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Content warning 
This report discusses online abuse and includes details of lived 
experiences of online abuse and abusive language that some 
people may find distressing.
 
If you or someone you know is at risk of immediate harm, 
please call Triple Zero (000). For counselling and support, 
please contact:

1800 Respect 1800 737 732 

Lifeline 13 11 14 

Beyond Blue 1300 22 4636
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eSafety research program
The eSafety Commissioner (eSafety) supports, encourages, conducts and evaluates research 
about online safety for Australians. The eSafety research program tracks trends and collects, 
analyses and interprets data, providing an evidence base to develop eSafety resources and 
programs. eSafety also works closely with domestic and international agencies to proactively 
identify and explore current and emerging online safety issues. 

eSafety research is available at: esafety.gov.au/research. 

For any enquiries about the eSafety research program, please contact: research@esafety.gov.au.

Women in the Spotlight program
eSafety’s Women in the Spotlight (WITS) program provides training and resources to raise 
awareness about gendered online abuse and the ways it can be stopped. The WITS program 
aims to elevate and protect the voices of all women whose work or leadership gives them an 
online presence, and to ensure they are not silenced simply because they are women. 
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I have always believed that the internet
could serve as a ‘great leveller’ for the 
voices of women and has the potential to 
create tremendous opportunities for female 
professionals. 

Every day and on countless online platforms, 
women are using the internet to make strides 
in business, the arts, advocacy, leadership, 
and every professional niche imaginable. 

However, the insidious online abuse of 
women in their working lives – and its 
consequences for their careers – has often 
been overlooked and downplayed. 

This important report finds one in three 
women surveyed experience online abuse 
in their working lives. Worryingly, the rate of 
abuse is much higher for younger women, 
women with disability and those who identify 
as LGBTIQ+.

The ‘levelling effect’ of the internet that 
was once hoped for has instead served to 
silence women’s voices and entrench existing 
inequalities. 

It is not just the prevalence of gendered 
online harassment that is of concern – it's 
also the way this vitriolic online abuse of 
women manifests differently to what men 
experience.  

Misogynistic abuse is often violent, sexualised 
and focused on appearance or a woman’s 
role as a working mother, appearance, 
fertility or supposed virtue. It may also 
involve threats of rape or harm towards their 
families. 

The report shows this targeted abuse has a 
severe impact on women’s mental health, 
causes reputational damage and can have 
devastating consequences for their careers. 

Foreword

By Julie Inman Grant, eSafety Commissioner



esafety.gov.auesafety.gov.au5

As this research demonstrates, many women 
are taking a backwards step professionally, will 
avoid stepping into leadership positions that 
require an online presence and have ceased 
discussing topics online they feel might come 
across as opinionated or inflammatory. 

They retreat from online spaces and are 
no longer able to harness the power of the 
internet to further their reach or their work. 

The impact of this abuse extends beyond 
the individuals affected; by limiting women's 
contributions and progress, it also has negative 
consequences for employers, innovation, the 
economy and our democracy. 

These findings reinforce eSafety’s insights in 
working to support Australians experiencing 
online abuse.

Women are disproportionately targeted in 
every form of online abuse: 75 per cent of 
reports to eSafety about online harms come 
from women and girls.  

This gendered abuse is designed to demean, 
control and ultimately silence women.  

Australia's new Online Safety Act, which 
commenced earlier this year, is now an 
important avenue for women who experience 
seriously harmful online abuse to seek 
assistance when platforms fail to act. 

Through this report, we intend to help further 
restore women’s voices and amplify calls 
for greater action by online platforms and 
employers to prevent online abuse, support 
those who experience online abuse and to 
ultimately achieve broader systemic change.

Julie Inman Grant 
eSafety Commissioner 
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Executive summary

Executive summary

Extent and nature of online abuse 

Online abuse of women in professional contexts is 
widespread – more than one in three women surveyed 
(35%) experienced some form of online abuse. 

Women with a publicly visible online or media profile, 
who are younger (18 to 34 years old), have a disability 
or who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex or queer (LGBTIQ+), are more likely to 
experience online abuse. 

The forms of abuse are varied – ranging from unwanted 
private messages (62%) to negative comments (49%), 
bullying, trolling and harassment (29%), defamation 
(23%) and offensive remarks about their race, ethnicity 
or gender (22%) or physical appearance (19%). This abuse 
can feel like an inevitable part of having a public profile.
 
Women in the study saw the nature of the abuse as 
gendered. Of the women surveyed who experienced 
online abuse, 41% said they were targeted because of 
their gender. Interview participants believed that even 
when the online abuse women experience doesn’t 
specifically refer to gender – although it often does – 
people would not attack men in the same way.

The findings reported here reflect a mixed-method quantitative–qualitative 
approach exploring women’s experiences of online abuse in their working lives.  
 
The research involved a survey of 1,491 women who were working or had 
recently worked, and 20 interviews with women who had experienced online 
abuse in their working lives. A sample of 731 men (n=731) was also included in 
the study to provide context to the women’s experiences.

“What would I like to see change? Gender equality and respect 
for women. I believe the cyber abuse stems from a place of 
disrespect towards women, and a belief that women have lesser 
value compared with men and therefore people believe they have  
the right to abuse women, particularly online.”

Maggie
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The personal impacts that women most often experienced were significant mental 
health impacts (41% of those who experienced online abuse) and loss of self-esteem 
and confidence (35%).

Online abuse resulted in women pulling back from their professional lives and public 
forums. Women stopped work-related online activity temporarily (22%) or permanently 
(5%), and they gave up leadership positions (8%), left jobs (5%), avoided addressing 
certain issues in public forums (9%) and deleted social media accounts (5%). 

In general, there are clear signs of women pulling back from their professional lives and 
lowering their public profiles because of online abuse. 

However, while the professional impacts are stark at the statistical level, to individuals 
they aren’t as clear cut. The most well-known examples of online abuse against women 
in a professional context are of high-profile women being regularly trolled by strangers. 

Interviews showed that when women’s experiences differ from this pattern, they 
don’t necessarily recognise this as abuse, or can minimise the abuse as comparatively 
minor. Women also tend to downplay how they have changed their behaviour, and the 
subsequent impacts of this on their careers and businesses.

Impacts of the abuse

The impacts of abuse can be personal and/or professional. Fifty-one per cent of women who experienced online abuse also reported 
serious professional and work impacts as a result of the abuse. The qualitative study suggested that the professional and personal 
impacts are intertwined.
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When confronted with abuse, women are most likely 
not to respond (56%), to block a perpetrator (54%) or to 
delete the posts/comments (37%). Women who didn’t 
respond or report the abuse said this was because they 
didn’t want to ‘feed’ the abuse (44%) or they wanted 
to minimise the stress (24%) or to distance themselves 
from the perpetrator or experience (20%). Thirty per cent 
of women believed that taking action wouldn’t change 
anything. 

Over a third (38%) reported the abuse, with most 
reporting to social media platforms and websites, and 
only 8% reporting to a formal authority such as the 
police or eSafety. Sixteen per cent took a more activist 
stance – for example, calling out abuse online or raising 
this in the media. 

The women interviewed described having to learn how 
to respond to online abuse – some instinctively acted, 
while others waited months or years to respond.

Responses to abuse Resources and supports 

This study suggests that many women don’t know about resources and 
supports that are available, or how to access them. Of women who experienced 
online abuse, 51% knew where to find information about staying safe online or 
managing negative online experiences and less than half (45%) said they would 
know where to report online abuse. Awareness of eSafety is relatively low – 
only 25% of women surveyed had heard of eSafety.1

The qualitative findings show that the responses of employers, social media 
platforms and police can leave women feeling that they don’t have an effective 
option for addressing the abuse they experience. Women are looking to 
employers to reduce the potential for abuse and to provide better supports for 
women who experience abuse. Women feel that perpetrators should be held 
to account, rather than the burden being placed on women to address online 
abuse. They also see the need for a broader conversation across the community 
about acceptable online behaviour. 

The research findings suggest an opportunity for eSafety to take on more of 
a leadership role in discussing societal norms and leading the community 
conversation. Women also expressed interest in practical resources to help 
them contextualise their experiences and guide their responses. Those 
considered most useful were step-by-step guides for dealing with online abuse 
and harassment (44% considered these very useful), ‘how to’ videos on how to 
set up security/privacy (43%) and tips on managing social media (36%). Women 
also wanted to hear about other women’s experiences (28%). Workplace 
resources such as face-to-face training were also welcomed (27%).

1Based on the panel survey sample and excluding eSafety’s convenience sample. This provides a more accurate reading of awareness and exposure to eSafety. See methodology section at  
Appendix 1 for details of the sample sources for the survey.

Executive summary
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In women’s voices2

Online abuse is experienced widely by women

2All quotes listed in this section are from women's responses to open-ended questions in the survey.

In women's voices

“You just have to be prepared 

mentally that this is part of 

public professional life and 

that it will always happen no 

matter what you do.”

“I was added to extreme 

right-winger and white 

supremacist lists of ‘who 

to target’ for being a 

brown voice online.”

“It happened on Airtasker 

– after completing a job 

the person contacted me 

being sexually explicit.” “My personal 

information was 

posted online.”
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The focus of abuse varies greatly 

Women believe the abuse is gendered

In women's voices

“Some men use 
professional channels 
such as LinkedIn to look 
for dates or a romantic 
relationship.”

“The abuse only came 
from one individual … 
she is a well-known 
‘troll’, but it still had a 
significant impact.”

“I occasionally Google 
myself and my name 
and location have come 
up on porn sites.”

“I got negative and strange 
comments about what I 
posted after watching a 
Facebook Live.”

“Unfortunately, I think it 
will take a generational shift 
before men and women are 
treated with the same level 
of respect online.”

“[The perpetrators are] men who disagree with 
something I've said in the media about sexual violence, 
usually perpetuating rape myths and stereotypes, and 
sometimes more directly abusive.”

“The abuse is gendered. As I 
am a woman, my suitability 
is often called into question, 
both for my role and why I 
work in the industry at all.”
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Some women limit their online activity in response to abuse

In women's voices

“The only thing I've found 

that reduces the online 

abuse is to increase 

anonymity and decrease 

social presence.”

“Changing my online presence, 

reducing content that can be 

targeted … The best thing is to 

remain non-controversial.”

“I limit my online 

presence – self-censoring 

is what I do.” “I reduce posting 

content that can be 

targeted.”
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Women experience distress and personal impacts 

Causing sleeplessness, 
illness, and a family 

holding on daily.

Women can take a backwards step professionally

In women's voices

“The only thing that has 
limited online stalking has 
been to limit interaction 
with the public, including 
not advertising for my 
business.”

“The only option to stop 
the abuse is to stop being 
a public figure – they'll pick 
on someone else who's more 
visible or more successful.”

“On Facebook, I 
just drop out of 
the conversation 
and delete my 
comments.”

“Stopping engaging publicly and 
not speaking out for BIPOC [Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Colour] 
and minorities has reduced the 
online abuse … which is obviously 
not ideal nor useful for furthering 
the conversation.”

“At one stage I was required to 
remove my name and address 
from the electoral roll.”

“I have no profile photos of myself on any accounts so 
they can’t find me by photos. I don’t allow others to 
take photos of me or tag me in any photos. This causes 
distress at family gatherings and makes me think of 
work even in my downtime or on holidays.”

“Causing sleeplessness, 
illness, and a family 
holding on daily.”
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Many women choose to block or delete rather than confront perpetrators

In women's voices

“Don't engage; just 

block and delete and 

try to forget.”

“I ignore it to stop 

‘feeding the beast’.”

“Do not engage with 

perpetrators. Keep 

opinions to yourself.”

“I’ve ignored negative 

responses in an 

attempt to de-escalate 

the situation.”
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Women would welcome resources and stronger protections 

Women are typically not satisfied with the experience of reporting abuse

In women's voices

“There doesn't seem 
to be any effective 
mechanism for actually 
ending the abuse.”

“Often reports to Twitter and 
Facebook result in ‘doesn't breach 
our community standards’. Well, it 
should. Cyber abuse should be a 
one-strike offence.”

“There is no 
recourse for 
women in this 
situation.”

“I have had eleven years of hate 
mails sent to me. Police can’t do 
anything as it is not ‘physically 
threatening’ even though it has 
taken a toll on me emotionally 
and professionally.”

“Education on the effects of 
cyber abuse and for women 
to know how to respond.”

“Letting women know it is okay 
to report cyberbullying or abuse, 
especially when the critics choose 
to be anonymous.”

“There needs to be 
tougher penalties for 
offenders.”

“There needs to be 
more laws to curb 
offences.”
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eSafety commissioned Whereto Research to explore the following 
with respect to women with a strong online or media presence for 
professional purposes:

• the extent to which online abuse is experienced 

• the nature of experiences of online abuse, including contexts and formats, 
who appears to be perpetrating abuse, and online platforms used 

• impacts (i.e. personal and professional, family, social and economic)

• strategies that women use to help prevent, mitigate or respond to 
online abuse

• exposure to the services and resources currently offered by eSafety, 
including those that women are currently aware of and have used

• additional resources and support believed to be needed.

The research was undertaken to inform the development of eSafety’s 
Women in the Spotlight (WITS) program.

Men’s sample
To provide context to the women’s experiences, a sample of men (n=731) 
was also included in the study. As there has been little research conducted 
on the online abuse of women with a professional public profile, men were 
surveyed in order to provide comparative data for the women’s sample. As 
the focus of this research is on women’s experiences, the men’s sample is 
discussed in this report in areas where it provides useful comparison with 
the women’s sample.   

Significance testing 

Significance testing was applied at a 95% confidence interval to 
compare the relevant subgroups (i.e. male vs. female, LGBTIQ+ vs. 
non-LGBTIQ+, etc.) in the quantitative analysis.

Throughout the tables in this report, numbers with a downward 
arrow denote results that are significantly lower, and numbers 
with an upward arrow denote results that are significantly higher 
than comparable subgroups i.e. male vs. female, LGBTIQ+ vs. non-
LGBTIQ+, etc. at a 95% confidence interval. 

More detail on the methodology is provided in Appendix 1. 

Direct quotes from interview participants  
and survey respondents
Pseudonyms have been used throughout the report to attribute 
quotes to interview participants. However, survey respondents
quoted in the report have not been given pseudonyms. 

Case studies
The case studies throughout this report represent composite 
personas based on extrapolations of key themes from the 
qualitative interviews.  

About the research

About the research
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3In the male sample, a similar proportion, (32%) experienced some form of online abuse, with higher rates of online abuse with age (33% for 18 to 34 year-old men vs. 40% for men aged 45–54)  
and those that identify as having a disability (49%). This data compares the sample of men from the online panel and the sample of women from the online panel and snowball/convenience 
sample (see methodology section in Appendix 1 for definition of 'snowball/convenience sample', as well as further details of the survey sample). 

However, as discussed further on in this report, the nature of the 
abuse that women experienced, and the impacts of this abuse, 
differed significantly from men. 

There appears to be a clear relationship between how visible 
a woman’s profile is, including having a media profile and 
appearing online/in the media regularly, and the chance that 
she will experience online abuse. Sixty-two per cent of women 
with an online or media profile visible to a broader public have 
experienced online abuse. 

Fifty-six per cent of women with a media presence experienced 
online abuse, compared with 47% of those with only an online 
presence. This drops to 25% of women without a current media or 
online presence. 

While 61% of women online or in the media daily have experienced 
online abuse, this falls to 53% of those active weekly, 34% of 
those active monthly, and 31% of those active less often.

Online abuse of women in professional contexts is 
widespread, and more likely to be experienced by women 
who are high-profile, younger (18 to 34 years old), have a 
disability or who identify as LGBTIQ+. While online abuse 
takes various forms, the most common are unwanted 
private messages and negative comments. The abuse is 
believed to be gendered, and to be an expected part of 
having a public profile.

Online abuse is experienced widely 
More than a third of women surveyed experienced professional or 
work-related online abuse.

More than one in three women surveyed (35%) experienced some 
form of online abuse, with this incidence higher among younger 
women (43% of 18 to 34 year-olds), women with disability (57%) 
and those who identified as LGBTIQ+ (51%). Overall rates of abuse 
were very similar for men surveyed in the comparison sample.3

Detailed findings

Nature of the abuse

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse
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Figure 1: Experience with online abuse

Question C2: In the last 3 years, have you experienced any of the following types of online abuse in response to your professional online activities or media presence?  
Base: Total women’s sample n=1,491. Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower at the 95% confidence level.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

The qualitative research suggested that there is an 
opportunistic aspect to the abuse and it plays out 
differently on different social media services. 

For example, if a woman is only visible to her LinkedIn 
connections, there is less opportunity for a broader 
cohort of anonymous perpetrators to commit abuse. 
However, women’s comments on gender issues on a public 
Facebook page can appear as an open invitation for abuse. 

Women have now come to expect that a public profile 
inherently attracts abuse. As we will go on to discuss, 
there appears to be an acceptance among interviewees 
of this because of the online context – as a number of 
interviewees commented, if this abuse was perpetrated in 
person it would not be tolerated in the same way.    

“If you have got Twitter and a profile, people come 
at you. When you pop your head up and comment, 
that's often when you can be vulnerable.”

Juanita

35%Total experienced
online abuse

18–34

37%35–44

33%45–54

55 plus

Online activity/
presence

Media presence/
profile

Monthly online/
media activity

Public visibility

LGBTIQ+

Disability

35%
experienced
online abuse
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% Strongly 
agree/agree

People think it’s ok to harass/abuse you if you 
have a public profile/are active online

Women are more likely to encounter work/
professional-related online abuse than men

Online abuse is prevalent in the 
professional world

Media reporting about harassment of 
women tends to blame the victim

Sexism/gender discrimination is 
common in my area of work

Media reporting about harassment of 
women makes the abuse worse

4%

4%

9%

12%

8%

10%

6%

16%

27%

9%

6%

6%

9%

12%

13%

53%

41%

30%

22% 23%

40%

46%

25%

21%

15%

8%

32%

25%

17%

17%

26%

78%

72%

71%

62%

45%

31%

Figure 2: Perceptions of online abuse

Question E1: Agreement with statements. Base: Qualifying women’s sample n=942. Note: Labels less than 4% have been removed for clarity. 

Not sure Strongly disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly agree

• online abuse is prevalent in the professional world (71%)

• women are more likely to encounter work/professional-related online abuse than men (72%)

• people think it’s ok to harass/abuse you if you have a public profile/are active online (78%).

In the survey, more than two in three women who have an online or media presence 
for work or experienced work-related online abuse4 agreed that:

In the comparison men’s sample, respondents also agreed that online abuse is prevalent in the 

professional world (66%), but fewer agreed on the other statements tested.

4Women with an online or media presence for work or experienced work-related online abuse were the main target audience for the survey and were therefore asked these questions rather than 
the entire women’s sample. They comprised n=942 of the total sample (n=1,491). See breakdown in the methodology section of Appendix 1.   

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse
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Figure 3: Types of online abuse experiencedThe nature of online abuse varies greatly

The most common types of online abuse are unwanted private 
messages (62% of those experiencing online abuse) and 
negative comments/replies (49%). 

Other forms of abuse are less widespread, 
but still substantial, including:

• online bullying, trolling or harassment (29%)

• defamatory comments intended to harm the reputation 
of women (23%)

• offensive names or remarks made about a woman’s race, ethnicity, 
gender, nationality, sexual orientation, religion, age or disability (22%)

• direct or indirect slurs to a woman’s professional name (21%)

• spreading of lies or rumours (21%)

• offensive names or remarks made about a woman’s physical 
appearance (19%).

Unwanted private messages (excluding spam or advertising)

Offensive names or remarks made about race, ethnicity, gender, etc.

Online stalking

Online bullying, trolling or harassment

Spreading of lies or rumours

Personal details shared or publicised online without consent (doxing)

Negative comments/replies posted on online content

Direct or indirect slurs to a woman's professional name

Impersonation/fake account

Defamatory comments intended to harm reputation

Offensive names or remarks made about a woman's physical appearance

Threats of real-life harm or abuse

Had an online ‘anti’ or ‘hate’ group set up

62%

22%

14%

29%

21%

9%

49%

21%

13%

23%

19%

9%

6%

Source: D1 - In the last three years, which of the following have you experienced?  
Base: Total women’s sample experienced online abuse (n=526).

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

Abuse includes unwanted private messaging, negative 
comments, and offensive targeting of appearance or of those 
belonging to specific population cohorts.
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Compared to men, women who experienced online abuse are more likely to receive unwanted 
private messages (62% vs. 50% of men) and be stalked online (14% vs. 6% of men).

Negative comments/replies and online bullying, trolling or harassment are experienced more by those women with higher online and 
media presences.

Among the women who took part in the survey, those with a disability or who are LGBTIQ+ were more likely to have experienced a number 
of different types of abuse.

These included online bullying, trolling or harassment; direct or indirect slurs to their professional name; offensive names/remarks about 
sexual orientation, disability and physical appearance; threats of offline harm and abuse; image-based abuse (or the non-consensual sharing 
of intimate images); doxing (or the sharing of personal details online); and online stalking. 

Qualitative findings from the study show that women working in the sex industry and high-profile journalists stand out as experiencing very 
high levels of abuse.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse
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Table 1: Types of online abuse experienced – differences by subgroups

Question D1: In the last three years, which of the following have you experienced? Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526). Showing items with a statistically significant 
difference between reported subgroups. Note: Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower than the comparable subgroup.

Total Online activity/presence Media presence/profile LGBTIQ+ Disability

Negative comments/replies posted on your online content 49%        58% 63% 63%        67%

Online bullying, trolling or harassment 29%        35% 41% 46% 56%

Defamatory comments intended to harm your reputation 23%        27%        37% 37%        33%        

Direct or indirect slurs to your professional name 21%        27% 38% 38% 33%        

Offensive names or remarks made about your race, ethnicity, gender, 
nationality, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability

22%        24%        31% 40% 46%

Lies or rumours spread 21%        24%        31% 33%        33%        

Offensive names or remarks made about your physical appearance 19%        21%        25%        46% 38%

Impersonation/fake account – where a fake social media account or email 
has been setup in your name

13%       13%        12%        23%        17%        

Online stalking 14%        16%        16%        23%        29%

Threats of real-life harm or abuse 9%        10%        12%        31% 25%

Personal details shared or publicised online without your consent (doxing) 9%        10%        10%        17%        21%

Had an online ‘anti’ or ‘hate’ group set up about you/your organisation/
party/group

6%        6%        11% 6%        11%        

Threats to share private or intimate photos/videos of you 4%        4%        4%        13% 14%

Had private or intimate photos/videos of you shared without consent 4%        5%        5%        21% 11%

Base (number) 526        348        332        52        63        

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

↑

↑

↑

↑ ↑

↑ ↑↑

↑

↑ ↑

↑ ↑ ↑

↑ ↑

↑ ↑

↑

↑

↑ ↑

↑ ↑

↑

↑



Women In The Spotlight Report 24

 Figure 4: Perpetrators of work-related online abuse

Question D3: Who do you believe did this/these things? 
Base: Total women’s sample experienced online abuse (n=526).

Perpetrators are known and unknown to victims 
A higher public profile is associated with abuse from strangers. 

Online abuse is perpetrated most often by strangers (50%), 
but also commonly by those in a woman’s work or professional 
circles (40%). 

Women with an online/media presence or profile are more likely 
to identify the perpetrator as someone in their professional 
circle, including competitors. 

Personal or social contacts are far less often the source of  
online abuse (20%). 

Abuse from strangers is more likely to affect those with more 
public visibility and more frequent online/media activity.

The qualitative study revealed a range of perpetrator identities. 
These included people who were well known to victim/survivors 
(e.g. a social connection or previous employer), as well as more 
casual personal or business associates and complete strangers.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

Someone you don’t know in the general public (a stranger)

Work/professional circles NET

Someone you don’t know in your business/sector circles

Someone in an online group/association/network you belong to

Someone you know in your business/sector circles

Someone who is a 'competitor'

Someone at your work

Social/family NET

Partner

Ex-partner

Family member

An estranged family member/friend

Friend you know personally/in real life

Friend you know only online

Acquaintance

Someone else

Someone you think you know using a handle/different username

Don't know who did it

17%

14%

13%

10%

7%

20%

0%

8%

2%

4%

4%

2%

6%

8%

6%

15%

50%

40%
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Question D3: Who do you believe did this/these things? Showing items with a statistically significant difference between reported subgroups. Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online 
abuse (n=526). Note: Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower than the comparable subgroup. Showing items with a statistically significant difference between reported 
subgroups.

Total Online/media presence or profile Online activity/
presence

Media presence/ 
profile

Work/professional circles NET 40%        47% 47% 54%

Someone you don’t know in your business/sector circles 17%        22% 22% 26%

Someone in an online group/association/network you belong to 14%        16%        16%        17%        

Someone you know in your business/sector circles 13%        18% 17% 22%

Someone who is a ‘competitor’ 10%        13% 12%        15%        

Base (number) 526        348        332        157        

 

Table 2: Perpetrators of work-related online abuse – differences by subgroups

Abuse can become more complicated where perpetrators are known 
Perpetrators known to interviewees appeared to have a greater focus on attacking their reputation and professional standing. The sustained nature of 
attacks by known perpetrators – including over a period of years – was notable. Women could also be more scared, hurt or confused when they knew 
the perpetrators. There is a disquieting aspect to these attacks that undermines the sense of the injury caused – for example, one woman described 
having to make small talk with someone at an industry event that she suspected of being a perpetrator. 

Another interviewee described an instance where a group of professional acquaintances who had been attacking her were confronted by another 
colleague. They then stopped making new comments and deleted all past online commentary. This suggests that perhaps they hadn’t realised the 
impacts of their behaviour or that they could be held to account for this.

Perpetrator motivations were not a key focus area of this study; however, there is important research that has examined perpetrator motivations and 
personality traits in the context of online trolling.5 Other research has found a wide range of motivations behind the perpetration of image-based abuse.6 
There is considerable scope for further research to understand the motivations of those who perpetrate online abuse of women in work-related contexts.

5See for example, Naomi Craker and Evita March, 'The dark side of Facebook: The Dark Tetrad, negative social potency, and trolling behaviours', Personality and Individual Differences, Vol. 102, pages 
79–84. This research found that while antisocial personality traits play a role, what really influences trolling behaviour is the social pleasure derived from knowing others are annoyed by it.   
6See for example, eSafety (2019), Understanding the attitudes and motivations of adults who engage in image-based abuse, Melbourne. This research found that motivations for image-based abuse 
generally involved some element of asserting power and control, either to punish or embarrass the victim or to seek social status at the cost of the victim.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

↑ ↑ ↑

↑ ↑

↑ ↑

↑

↑

↑

https://www.esafety.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-10/Research_Report_IBA_Perp_Motivations.pdf
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Question D4: On what online platform(s) did this/these things happen?
Base: Total women’s sample experienced online abuse (n=526).
Note: Showing 5% and above.

Facebook

62%

Instagram

26%

Personal email

21%

Twitter

18%

SMS/MMS

16%

Work email

15%

LinkedIn

14%

Chat app (Instant Messenger, WhatsApp)

13%

Online/discussion board/forum (Reddit, etc.)

7%

Online news channels or media

6%

Other website

5%

Figure 5: Platforms where work-related  
online abuse occurred

A range of platforms are used to perpetrate 
online abuse 
While Facebook dominates, other social media, email and SMS 
are channels through which abuse is perpetrated. 

The platforms on which online abuse takes place encompass 
most online and social media, in particular Facebook (62%),  
but also Instagram (26%), Twitter (18%) and LinkedIn (14%). 
Online abuse was also perpetrated through personal or work 
emails (21% and 15% respectively) as well as via mobile, SMS/
MMS (16%) and chat apps (13%).

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse
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what happened to Figure 5?
Platforms for abuse varied by demographics and profile:  

• Younger women are more likely to experience abuse on Instagram 
and online forums such as Reddit, Snapchat and TikTok.

• Women with more professional visibility are more likely to experience 
abuse on Twitter, LinkedIn and online news media.

• Women identifying as LGBTIQ+ are more likely to have experienced 
abuse on Twitter, discussion boards or forums, and TikTok.

• Women with disability also experienced more abuse on discussion 
boards or forums, and online media more broadly.

• Women identifying as culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) are 
more likely to experience abuse via SMS/MMS.

Compared with men, women are more likely to experience online 
abuse on Instagram (26% for women vs. 16% for men). 

The qualitative study highlighted the evolving nature of social 
media platforms. While Twitter was once considered to be the 
'wild west', as described by participants, it is now seen as having 
quite a responsible approach to managing abuse. Facebook is 
considered the least responsive to user concerns. LinkedIn, which 
is focused on professional networks, is seen as one of the more 
protected environments.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse
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Total 18–34 years
Online/media 
presence or 

profile

Online 
activity/
presence

Media 
presence/ 

profile
LGBTIQ+ Disability CALD

Facebook 63%        57% 64%        65%        65%        52%        62% 68%

Instagram 26%        43% 26%        27%       25%        33%        30%        25%

Personal email 21%        11% 20%        19%        22%        19%        24%        22%

Twitter 18%        21%        24% 25% 30% 40% 25%        16%

SMS/MMS 16% 16% 18% 18% 18% 27% 22% 24%

Work email 15% 11% 18% 18% 21% 17% 14% 15%

LinkedIn 14%        9%        18% 18% 17%        2%        10%        14%

Chat app 13%        14%        15%       15%        13%        23%        19%        11%

Discussion board/forum 7%       13% 9%        9%        10%       21% 16% 5%

Online news channels 
or media

6%        4%        8%        7%        13% 8%        13%        7%

Snapchat 3%        8% 3%       3%        2%        10%        5%        5%

TikTok 2%        6% 2%        2%        3%        8% 3%        2%

Base (number) 526        141        348        332        157        52        63        169

Table 3: Platforms where work-related online abuse occurred – differences by subgroups

Source: Question D4: On what online platform(s) did this/these things happen? Showing items with statistically significant differences between subgroups. 

Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526). Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower than the comparable subgroup. Showing items with 
statistically significant differences between subgroups.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

↑

↑ ↑ ↑

↑

↑ ↑

↑

↑

↑

↑ ↑

↑

↑

↑

↓



Women In The Spotlight Report 29

Women believe that online abuse is gendered
There is a belief that women are being targeted for being 
outspoken or taking a stand. 

Four in ten women from the survey who experienced online 
abuse say they were targeted because of their gender (41%). 
In comparison with men, women were more likely to attribute 
the online abuse to their gender (41% vs. 9% of men) and their 
physical appearance (23% vs. 8% of men).

Figure 6: Characteristics targeted  

Question D8: Do you think any of these had a role in the online abuse or harassment?

Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526).

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

Your gender

Your physical appearance

23%
Your political views/beliefs/taking a stand on an issue

17%
Your age

13%
Your nationality

7%
Your ethnicity

7%
Your religion

6%
Your race

6%
Your sexual orientation

4%
Your being a working mother

5%
Having a disability

3%
Other

12%
I don't know

13%
Prefer not to say

1%
None of these

21%
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Women in the qualitative study also believed the abuse they 
experienced to be gendered. They note that both men and women 
are abused online and men and women are perpetrators, but 
the personal vitriol that women have experienced – the link to 
appearance, and the focus on women who are taking a stand or 
have a strong opinion – is very different in nature. The overwhelming 
view is that the nature of the abuse is gendered.

Detailed findings: Nature of the abuse

Even when the abuse doesn’t specifically refer to gender (although 
it often does), women believe that people wouldn’t attack men 
in quite the same way. Sometimes this was because they believe 
that professional women can be held to account for ambition or 
stepping outside gender roles. In other instances, they said that 
people simply wouldn’t ‘tangle’ with men in the same way. 

“Unfortunately, I think it will take a generational 

shift before men and women are treated with 

the same level of respect online.”

Survey respondent

“I remember having a conversation with a male 

colleague about this and he says, ‘I just tell them 

to fuck off’. I said, ‘You know what would happen 

to me if I told them to fuck off? They would then 

threaten to rape me and then they would dox me 

and then they would do a whole lot of stuff, you 

know.’ Blokes just don't get it.”

Florence
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Online incidents can move offline
Abuse can spill offline when it occurs in close communities. 

Women in the qualitative sample described the ways in which 
online incidents could easily spill into their offline worlds in 
small towns, close-knit industry sectors, and CALD communities. 

Women’s online profiles could spark offline incidents in 
conjunction with their being targeted online, or perpetrators 
could extend their abusive activity offline. Women’s social media 
posts were used against them, with perpetrators using these 
to complain to their employers or to damage their reputation. 
In a regional or rural town, a woman might find herself working 
and living in close proximity to a perpetrator of online abuse. Or 
women could find themselves confronted at community events 
or at work over their online presence. Some had received hate 
mail or threats at their homes.

“They really came after me, tried to get me in 

trouble, and rang my boss, telling her all these 

things, trying to make out that the things I had 

posted on Twitter showed I had an agenda.  

They had been harassing me and I was the one 

who ended up in a disciplinary hearing.”

Halley

“It was a time of celebrating a festival, a lot 

of older people came to me, rudely said that I 

should be ashamed of myself [for my domestic 

and family violence advocacy work online], that 

I was very westernised in my approach. I was 

shaken for days.”

Fatima
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Jenny – marketing executive

Jenny ran her own consultancy supporting health professionals 
running smaller businesses for many years. She developed a strong 
online presence and personal profile in the industry as an advocate 
for self-employed health professionals. She made a decision to 
close her consultancy, and to move to a large multinational firm in 
a marketing role within the same industry, to better support her 
family. This news was shared with her clients and she received 
support and understanding.
  
However, when the news of her new role was then shared more 
widely through the profession, she was hit with a barrage of abuse 
that was very disturbing to her. A proportion of health professionals, 
not her clients, began a campaign of attacks about the fact that 
she had chosen to ‘abandon’ the independent practitioners she had 
supported for many years, to move into the corporate world. This 
was couched as selfish and a sell-out, with widespread discussion 
of her decisions across the industry and social media (mainly on 
Facebook). She found this deeply upsetting and disturbing and felt 
very alone. People told her of closed Facebook groups discussing 
her decision, with some making highly derogatory comments. She 
tried not to look at the commentary but found herself unable to 
stop, despite the anxiety and distress this caused her.
 
The abuse struck her as sexist, because in her view this reaction 
would not have been levelled at a man taking up a well-paid job to 
support his family. Her new employer (she had yet to start in the 
new job) was informed but did not offer any solution or support.

The abuse ended when friends of hers in the industry began 
confronting people about their behaviour and pointing out that 
they were overstepping the mark and being abusive. Jenny feels 
that people were prepared to say things online that they would 
never say to someone’s face, and that it was only when the abusive 
nature of their comments was pointed out to them by other 
professionals that they pulled back. 

It has, however, had a lasting impact on Jenny. She is reluctant to 
go to conferences she once participated in fully and says she would 
be hesitant about changing her employer in the future for fear 
that similar online abuse might happen again. Although this hadn’t 
really occurred to her, when prompted, Jenny did feel she has 
lowered her media presence in the industry because of her negative 
experience, and that this might well affect her career opportunities.

Case study

Detailed findings: Case study
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Impacts
The personal and professional aspects 
of the abuse are intertwined 
Women reported serious professional impacts as a result 
of experiencing abuse.

The qualitative study suggested that the professional and 
personal impacts of online abuse are intertwined – for 
example, substantial impacts on mental health also have 
professional impacts. Professional impacts affect not just 
confidence in one’s ability to work, but also one’s self-
esteem and identity. Concerns about physical safety make 
people limit their online presence and hence their profile 
in their industry or employment marketplace.

Around half (51%) of women experiencing online abuse 
mentioned specific impacts on their work or professional 
lives. Foremost among these impacts are issues such as 
reducing their confidence in their ability to do their job 
(23% vs. 13% of men) and having a negative impact on their 
work satisfaction (21% vs. 13% of men).  
 
Not only does online abuse affect women’s professional 
lives, it has a significant impact on mental wellbeing (41% 
vs. 25% of men), confidence (35% vs. 21% of men) and 
even safety (17% vs. 7% of men). Overall, men were less 
likely to experience negative impacts (40% indicated no 
negative impact vs. 24% of women). 

Women report serious professional and personal impacts as a 
result of experiencing abuse. There are clear signs of women 
pulling back from their professional lives and public forums.

However, while the professional impacts are stark at 
the statistical level, women don’t always recognise their 
experience as abuse or they minimise it. 

Women also tend to downplay how they have changed their 
behaviour as a result of the abuse, and how this had impacted 
on their personal lives and careers. Some even internalise 
blame and question the validity of their own responses. 

Detailed findings: Impacts
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Question D7: What, if any, impact did this/these things have on you?  
Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526). 
*Based on agreement with the statement (E1).

Figure 7: Impacts of online abuse  

Personal/social impacts 60%
Impact on mental  

health and wellbeing 41%

Loss of confidence 
/increased self-doubt 35%

Fear/concern about own  
physical safety 17%

Relationship  
damage/impact 12%

Fear/concern about your  
family’s physical safety 11%

Financial impact 10%

Reputational damage  
(personally) 7%

Detailed findings: Impacts

Work-related impacts 51%
Stopped online activity  

for work temporarily 22%

Other negative impact on  
career progression 6%

Stopped online activity  
for work altogether 5%

Avoided addressing certain issues/
topics online or in public forums 9%

Negative impact on  
relationships at work 10%

Negative impact on confidence  
in ability to do work 23%

Negative impact on  
work satisfaction 21%

Reputational damage 
(professionally) 11%

Stepped back from/avoided  
leadership positions 8%

Left job or the industry  
you worked in 5%

Lost job 3%
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Figure 8: Impact on leadership

Question E1: Agreement with statements.  
Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526).

24%
of women who  

have experienced 
online abuse

Of women who experienced online abuse, almost one 
in four (24%) agree that ‘I’m reluctant to move into 
leadership positions because I will need to be in the 
media/online’ – this is significantly higher (42%) among 
women with disability.

Detailed findings: Impacts

“I’m reluctant to move into leadership positions 
because I will need to be in the media/online.”

Abuse causes women to take a backwards step 
professionally  
Women are pulling back from having a public profile and taking on 
leadership positions. 

There are clear signs of women pulling back from their public and 
professional lives, including: 

• stopping online activity for work temporarily (22% of women who 
experienced online abuse vs. 16% of men) or permanently 

• avoiding inflammatory issues/topics (9% vs 4% of men)

• stepping back from or avoiding leadership positions (8% vs. 2% of men)

• leaving the job or industry they worked in (5% vs 3% of men).
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Women tend to downplay 
and minimise the impacts  
Women step back, but don’t always see the magnitude 
of the impact.  

While the impacts of online abuse vary, including mental anguish, 
exhaustion, resignation and even acceptance, what was common for 
women in the qualitative sample was an underlying doubt that their 
reactions were ‘appropriate’. 

Women in the qualitative sample could gauge their experiences 
against those of high-profile women being regularly trolled by 
strangers. Where women’s experiences differed from this pattern, 
they didn’t necessarily recognise this as abuse, or minimised the 
abuse as comparatively minor. 

Several women felt they shouldn’t complain because, objectively, 
the abuse wasn’t as bad as it might have been, only to reveal 
shame at how upset they had been. Some had even internalised 
blame, calling themselves ‘naïve’ and ‘stupid’ for having voiced their 
opinions online on controversial topics. 

Women also tended to downplay how they changed their 
behaviour. Stepping back entirely, or even partly, from the online 
world or a particular platform is an obvious step. (Although some 
go back and forth, deleting and then reinstating social media 
accounts, and considering media appearances again.)

Detailed findings: Impacts

“I have many friends who’ve gone completely 

off social media now. Okay. Like, you just 

pull the plug, said, I'm done. And, you know, 

they’re in their 40s they’re like, I don't need 

this. And if you don't need it for work, which 

many places now you do. And you have 

that luxury. I get the appeal. Oh, yeah. Yeah. 

Because it’s just too abusive.”

“Sometimes people try and pull me back 

more into that, TV and radio. I teeter between 

comfort and discomfort. And this again, at the 

back of my head, I am like, I just don't want to 

be abused again.”

Trish
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But women often described a more subtle 
self-censorship – pausing before posting 
a comment, using a different professional 
name, or entirely separating their online 
and personal profiles. Some were reluctant 
to change jobs again because they didn’t 
want to face the attacks and criticism from 
others in their sector. One woman described 
this as ‘operating defensively’. 

Detailed findings: Impacts

Except for the most high-profile, women tended to downplay the importance of 
their professional online or media presence. They were all considering options like 
lowering their online profile, or not advertising, or not seeking positions where a 
big online presence is mandatory. They hadn’t really thought about how these new 
hesitancies as a response to abuse could have a significant impact on their careers 
and advancement.

A common dynamic here is that impacts to professional reputation clearly cut to 
the heart of women’s identity and sense of self. However, the research suggests 
that these impacts don’t tend to be spoken about, and women aren’t aware of 
them. Only those who appeared to have done a great deal of self-reflection had 
really worked through what this meant to them.

“I'm changing my behaviour in a really 

defensive way as well. It's a bit like the 

analogy of the woman who walks home 

from a nightclub, and you're changing 

your behaviours and not being your full 

self, because you're holding your car keys 

in a certain way and you're pretending 

you're on the phone. With online abuse 

you’re sort of developing those same sort 

of not paranoid, but defensive actions. 

Because you feel like you're under 

potential threat all the time.  

The emotional impact is massive.”

Holly

“You've got no voice; your voice is actually taken away by their voice. You feel 

shame about what other people might be thinking of you, it is debilitating. You 

wonder, when they look at me, what are they thinking? So I think it's a fairly 

serious, slow-moving cancer on the psychological wellbeing of the victims.”

Imogen

“I talked to a counsellor about it. And he talked about how, when your 

reputation feels like it's under threat, it engages your amygdala, the old 

primitive part of your brain, and then your whole body goes under threat. 

And no matter how logical you can be about it, it’s just three people 

attacking you on Facebook, that reaction over indexes the whole thing and 

starts to swell the impact of that.”

Holly
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Abuse affects women differently 
Perceptions of the seriousness of abuse and its effects differ  
from person to person.

For some women in the qualitative sample, a single meanspirited 
Google review could be enough to make them step back from their 
public endeavours. Others could bat away personal abuse, but were 
shocked into taking action when their children were threatened.

In contrast, some women who had experienced terrible abuse 
at the hands of domestic partners said that while work-related 
online abuse can be exhausting, it can also be easier to deal with 
in comparison with domestic and family violence. 

These very different scenarios again suggest a need not to assume 
impacts based on the objective magnitude of the abuse, and to 
validate the full variety of women’s experiences and reactions.

Impacts spilling over to loved ones also emerged in the survey – 
11% of those who experienced online abuse feared for their family’s 
physical safety as a result of the abuse.

Many of the women we spoke to had previous experience of 
trauma, and spoke of the cumulative impacts, especially where 
online abuse mimicked past coercive control relationships. More 
were surprised at how the effects of abuse emerged – they could 
feel as if they weren’t particularly affected, and then all at once 
feel as if the impacts had ‘caught up with them’. 

“I don't mind if someone tells me oh, you look stupid or dumb 

or ugly or whatever. I've got enough self-confidence. I've had 

enough life experience that I really couldn't care what other 

people think about me. But what crossed the line for me was 

when someone threatened my children. And it really impacted 

my life and how I felt in my immediate safety.”

Anna

“Especially for a person who is at a vulnerable time in 

their lives it can be something that really puts someone 

you know, pushes them over the edge, and that's the 

thing to always consider is, you know, is how many 

pebbles have already been put onto that little person? 

Like, how many things have they experienced?”

Anna

Detailed findings: Impacts

“It sort of crept up on me. It had been happening for 

a while and it didn’t bother me all that much, but then 

it hit me. I was absolutely terrified. But it wasn’t as if 

that particular event was any worse than anything that 

had happened in the past.”

Angela
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Some women are always alert to abuse  
It can be hard for women to forget and switch off – they 
can be hypervigilant.  

Even where women in the qualitative sample had followed 
the advice from professional and personal acquaintances, 
as well as eSafety, to mute, block or walk away, it could 
be hard to leave the abuse behind. 
 
Some continued to worry about physical safety where 
threats had been made, or constantly wondered what 
public comments were being made about them in their 
absence from social media or online blogs. 
 
Even if they are not thinking about this all the time, there 
is an underlying element of vigilance. It is no wonder that 
one interviewee described her experience as 'haunting'.

“The thing is that when the authorities say just block it and 

move on you can't do that when someone is trying to ruin your 

reputation. The trick is to get away from the obsessive level 

where you just cannot cope without knowing what's going on. 

And just to check in every now and then, screenshot it all, put 

it into your folder and then go on and get on with it.”

Imogen

Detailed findings: Impacts
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Penny – freelance journalist

Penny has worked as a journalist in Australia and overseas. Over 
the course of her career she has experienced a high level of online 
harassment in response to articles she has written. Remarks that 
appear in the public domain rarely bother her much – she prides 
herself on having developed a ‘thick skin’ and tends to downplay 
the criticism as part of the job. 

If she considers comments to be particularly inappropriate or 
concerning, she will ‘block and report’ the offender. For the most 
part, this works – at least in the short term. She notes, however, 
that determined trolls have a knack for reappearing – albeit under 
different names.  She can often tell who they are by the language 
they use, or themes in their abuse.

  
Penny is more concerned about messages that have been emailed 
to her by disgruntled readers in private. Quite often these contain 
offensive language and very personal attacks on her appearance, 
age and ideas. Occasionally, they have also been accompanied by 
threats of harm. Late one night, when working at home alone, she 
received a particularly disturbing series of emails that implied she 
was being watched. While there was no direct threat of violence, 
it caught her off guard and left her feeling deeply unsettled and 
anxious for the months that followed.

While Penny believes that publishers are starting to take online 
abuse more seriously, she feels that the industry still has a long 
way to go. Editors’ responses to complaints, particularly from 
women, tend to run along the lines of ‘if you don’t like it, this isn’t 
the job for you’. She also feels that employers in her industry have 
very little understanding or appreciation of the profound impact 
that online abuse can have on people’s lives and wellbeing.

Case study

Detailed findings: Case study
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How women respond to abuse

Women tend not to confront their abusers 
Women ignore, block and report, as well as seek advice through their networks 
and from the authorities. 

When confronted by online abuse, women will take different routes ranging from 
self-preservation and protective measures, stepping back, complete dismissal or 
more active measures through reporting or even retaliation.

When confronted with abuse, women are most likely to not respond, to 
block a perpetrator or delete comments. Just over one-third report the 
abuse and a small number call out the abuse or confront the perpetrator. 
Many seek informal support from friends and colleagues.  

Detailed findings: How women respond to abuse

Women responded in a variety of ways to the abuse they experienced, including:

• not responding or ignoring the abuse (56%) 

• blocking (54%) 

• reporting the abuse (38%), including to a website or social media/online platform 
or editors of the website (30%) or any authority such as the police or eSafety (8%)

• deleting posts/comments (37%) 

• talking to someone (49%), including seeking advice and support from social 
networks (37%), managers (14%), colleagues (12%) and counsellors/therapists (11%)

• changing username/account or privacy settings (36%)

• closing their account/reducing online activity (31%)

• documenting the abuse (17%).

Sixteen per cent of women responded 
directly to the abuse or perpetrator by calling 
it out. A few of the women interviewed 
found responding directly to the abuse or 
perpetrator to be useful, but this was rarer. 
Calling out the abuse could escalate it, as 
shown in the following survey response.  

“When I have tried to engage or 

challenge the online abuse it has made 

the situation worse. As they and their 

supporters just stepped up the abuse 

to a higher level. But it does not make 

me feel any better to ignore comments. 

In my line of work there is this idea 

that you should have a thick skin and 

just cope with it. But I don’t have a 

thick skin. And I think that makes me a 

better human, but less able to do my 

job because there are not protections 

for me. I am supported but also 

entirely alone.”

Survey respondent
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Figure 9: Response to online abuse experienced  

Question D5: When this/these things happened, did you do any of the following? 

Showing responses grouped by theme. Multiple response question, therefore percentages for combined question responses will not equal the totals of the relevant individual categories.

Base: Total women’s sample that experienced online abuse (n=526).

Detailed findings: How women respond to abuse

Reported it to website  
or social media company

Reported to the editors of the  
website/forum/platform

Reported it to HR/HR system

Contacted the police

Reported it to eSafety

Reported it to 
another organisation

23%

12%

6%

6%

3%

3%

30% 
Reported to website or 
social media company or 
editors of the website   

8%  
Reported to  
any authority

Did not respond/ignored 

Blocked the person/account who did it

Talking to someone 

Reported

Deleted post/comment(s)

Changed username/account/privacy 

Reduced activity/closed accounts

Saved/documented evidence of the abuse

Activist/called it out 

Searched online for how to deal with the issue

Retaliated

Legal/investigative action 

38%

56%

54%

49%

37%

36%

31%

17%

16%

11%

10%

6%
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Reasons for not acting 
Women don’t actively respond in order to avoid creating more abuse, 
protect their own wellbeing, or out of a sense of helplessness.

Women who chose not to respond or report the abuse were driven 
by a range of motivations, including self-protection and risk aversion 
– to ‘avoid feeding it’ (44%), minimise stress (24%), and distance 
themselves from the experience (20%). 

Some brushed it off – as they felt it wasn’t serious (43%) or that they 
weren’t that bothered by it (18%). These results are consistent with 
findings from the qualitative research, which highlighted that women 
tend to minimise the seriousness or impacts of online abuse, and that 
this significantly affects their capacity to respond to such abuse. 

In comparison, men are more likely not to act because ‘I wasn’t that 
bothered/It didn’t bother me’ (34%, vs 18% of women). Women are also 
more likely to feel they did not know what to do (15% vs. 7% of men).

Three in ten women didn’t take action because they thought it 
wouldn’t change anything (30%), reflecting earlier findings that women 
don’t necessarily feel there is any recourse or that reporting the events 
will lead to any meaningful outcome.

Detailed findings: How women respond to abuse
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Figure 10: Reasons for not reporting or doing anything

Question D6: Reasons did not report/action. 
Base: Total women’s sample experienced online abuse (n=526).

Detailed findings: How women respond to abuse

I just chose to ignore it so I didn’t ‘feed’ it

44%

It was not serious enough

43%

I didn’t think anything would change

30%

To avoid or minimise ongoing stress

24%

I wanted to distance myself from the perpetrator or experience

20%

I wasn’t that bothered/it didn’t bother me

18%

I didn’t know what to do

15%

I was scared/fearful

6%

I was told nothing could be done

5%

I was too embarrassed/ashamed

4%

I was advised or discouraged from pursuing

4%

Someone else dealt with it for me

3%

44%
Chose to ignore it 
to avoid ‘feeding’  

the abuse
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Learning how to respond to online abuse  
Women described a steep learning curve with respect to 
understanding their options.  

In the qualitative sample, women described having to learn 
how to respond to online abuse. 

When this is a first experience, their shock – coupled with a 
complete lack of understanding of what strategies they should or 
could adopt – adds to the emotional toll. Depending on the scale 
and nature of abuse, some may dismiss a first attack, but for  
others this had had a huge and immediate emotional impact.

While some instinctively acted, for instance, taking on an activist 
stance by calling out the abuse or raising it in the media, others 
waited months or even years to block or report threats or 
defamation. If people had good personal or professional networks, 
or happened to have read about the experiences of others or even 
come across training, they tended to have a better sense of their 
options. Others had to learn by doing.

“It takes a long time to realise … [what you need to do 

to respond to abuse]. You think it is going to stop and 

will go away; you think surely it wouldn’t keep going.”

Eliza

“An online course on types of abuse (emotional, online, 

etc.) was very helpful in making me understand what 

constituted abuse. It empowered me to call it out, 

find my voice and make a stand. I was able to distance 

myself emotionally from the abuse and not accept it as 

my reality, but fully attribute it to the poor behaviour 

and choices of the perpetrator.”

Maria

“It was so out of the blue. I had no idea what to do 

or where to turn. That just made me feel even more 

out of my depth.”

Aisha

Detailed findings: How women respond to abuse

“I cried in my bed for two weeks when this all first 

started. I was so humiliated and terrified that people 

would believe what they were reading.”

Imogen
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Lisa – blogger

Lisa is a professional blogger in her mid-twenties who has experienced a high degree of online abuse.  The 
first time it happened was a few years ago when she was just starting out. She remembers feeling shocked 
by the very personal and disturbing nature of the comments.
  
Her immediate response was to shut down the blog and all of her social media accounts. With 
encouragement from friends and family, she eventually spoke to a counsellor who coached her in strategies 
for dealing with trolls and online abuse. After a few months she regained her confidence and ventured back 
online. While the harassment continued, this time she was armed with tools to stay safe. She felt stronger 
and more resilient.  

On Twitter, her preferred strategy is to simply mute people who cross the boundary of what she feels is 
acceptable – eventually, they lose interest and move on. Occasionally, she will block and report offenders 
– but often they return with a vengeance under another name. While taking a break from social media is 
sometimes necessary, she doesn’t see this as very practical or helpful advice, particularly for those who rely 
on social media to make a living.

Case study

Detailed findings: Case study
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Perceptions of resources and supports 

Knowledge of resources and support could be improved  
Around half of women who have experienced online abuse don’t know 
where to get information about staying safe online.

About half of women who have experienced online abuse don’t 

know where to seek information or support. Awareness improves 

with knowledge of eSafety. The qualitative findings show that the 

responses of employers, social media platforms and police can 

leave women feeling that they don’t have an effective option to 

address the abuse they experience. 

Figure 11: Awareness of information and 
resources to stay safe online 

In the survey, just over half of women who experienced online abuse (51%) 
indicated that they knew where to find information about staying safe online 
and dealing with negative experiences. Four in ten (40%) said it was easy to 
find information and support to stay safe online.

Awareness of eSafety is strongly linked to greater knowledge about information 
and resources. Women aware of eSafety are twice as likely to know where to 
go to find information about staying safe online or dealing with negative online 
experiences (67% vs. 29% of women who don’t know of eSafety). 

Women aware of eSafety were twice as likely to know how to access good 
information for dealing with online abuse and where to report.  

Question F1: Agreement with statements. Base: Women who 
experienced online abuse for professional reasons in the last three years 
(n=526). Aware of eSafety (n=303) vs. Not aware of eSafety (n=223).

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

I know where to go to find information about staying safe 
online or dealing with negative online experiences

There is good information and resources

There are dedicated authorities to report online abuse

I would know where to go to report online abuse

It is easy to find information and support to stay safe online

67%

61%

60%

60%

49%

29%

34%

27%

24%

28%

Aware of eSafety Not aware

Women who experienced online abuse

51%

49%

46%

45%

40%
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Women 
experienced 
online abuse

Online/
Media presence 

or profile
18–34 years old

Highly 
experienced 
(15+ years)

I know where to go to find information about staying safe online or dealing with 
negative online experiences

51%        51% 40%        57%       

There is good information and resources available to help people stay safe online 49%        51% 32% 58%

I would know where to go to report online abuse 46%        49%        35% 53%

There are dedicated authorities to report online abuse 45% 45% 33% 54%

It is easy to find information and support to stay safe online 40%        40%        30% 48%

Base (number) 526        348 141        243        

Question F1: Agreement with statements. Base: Women who experienced online abuse for professional reasons in the last 3 years (n=526).

Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower than the comparable subgroup.

These findings suggest an opportunity to raise awareness among women about online safety resources and avenues for reporting online abuse – 
to broadly promote where and how women can respond to instances of abuse so that this information is to hand when they need it.

Interview participants told us that simply knowing that others are experiencing similar abuse helps them put it into context.  
Having access to the experiences of others shows them they are not alone and helps them cope. 

Table 4: Knowing where to get help – differences by subgroups 

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

Younger women aged 18–34 were less likely than women overall to feel there is good online safety information available or that it was easy 
to find it, whereas more experienced women were more likely. Younger women were also less likely to know where to report abuse. 

↑

↑

↑

↓

↓

↓

↓
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Reporting isn't always seen to be an effective course of action  
Many women have had poor experiences with social media platforms, reducing women’s confidence in the effectiveness of reporting. 

Figure 12: Attitudes towards reporting and recourse

Many feel there is limited recourse available to them when they experience online abuse. Three-quarters (76%) agree (34% strongly) that 
‘authorities don’t take online abuse incidents seriously until there are implications for physical safety’. This belief is held even more strongly 
among those who have personal experience of online abuse (80% agreement vs. 71% for women who had not experienced online abuse). 

Questions E1 and F1: Agreement with statements.  
Base: Women’s sample that have an online or media presence for work or have experienced online abuse (n=942).

Interview participants saw the platforms as being unresponsive unless the abuse is clearly obscene or threatening, and even then they did 
not always act. In addition, participants pointed out that defamation law is an expensive and heavy-handed alternative, and often not a good 
option for accusations of people of being unprofessional, or making hurtful comments.

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

% Strongly 
agree/agree

Authorities don’t take online abuse  
incidents seriously until there are  

implications for physical safety

Even if you report online abuse, there  
is little done to stop perpetrators

42% 34% 76%

72%

Not sure Strongly disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly agree

8%6%8%

48% 24%11%6%11%
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Most women know that if there is a threat of physical violence 
they should go to the police, although not all would bother 
given past experience of police being unhelpful. Women who 
were also survivors of domestic violence spoke about poor 
treatment at the hands of the police in the past, which made 
them wary of seeking help from this avenue. 

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

“I reported everything to Facebook at 

the time, but it's all like anonymous, you 

know. And they're like, we’ll investigate 

this. I never heard anything back.”

Heidi

“The police say unless someone is 

physically attacking you then we're not 

going to do anything about it.”

Eleni

“Online is not really counted as being 

something that's worthwhile. And that's 

pretty shit that it has to get to the 

level of physical threats to be taken 

seriously. Because the emotional and 

psychological burden of some of this 

stuff can be quite extreme.”

Holly

“And that's where I'm really feeling let down 

by the lack of support … If there was more 

impetus and more strength in the safety laws, 

that the police felt that this was something 

they needed to be all over, then this would 

have been sorted out ages ago.”

Charlie
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These findings suggest that not having effective avenues of 
redress can leave women feeling helpless. They can feel as if 
they have to block and walk away, because there is no other 
option, and that spiteful individuals can wreak significant 
reputational damage without them having any recourse. 

“The worst thing was how 

powerless I felt; feeling as if I 

wasn’t able to defend myself.”

Hue

“It is a long-term, sustained attack on 

my integrity and professional capacity, 

everything. That should be seen as serious 

damage, but I don’t have anywhere to go.”

Imogen
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eSafety is not well known  
There is a need for eSafety to communicate its offer to women  
more broadly. 

Among the surveyed women7 with a media or online presence as part 
of their work, only one in four (25%) had heard of eSafety, and 31% of 
these were aware of either eSafety or any of its services (including 
the Women in the Spotlight program). 

Of particular significance is the finding that this awareness remains 
low among women who have direct experience of online abuse:
just 29% had heard of eSafety.

Personal networks provide various forms of support   
For a few in the qualitative sample, personal networks also provided 
helpful tips on dealing with online abuse.     

Interview participants told us that sometimes personal networks provided 
emotional support and a chance to share like experiences. While some 
personal networks offered practical support, participants indicated that if 
no one in their network had good resources, they couldn’t provide much 
in the way of practical tips and techniques to deal with online abuse. Our 
sample of sex workers had the best-organised online mutual support 
mechanisms. This included a shared register of habitual abusers.

Fewer than 3 in 10 working women 
who had experienced online abuse 

were aware of eSafety

7Based on the panel survey sample and excluding eSafety’s convenience sample. This provides a more accurate read of awareness and exposure to eSafety. There was very high awareness (81%) of 
eSafety among those in the convenience sample, reflecting the primary sources for that sample: 65% heard of the survey through an email from eSafety, and a further 9% through its social media posts. 
See methodology section at Appendix 1 for details of the sample sources for the survey. 

Panel sample of women who had experienced online abuse (n=242).

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

“I mean, I went to my peers, and I knew 

it wasn't just me. However, it's not like 

any of us had any good strategies to 

deal with it.”

Astrid
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Employers aren’t always a good option  
Not all employers are taking responsibility with respect to the issue of online abuse.    

Organisational culture appeared to be a predictor of whether managers would take employees’ experience of online abuse seriously, based 
on the qualitative findings. Women who worked in male-dominated industries or organisations often felt that their male colleagues and 
managers had no understanding or empathy for women who experienced online abuse because they did not experience it to the same level.

Detailed findings: Perceptions of resources and supports

“It’s a blokey-bloke culture. The attitude is: 

‘Suck it up princess.’ The managers have no idea 

because they haven’t experienced it themselves – 

not in the same way.”

Annabel

“One of the younger female employees 

had been getting physical threats of 

violence. And the CEO at the time was just 

like, ‘Well, you just have to deal with it.’”

Prisha

“The overall culture 

is not great, and for 

women that experience 

can be so vile.”

Halley
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Xena – women’s rights advocate

Xena is a social worker and advocate for women’s rights. Around two years ago, she received a local 
government grant to establish an online community and peer support group for single mothers. 

What started out as a private Facebook group, where members could post topics and exchange ideas, 
grew into a website and online forum that hosts and encourages deeper discussion and interaction 
between its members. 

Every day, Xena receives dozens of messages and emails from women wanting to join the group or 
seeking information about local resources. Most days, she also receives some form of hateful or 
abusive message through social media or email – almost always from men, but occasionally from 
women who accuse her of being immoral. Offensive language and disparaging personal comments are 
commonplace. While she describes these messages as hurtful and sometimes frightening, they have 
strengthened her resolve to continue the work that she does.

Case study

Detailed findings: Case study
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Opportunities to develop better resources and support

Employers can be more proactive and supportive 
Employers can do much more to support women experiencing online abuse. 

There was a strong belief among the qualitative participants that employers who expect 
their employees to have an online presence (including the media) must also provide 
support to protect them from abuse. While this question was not directly explored in 
the survey, it did show that workplaces were among the three most preferred sources of 
future online safety resources, as shown in Figure 14 (on p. 62). In the survey, women also 
considered face-to-face training sessions for their workplaces to be useful, as seen in 
Figure 13 (on p. 61). The important role of employers was exemplifed in this response by a 
survey respondent.

Interview participants felt employer 
support should include proactively training 
people as to what to expect; giving them 
resources and strategies on what to do, 
as well as counselling and an emotionally 
supportive environment. The strong 
feeling across this qualitative sample 
was that this is sorely missing, with many 
employers treating online abuse as a 
personal issue; providing counselling in 
some instances, but rarely working in 
partnership to counter abuse or develop 
practical strategies to deal with it. 

As such, women pointed to working with 
employer and industry groups to build 
targeted approaches to managing work-
related online abuse. This study suggests 
that leaving it to the employees to seek 
information and support may fall short of 
what is needed. 

There was a desire to see employers 
reduce the potential for abuse – for 
example, via moderated company 
accounts, rather than individual employee 
accounts, and better-resourced responses 
to abuse. Participants believed that having 
clear policies and well-trained managers 
was critical. 

Women are looking to employers to reduce the potential for abuse and provide 
better supports for women who experience abuse. They want perpetrators to be 
held to account. Women see the opportunity for eSafety to take on more of a 
leadership role in setting societal norms/leading the community conversation,  
and are interested in practical resources to guide their responses and help them 
put their experience in context.

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support

“Employers need to be more aware of what is happening with their employees 

and not accuse them prior to investigating fully the details. All new employees 

should be given policies and procedures with all these details in them.  

Perhaps government can provide this to the employers.”

Prisha
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A desire to see perpetrators held to account    
It is seen as very unfair that the responsibility for responding to online abuse 
is put onto women, not perpetrators.

A strong belief held by women with an online or media presence is:  
‘Even if you report online abuse, there is little done to stop perpetrators’ 
(72% agree, 24% strongly). 

We heard strong resentment among younger women, in particular, that the 
burden on addressing online abuse is put on them, and not on perpetrators. 

Women we spoke to talked about the need for a much bigger conversation 
across the community. In particular, they felt that we don’t currently 
associate abusive behaviour online with the same sort of abuse face-to-
face. They felt that people say and do things online that they were unlikely 
to do in person. The norms of acceptable behaviour have yet to be set for 
online interaction, including where we disagree with each other. Establishing 
the idea that what you say online has the same impact as if it was said 
face-to-face would, they feel, help to reduce the problem of online abuse. 

Platforms can be more responsive   
Building women’s confidence in the responsiveness of social media 
platforms will be important.

Women in the qualitative sample spoke of their experiences of social media 
platforms not responding adequately to online abuse. Women would like social 
media platforms to respond in a timely and effective fashion to their abuse.

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support

“Consequences for male perpetrators is 

critical. Educating women on strategies 

to report and shut down inappropriate 

behaviour is okay, but men need to solve 

this problem. It shouldn’t be only in 

women’s hands to resolve this problem.”

Survey respondent
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A dedicated authority is welcomed 
Women said they would like eSafety to take on a leadership role. 

When eSafety, its resources and, in particular, the new powers under the Online Safety Act, were raised 
in the qualitative study, there was cautious excitement.  
 
This suggests that women are primed for eSafety to take on a leadership role. 

 
The tasks for eSafety are:

• to speak to the community more generally; not just to those who already have knowledge of eSafety 

• to open up a discussion in the community about the insidious nature of online abuse, including by 
people who would never act like that face-to-face. While the rules of engagement for face-to-face 
communications are well established, people don’t seem to have translated these online

• to encourage employers to consider online abuse as an occupational health and safety issue

• to promote its resources for women dealing with online abuse so that these are readily available

• to provide case studies so that women better understand that what they are experiencing is abuse, and 
are better prepared for the insidious ways in which this can impact their presence, ambitions and voices.

The Online Safety Act 2021  
The Online Safety Act 2021 (the Act) is new legislation that provides eSafety with expanded powers to better protect Australians across all 
platforms where harm is now occurring, including video gaming platforms, dating websites and even private messaging apps. 

One of the key changes introduced under the Act is the introduction of a world-first Adult Cyber Abuse Scheme to finally give Australian 
adults who are the victims of seriously harmful online abuse somewhere to turn to when the platforms fail to act. Online platforms will 
be required to remove seriously harmful content within 24 hours after receiving a notice from eSafety, greatly reducing the mental and 
emotional distress experienced by victims. The Act also introduces fines and penalties for perpetrators who fail to remove seriously 
harmful online abuse at eSafety's request. 

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support

“I believe the focus 

needs to be on 

preventing the abuse 

or behaviour, instead 

of helping women to 

‘stay safe’. In other 

words, the onus is on 

the victim to alter their 

behaviour online.”

Enid
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A strong interest in practical resources  
Practicality is preferred to being kept informed.    

Women who have experienced abuse demonstrate a 
strong desire to be given tools that can guide them 
through the process. 

When presented with a list of potential resources, 
women who have experienced online abuse reject 
or are relatively neutral towards more traditional 
communications, such as newsletters (considered very 
useful by only 11%) or pamphlets/leaflets (14%).  
In contrast, there was much stronger support for direct 
guidance tools:

• step-by-step guides for dealing with online abuse 
and harassment (44% considered these very useful)

• ‘how to’ videos to show how to set up security/
privacy (43%)

• web-based resources (36%)

• tips on social media (36%)

• stories of women sharing their personal  
experiences (28%).

Younger women represent a challenge here; they display 
lower awareness of where to go for information, yet have 
less enthusiasm for each of the options presented to 
them. The one exception was ‘Stories of women sharing 
their personal experiences’, suggesting that a narrative 
approach employing age-appropriate cameos might be 
appropriate for this particular audience.

Question F6: How useful would the following be for you to feel safe online or deal with negative online 
experiences? Base: Qualifying women’s sample (n=942).

Figure 13: Potential tools and resources in the future 

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support

Web-based resources

Step-by-step guides for dealing 
with online abuse and harassment

‘How to’ videos to show how to 
set up security/privacy

Tips on social media

Stories of women sharing their 
personal experiences

Moderation tools

Webinars

Face-to-face training sessions 
for your workplace

Face-to-face training 
sessions for individuals

Pamphlets/leaflets  
with specific advice

Regular newsletters

42% 36% 78%

33% 44% 77%

33% 43% 76%

36% 36% 72%

38% 28% 65%

35% 24% 59%

37% 22% 59%

31% 27% 58%

31% 21% 52%

32% 14% 46%

30% 11% 41%

Useful Very useful
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Adopting diverse channels to reach a range of women   
There is a need to adopt a multi-channel outreach strategy to reach women 
(and not rely on them visiting the eSafety website).

In the survey, women identified professional channels as most appropriate 
to communicate about online safety and dealing with work-related online 
abuse – workplaces, professional social platforms such as LinkedIn or 
professional networks and groups. 

The eSafety website is seen to be a safe and preferred channel for 
information by those already aware of eSafety. However, as the majority 
of women surveyed were unaware of eSafety, it is suggested that 
communication and engagement needs to be through multiple channels. 

The qualitative research also indicates a need for eSafety to open a broader 
public conversation. It is suggested that this would need to go beyond 
professional channels and the eSafety website, encompassing public 
relations, and probably radio and social media advertising. 

Question F7: How would you like to find out about this kind of information? 
Base: Qualifying women’s sample (n=942).

The eSafety website

49%

Educational program at workplaces

48%

Through your employer

45%

LinkedIn or other social media platforms

44%

Educational program through schools/education institutes

39%

Regular newsletters to my inbox

30%

Industry/sector groups/networks

28%

Professional groups/networks/associations

11%

Other

3%

None of these

4%

Figure 14: Sources of future tools and resources

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support
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Total Aware of eSafety* Not aware of 
eSafety*

The eSafety website 49% 64% 27%       

Educational program at workplaces 48%       50% 45%

Through your employer 45% 44% 48%

LinkedIn or other social media platforms 44% 42% 47%

Educational program through schools/education institutes 39% 42% 35%

Regular newsletters to my inbox 30% 36% 21%

Industry/sector groups/networks 28% 29% 28%

Professional groups/networks/associations 11% 13% 10%

None of these 4% 1% 7%

Other (specify) 3% 4% 3%

Base (number) 942 564 378

Table 5: Sources of future tools and resources – differences by awareness of eSafety 

*Before the survey.

Question F7: How would you like to find out about this kind of information? Base: Qualifying women’s sample (n=942). 

Arrows (↑↓) indicate results that are significantly higher or lower than the comparable subgroup.

Detailed findings: Opportunities to develop better resources and support

↑

↑

↑

↓

↓

↓
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As shown in the survey, women commonly experience online abuse 
in their working lives. Both the survey and qualitative study found 
that the abuse has significant professional and personal impacts. 
And, as the survey and qualitative interviews found, the abuse was 
having a distinct impact on women’s willingness to put themselves 
out there – to voice controversial opinions, go for a more high-
profile position, advertise their businesses or services prominently 
on social media, to even have an online presence. All of which was 
subtly influencing their ability to succeed.

Both the survey and qualitative study found that women saw the 
abuse they experienced as gendered. They noted that both men and 
women are abused online, and that both men and women can be 
perpetrators. However, they felt that the personal vitriol they have 
experienced – the threats, the comments about their appearance, 
and the focus on women who are taking a stand or have a strong 
opinion – is clearly gendered. They don’t believe men would be 
attacked in quite the same way. They sense that professional 
women are more likely to be attacked for being ambitious or for 
stepping outside traditional gender roles. 

As interview participants discussed, women can play down the 
seriousness of the abuse. This suggests there is a need to make it 
clear that it’s not just the really threatening and offensive abuse 
that is harmful; it is also important to recognise the negative 
impacts of attacks that might appear minor but that cause the 
victim to change their ambitions or ways of operating.

It also suggests that validating women’s feelings about their 
professional reputation and identity, and the impacts when this is 
under threat, is critical.

In addition, the research suggests it is critical to disrupt the 
belief that online abuse is an established part of the professional 
landscape and to change the community conversation about the 
acceptability of this behaviour. 

As more than one woman pointed out, there is a need to stop 
treating online abuse as being less of a threat than offline verbal 
or physical abuse, and to establish and change community norms 
in this respect.

The study also pointed to a lack of awareness of what to do 
when this sort of attack is experienced, which fuelled women’s 
sense of powerlessness. Women typically do not believe that 
police or social media are taking the issue seriously. 

Access to trusted resources would help, but so too would pre-
emptive training and policies by employers who expect their 
employees to have a media presence as part of their job. The 
lack of practical support offered by employers was identified by 
participants as an opportunity to do better.  

Conclusion

Conclusion
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Despite its relatively low profile, a dedicated authority such 
as eSafety was welcomed by participants. This study points to 
an opportunity for eSafety to take a lead in generating better 
awareness of the insidious nature of online abuse in professional 
settings, and to start a conversation about what is and is not 
acceptable. The research suggests that this needs to showcase not 
only the extremes of abuse but also the more subtle instances that 
are impacting women’s inclination to put themselves forward so 
that they become more aware of the impacts. 

The research found that women feel there is limited recourse 
available when they experience online abuse, and that a lack of 
avenues for redress can leave them feeling helpless. eSafety's role 
in administering the new Adult Cyber Abuse Scheme will provide 
an important avenue for those who experience seriously harmful 
online abuse to seek assistance when platforms fail to act. This 
will help to empower women to take action when faced with online 
abuse in their working lives.

Conclusion
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Appendix 1. Detailed methodology 

Quantitative study 
A national online quantitative survey was conducted from 20 May to 14 June 2021.  

The online survey comprised two sample sources: 

• a snowball/convenience sample8 based on eSafety contact lists, and promoted through eSafety Women’s contacts and social media 
• an online research panel with all genders to boost survey numbers and allow for comparison of the experiences between men and 

women. 

The survey took 8 to 13 minutes to complete, depending on individual responses.  
The survey sample comprised those who were currently working or had worked in the past three years (n=1,491 women, n=730 men). 

The target audience for the survey was women (and men in the panel sample only) who had an online or media presence for work  
(through a professional profile or online activity), or had experienced online abuse related to work or professional reasons in the last three 
years. This group were asked all questions in the survey, including the questions about attitudes, information and resources. 

Demographic and profiling data was also collected for people who did not fit the target criteria to allow for comparisons against the 
broader working sample. The women's quantitative sample profile is set out in Figure 15 and shows that the sample included a diversity 
of women such as LGBTIQ+, culturally and linguistically diverse women and those with disability. The sample also covered a range of ages 
and experience in the workplace. 

eSafety has revised its use of the term ‘cyber abuse’ and instead uses ‘online abuse’ as an umbrella term for all abuse facilitated by online 
connectivity. This occurred after the research was conducted. The survey included a mix of terminology, including ‘cyber abuse’ and ‘cyber 
stalking’. For this report, the term ‘cyber’ has been replaced with ‘online’ for consistency, except when used in direct quotations from the 
survey respondents and interview participants.

8In snowball sampling, research participants are asked to refer the invitation to participate among their networks. As more participants are recruited and refer the invitation among their acquaintances, 
the sample of research participants grows - in other words, snowballs - to a usable size. In convenience sampling, people are sampled because they are easy to contact, therefore providing a 
convenient source of data. Snowball sampling and convenience sampling are non-probability-based sampling techniques. 'Non-probability sampling' means that not everyone has an equal chance of 
being selected to participate in the research. Results may be subject to a range of biases when compared with research using probability-based sampling.
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Sample achievements Women sample – Total Convenience Panel Male sample – Panel

Experienced online abuse (n=526) (n=284) (n=242) (n=231)

Online activity/presence (n=712) (n=442) (n=270) (n=280)

Media presence/profile (n=281) (n=199) (n=82) (n=112)

Target audience 
(online/media presence or experienced work-related online abuse)

(n=942) (n=506) (n=436) (n=433)

Total (n=1,491) (n=748) (n=743) (n=730)

Table 6: Quantitative sample achievements 

Figure 15: Women's quantitative sample profile 

Base: Total women’s sample (n=1,491).

Appendix 1. Detailed methodology

18–34 years Online/media presence or profile

Culturally and linguistically diverse Monthly online/media activity

Early career (0–4 years) Close work visibility

45–54 years Media presence/profile

Disability Public visibility

Experienced (10–15 years)

35–44 years Online activity/presence

LGBTIQ+ Activity – less often

Mid-career (5–10 years)

55+ years Weekly online/media activity

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Professional community visibility

Highly experienced (15+ years)

22% 51%

30% 73%

15% 11%

30% 19%

7% 35%

17%

25% 48%

7% 26%

18%

23% 54%

1% 49%

49%
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Section of survey questionnaire Respondents asked this section Base (Women’s 
sample)

Experiences of work-related online abuse (extent) Those who are currently working or have worked in the last 3 years n=1,491

Experiences of online abuse (nature, frequency, responses, impacts)
Experienced online abuse in the last 3 years in response to their 
work-related or professional online activities or media presence

n=526

Attitudes
Experienced professional related online abuse in the last 3 years OR 

have an online or media profile/presence for work 
n=942

Information and resources

Further profiling All n=1,491

Table 7: Questionnaire sections with corresponding bases for the women’s sample 

Qualitative study 
In the quantitative survey, women were invited to take part in follow-up, in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews. In all, 20 
interviews were undertaken with women selected from a variety of sectors, including law, banking, marketing communication, sports and 
recreation, health, academia and education, journalism, sex work, local and state government, and community services. Interviews were 
undertaken in July 2021.
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