that from a business perspective but I

am not dirt. I am a nice human being."

Fortunately, Crystal Palace saw it differently. The association with

football may have played its part in Nicol's ordeal but her love of the

game has also proved to be her salvation.

"Football has been the key to my recovery," she says.

"I am so grateful that I have found a club like Palace that allow me to be

myself. They have supported me as a human being. They didn't really

care about the past, they just offered me an opportunity to get fit and

train by following their off-season programme.

This is the message from Sky Sports presenters and reporters, who have united in

supporting a new campaign aimed at raising awareness of online hate and abuse

on social media
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"I loved it from the moment I came back in pre-season because I was so

proud of the place I had gotten myself to physically. From the moment I

walked through the doors, I have not looked back. When we got the first

win and first clean sheet, that is when I remembered there was no

better feeling in the world. I had missed that emotion."

Team-mates and opponents have treated Leigh Nicol with empathy since her return

There were reservations about how she would be received on the pitch -

particularly because Nicol is not afraid to engage in a bit of gentle

sledging during the game. "I am not gobby but I am a winner," she says

with a smile. But opponents have been understanding.

"I have been fortunate because we are halfway through the season and

I have not had a comment. I am thankful because even now I do not

know how I would cope with it.

"I would like to say I would be fine but when someone takes you back to

that place and thinks it is funny, I do not know how I would react. Maybe

I would play worse, maybe I would play better, maybe I would have a

breakdown. I don't want to experience it."
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Even the thought of it is a reminder that this is a battle she is still

fighting.

"When we missed a couple of weeks of football recently, because my

housemate had Covid-19 so we had to isolate, that put me back in a very

bad place. Football was going on. The girls were training. I was sitting

alone in lockdown getting abused online.

"That put me in a dark hole and I am still overcoming that. Taking

football away from me was when I realised that I wasn't fully recovered. I

was a mess. I was getting random online trolling and I could not deal

with it, whereas normally I could. I still have nightmares.

"I had a panic attack in training too. Trying to train when you know there

is an attack coming is difficult. I went to collect the football that was

furthest away just to get it out of my system. I covered my snood over

my mouth to hide it but I could not breathe.

"Look, it is a work in progress. Is this what I am going to have to live with

or will I get over it in time? I don't know but I feel like I will have to live

with this until the end of my days.

"Even when it comes to me dating, I have massive difficulty with it

because I feel like I never know someone's purpose. That is something

that I need to get over but one step at a time."

There are those who question why she is prepared to speak out now.

Would it not be better to leave all this in the past? But the decision todecision todecision todecision to

talk to Rob Blackburne on talk to Rob Blackburne on talk to Rob Blackburne on talk to Rob Blackburne on TheTheTheThe    Footballer's MindsetFootballer's MindsetFootballer's MindsetFootballer's Mindset podcast podcast podcast podcast proved

cathartic. His individual and group sessions have been a vital source of

support for Nicol and many other footballers. Sharing was the next step

in the recovery.

The feedback so far has been positive. And besides, to not discuss this

would be to misunderstand Nicol's experience. She is still living with this

Football's mental health epidemic

Rob Blackburne on the big problem in football that

nobody is talking about
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every day.

"When I made the decision, there were people who could not

understand why I wanted to bring it all up again. But this does not go

away for me, day or night, minute by minute. Had I not spoken out

people would have assumed it is done and dusted and that I have

moved on.

"It was a big decision for me but I had never had a chance to speak out

about it, which I have really struggled with. It has done me the world of

good. I have had one or two negative comments but I was expecting

more. I did not know how men would take this. I did not want it to be

seen as an attack on men who watch these videos because it is not that

at all.

"It is purely for educational purposes and showing people the other side

of it because I do not think that people know. I feel like if nobody speaks

out then there will be more suicides. But the response from men, which I

was most nervous about, has been incredible."

Life will still present new challenges, of course. Nicol finds herself out

with a fractured ankle just when she was enjoying her football again but

hopes to be back very soon.

"I would literally run through brick walls for Crystal Palace - as you can

see from the broken ankle. That just tells you where I am at. I want to

stay here for the rest of my career."
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Leigh Nicol has fallen back in love with football at Crystal Palace

Off the field, she is trying to live in the moment, a lesson learned from

the Michael Jordan documentary on Netflix, and reinforced in her

conversations with Blackburne. "That was a game-changer for me." But

she is also looking to the future with more optimism.

"I feel like the luckiest human being on the planet because my friends

came out like an army to help get me through it. Every single one of

them is like my knight in shining armour. I will never be able to repay

them. I am just trying to build something positive from it now."

But even when others are not around to provide support, Nicol can

always think of that picture above her locker. The image of the tree that

now reminds her not of her lowest point but of what she has been able

to weather and still keep on growing.

"It gives me a lot of inspiration because there is a lot going on with that

tree in my head. From not forgetting your roots to the importance of

having a strong core. 

"It makes me smile just talking about it."

Hate Won't Stop Us

Sky Sports is committed to making skysports.com and our channels on

social media platforms a place for comment and debate that is free of

abuse, hate and profanity.

For more information, please visit: www.skysports.com/hatewontstopuswww.skysports.com/hatewontstopuswww.skysports.com/hatewontstopuswww.skysports.com/hatewontstopus

If you see a reply to Sky Sports posts and/or content with an expression

of hate on the basis of race, colour, gender, nationality, ethnicity,

disability, religion, sexuality, age or class please copy the URL to the

hateful post or screengrab it and email us herehereherehere.
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Need support? Worried about someone? CALM's (that's the Campaign
Against Living Miserably) helpline and webchat are open daily 5pm to
midnight. Alternatively, you can get in touch with Samaritans on 116
123 - 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

The Revenge Porn Helpline, open Monday to Friday between 10am and
4pm, is running an email only service due to concerns around the
coronavirus outbreak and can be contacted on

help@revengepornhelpline.org.ukhelp@revengepornhelpline.org.ukhelp@revengepornhelpline.org.ukhelp@revengepornhelpline.org.uk. For more information, visit the
website.
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APPENDIX 2 
 

 

 

If the Commission wishes to listen to oral submission from Leigh Nicol then we would recommend 

that they listen to her full interview on the Footballer’s Mindset podcast which was broadcast in 

January 2021. Details of the podcast and ways to listen to it appear at the link below. 

 

 

https://thefootballersmindset.libsyn.com/taking-back-control-with-leigh-nicol  

 


