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About this research discussion paper: 
This paper is an output of a wider UNESCO-commissioned global study on online violence 
against women journalists, with a full-length study to be published in mid-2021.  As a means 
of further informing the forthcoming study, the paper seeks to promote discussion and elicit 
information about e�ective legislative, organisational and normative initiatives, aligned to 
international standards for freedom of expression, which are designed to protect women 
journalists.
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 ”
 “

The easiest part is dealing with 
the impact of online violence and 
disinformation on me. I just see the 
impact on the world, and I don’t 
know why we’re not panicking.

Maria Ressa1

Rappler CEO and co-founder
Laureate of the 2021 UNESCO/Guillermo Cano 
World Press Freedom Prize

1  Maria Ressa is an internationally celebrated Filipino-American journalist whose situation is the subject of a major interdisciplinary case study highlighted 
in this report.





 “

There should be no room 
for misogyny and violence 
in journalism. Social media 
platforms and governments 
must protect women journalists 
from online violence.

António Guterres
UN Secretary-General
March 2021
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The chilling e�ect 
Online violence against women journalists is designed to: belittle, 
humiliate, and shame; induce fear, silence, and retreat; discredit them 
professionally, undermining accountability journalism and trust in facts; 
and chill their active participation (along with that of their sources, 
colleagues and audiences) in public debate. This amounts to an attack on 
democratic deliberation and media freedom, encompassing the public�s 
right to access information, and it cannot a�ord to be normalised or 
tolerated as an inevitable aspect of online discourse, nor contemporary 
audience-engaged journalism. As UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres tweeted in March 2021 in connection with this research:

 ”



 “
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A worsening crisis
Online attacks on women journalists appear to be increasing 
signi�cantly, as this study demonstrates, particularly in the context of the 
�shadow pandemic� of violence against women during COVID-19. The 
pandemic has changed journalists� working conditions, making them yet 
more dependent on digital communications services and social media 
channels. The emergence of the �disinfodemic� has also increased 
the toxicity of the online communities within which journalists work, 
making journalists �sitting ducks� according to the UK National Union of 
Journalists� Michelle Stanistreet, interviewed for this study. 

Women 
journalists 
are now more 
exposed to 
online violence 
than ever.
Our research also highlights the threefold function of disinformation 
in gendered online violence against women journalists: 

1 // Disinformation tactics are routinely deployed in targeted 
multiplatform online attacks against women journalists.

2 // Reporting on disinformation and intertwined issues, such as 
digital conspiracy networks and far-right extremism, is a trigger for 
heightened attacks.

3 // Disinformation purveyors operationalise misogynistic abuse, 
harassment and threats against women journalists to undercut public 
trust in critical journalism and facts in general.

Another major issue in evidence is the role of political actors - including 
presidents and elected representatives, party o�cials and members - 
in instigating and fuelling online violence campaigns against women 
journalists. Additionally, partisan, mainstream and fringe news media 
can be shown to amplify such attacks, triggering �pile-ons� that escalate 
the risks of online violence morphing into o�ine assault or causing 
signi�cant psychological injury.
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While the platforms are the main vectors or enablers for online violence 
against women journalists, media employers are responsible for ensuring 
a safe working environment for their journalists. And States are obliged 
to protect journalists, so that they can do their work freely and safely in 
accordance with international obligations, legislating accordingly and 
ensuring law enforcement agencies respond appropriately. 

Problematically, however, women journalists are both the primary targets 
of online violence and the �rst responders to it. On the unmediated 
social media platforms they use in the course of their work, they are 
the ones required to �report�, �block�, �mute�, �delete�, and �restrict� 
their attackers, potentially compounding the e�ects of the abuse, and 
creating unbearable pressures when the attacks come at scale.

Online violence against journalists is a signi�cant feature of what we 
call �platform capture�, which involves the weaponisation of social 
media by bad-faith actors, in combination with the structural failures 
of the platforms� business models and product design, and the virtual 
entrapment of many news organisations and journalists into platform 
dependency. 

While making �edgling attempts to improve their products to enable 
easier reporting and �ltering of abuse, and engaging in regular public 
relations exercises designed to promote their commitment to safer 
platforms, our research indicates that the social media companies 
have so far failed to respond swiftly or e�ectively to the crisis. Central 
to this failure is an attempt to use �free speech� as a shield against 
accountability, and a continuing reluctance to assume responsibility for 
the content on their sites. Additionally, there is a lack of coordination 
between these companies in addressing orchestrated, cross-platform 
online violence campaigns targeting individual journalists. There have 
also been few attempts to hold social media companies liable or make 
them accountable through legal redress or forms of regulation. 

Media employers have made some progress in addressing gendered 
online violence against their journalists (primarily within the comments 
sections of their websites), but the journalism safety threats posed in 
the networked social media environment, and the risks intersecting 
with disinformation and political extremism (particularly on the far-
right), appear to be either poorly understood or too overwhelming 
to manage in many cases. Increasingly, and very problematically, 
employers respond to the problem by policing journalists� speech 
(e.g., by introducing social media policies that discourage them from 
engaging in public commentary on �controversial issues�) and victim-
blaming (e.g., by suggesting a woman�s speech triggered an attack, or 
punishing them for the brand exposure caused by an attack).

Women 
journalists 
are both the 
primary 
targets 
of online 
violence 
and the �rst 
responders 
to it.
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Simultaneously, social media companies, news organisations and 
States are struggling to respond e�ectively to online violence against 
women journalists. This highlights the urgent need for policy reform, 
and novel legal, legislative and normative responses, in full compliance 
with international freedom of expression and privacy standards, from 
key stakeholders - in particular UNESCO Member States. This research 
discussion paper - published ahead of the major forthcoming study - 
seeks to help stimulate, identify and elicit such responses.












































































































































































