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Abstract: High-profile, social-media-fueled movements such as #MeToo have captured broader
public attention in recent years and sparked widespread discussion of violence against women (VAW).
However, online prevention work was underway in the years leading up to #MeToo, as the emergence
and proliferation of social media enabled individuals to be increasingly active participants in shaping
conversations about VAW. Situated within feminist VAW scholarship and the social–ecological
framework of violence prevention, this paper draws from interviews with a cross-section of service
providers, public educators, activists, advocates, writers, and researchers to analyze “conversation” as
a central theme in VAW prevention work in social media. Results reveal that these conversations take
place in three central ways: (1) engaging wider audiences in conversations to raise awareness about
VAW; (2) narrative shifts challenging societal norms that support or enable VAW; and (3) mobilization
around high-profile news stories. The paper finds that, through these conversations, this work
moves beyond individual-level risk factors to target much needed community- and societal-level
aspects, primarily harmful social norms that circulate and become reinforced in digital media spaces.
Moreover, while bystander intervention has traditionally been approached as an offline pursuit to
intervene in face-to-face situations of VAW, this paper argues that we can understand and value these
VAW prevention efforts as an online form of bystander intervention. Finally, resource challenges
and VAW prevention workers’ experiences of harassment and abuse related to their online work
highlights a need to strengthen social and institutional supports for this work.

Keywords: violence against women; social media; news media; social–ecological framework;
prevention; bystander intervention; feminism

1. Introduction

The emergence and proliferation of social media has made it a critical tool for public mobilization
about violence against women (VAW). This became particularly visible in 2017, where the explosion
of the #MeToo movement (founded by activist Tarana Burke in 2006) drove exponential growth in
awareness about women’s experiences of sexual violence [1]. While there is still much to be done to
pursue structural change [1,2], the #MeToo movement has been a pivotal time for consciousness-raising
and engaging wider audiences in conversations about sexual violence [3]. However, social media-based
conversations about VAW had been occurring prior to the takeoff of #MeToo (for example, see ElSherief,
Belding, & Nguyen, [4] for a summary of key Twitter hashtags 2014–2016). As Mendes et al. [1]
(pp. 236–237) explain:

Although #MeToo is perhaps one of the most high-profile examples of digital feminist activism
we have yet encountered, it follows a growing trend of the public’s willingness to engage with
resistance and challenges to sexism, patriarchy and other forms of oppression via feminist uptake of
digital communication.
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This wider movement should also be understood as building on the foundation of a long history of
feminist activism and advocacy involving mass media [5–9]. Situated within feminist VAW scholarship
and the social–ecological framework of violence prevention [10,11], this study analyzes qualitative
interview data from 19 participants to explore the role of social media in their VAW prevention
work. Specifically, this paper analyzes the data category of “conversation” as VAW prevention work
and finds these conversations take place in three central ways: (1) engaging wider audiences in
conversations to raise awareness about VAW; (2) narrative shifts challenging societal norms that
support or enable VAW; (3) mobilization around high-profile news stories. This paper also takes up the
concept of bystander intervention from the VAW field [12,13] to explore the value of this framework for
understanding VAW prevention in social media. Bystander intervention programs aim to move beyond
the victim–perpetrator relationship to engage third-party individuals and the community at large in
violence prevention. While bystander intervention has traditionally been approached as an offline
pursuit to intervene in face-to-face situations of VAW, this paper argues that we can understand
and value social media-based efforts as a form of online bystander intervention that moves beyond
individual-level risk factors to target community- and societal- level risk factors such as harmful social
norms that circulate and become reinforced in social media.

The first part of this paper outlines the context for this study, beginning with key terminology
and research findings and describing the social–ecological framework. The historical relationship
between VAW prevention activism and mass media is then outlined, followed by a discussion of the
growth of bystander intervention work. The second part of this paper presents and discusses results
from a qualitative analysis of interviews conducted with VAW prevention workers. These interviews
provide a valuable context for understanding the significant social media work done in years prior
to the explosion of the #MeToo movement in 2017. As this study will highlight, social media is an
important space for many pre-social media violence prevention strategies (e.g., raising awareness
among the general public; challenging sexist and misogynistic attitudes), while also adapting to new
contexts (e.g., mobilization around news stories and trending hashtags) to capitalize on high-profile
opportunities to resist harmful narratives and contribute feminist understandings to VAW discourse.
In doing so, this work targets both individual comments and mass-media produced news content,
thus representing the intersection of individual-level risk factors (i.e., attitudes and beliefs) with
broader community and societal-level variables (i.e., social norms), an important contribution to
VAW prevention. However, consistent with research that has pointed to public backlash to feminism
and feminist research generally [9,14,15], VAW prevention workers also experience gendered and
sexualized abuse and harassment related to their online work as a significant challenge, pointing to
a need to develop and foster additional prevention and support measures.

2. Research Context

2.1. Feminist Approaches to VAW

Although there are multiple and intersecting forms of VAW, it is used here as an umbrella term to
refer to intimate partner violence and sexual violence against women perpetrated by men. The World
Health Organization [16] (p. 1) defines intimate partner violence as “one of the most common forms of
violence against women and includes physical, sexual, and emotional abuse and controlling behaviours
by an intimate partner”. This abuse occurs between individuals who are in a current or former
intimate relationship, including legal marriages, common-law unions, or dating relations [17,18].
Sexual violence is defined as any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments
or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion by
any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to
home and work [13] (p. 149). Intimate partner violence and sexual violence were brought onto the
social agenda in the 1970s by feminist activists and researchers, and have since received a great deal of
recognition as a social, legal, and criminal justice issue [19–21].
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Feminist perspectives on VAW maintain that an examination of gender and power is imperative
to understanding violence, and that VAW stems from patriarchal social norms and structures and
“attitudes held by individuals and institutions as opposed to some psychopathic sickness on the part
of the abuser” [16] (p. 143). Although gender is historically a focus of VAW prevention work, in recent
decades feminist theory has evolved to encompass broader intersecting systems of oppression such as
race and class [22]. This is primarily due to the work of women of color and other marginalized groups,
and perhaps most visible in the contributions of Black feminist theory and critical race theory [23–25].

2.2. Social–Ecological Framework of VAW Prevention

The social–ecological model, a widely-used framework for understanding VAW, understands how
risk factors occur at individual, relationship, community, and societal levels, and targets prevention
efforts accordingly [10,11,26]. Ecological understandings of VAW are important because they recognize
the interconnectedness of various risk factors of VAW, and allow us to integrate individual level
theories (e.g., social learning theory) with societal-level theories such as feminist perspectives [27].
This model, including individual, relationship, community, and societal level factors, is summarized in
Table 1.

Table 1. Levels (ecologies) of violence against women (VAW).

Level Includes Examples

Individual
Biological and personal history factors that

may increase the likelihood that an individual
will become a victim or perpetrator of violence.

Gender; age; attitudes and beliefs
supportive of VAW.

Relationship
Factors that increase risk as a result of

relationships with peers, intimate partners and
family members.

Sexually aggressive peers; family
environment characterized by violence;

privileging patriarchal values above
women’s safety.

Community
Community contexts in which social

relationships are embedded such as schools,
workplaces and neighborhoods.

Norms tolerant of VAW; weak community
sanctions for perpetrators; lack of support

from police and courts.

Societal

Larger, macro-level factors that influence
sexual and intimate partner violence such as

gender inequality, belief systems, societal
norms and economic or social policies.

Norms supportive of VAW; male
superiority and sexual entitlement; weak

laws and policies related to sexual violence
and gender equality.

Adapted from The World Health Organization [28] and Johnson and Dawson [27].

Interdisciplinary and intersectoral public health approaches based on the ecological framework
are increasingly being used in VAW prevention efforts [28]. Here, prevention strategies are classified
into three types: primary prevention aims to prevent violence before it occurs (e.g., educational
programming in schools and/or through social media); secondary prevention focuses on immediate
responses to violence (e.g., health care services or treatments following violent victimization); and
tertiary prevention attends to long-term care related to experiences of violence (e.g., rehabilitation
and reintegration) and attempts to lessen trauma or reduce long-term disability associated with
violence [11]. Until recently, primary prevention has been “relatively neglected” in the field of VAW
prevention, with most resources directed towards secondary or tertiary prevention [28]. Primary
prevention strategies are essential to long-term approaches to reducing VAW, and changing attitudes is
a critical but elusive piece of prevention work [27]. Without attitudinal change (e.g., VAW is never
acceptable), other prevention efforts (e.g., changing social norms, legislation, front line services) are
less likely to be effective (or to be created in the first place).

This study focuses on those engaged in primary prevention in social media contexts. Social
media is defined as “the wide range of Internet-based and mobile services that allow users to
participate in online exchanges, contribute user-created content, or join online communities” [29] (p. 1).
The development and growth of social media such as Facebook (created in 2004), YouTube (2005),
Twitter (2006), and Instagram (2010), and general proliferation of apps, blogs, and wikis demonstrate
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how online sharing and collaboration have become principal components of an increasing number of
initiatives. As these sites have become central to conversations about social issues, VAW prevention
work has also evolved and expanded. Historically, anti-violence work has focused on reducing risk
among potential victims and perpetrators [12]. In recent years, prevention approaches have evolved,
from treating men simply as perpetrators of violence against women and girls or as allies of women
in its prevention, to approaches that seek to transform the relations, social norms, and systems that
sustain gender inequality and violence [30] (p. 1).

Specifically, effective programs include critical discussion about gender relationships and the
acceptability of violence [30,31]. This approach is consistent with a social–ecological understanding of
violence that views relational, community, and social prevention strategies, in addition to individual
interventions, as essential to eliminating VAW [10,26], and with feminist approaches that emphasize
the entrenchment of social and cultural phenomena such as sexism, misogyny, racism, and patriarchy
as obstacles to VAW prevention [22,27,32].

2.3. Feminism, VAW Prevention, and Media

Social media encompass both traditional media (e.g., news media stories) as well as user-generated
content (e.g., individual tweets) in digital spaces. Thus, it is helpful to consider VAW prevention in
traditional media in relation to how social media work mobilizes these efforts. In recent decades,
mass media representations have garnered significant feminist attention as an important space for
understanding and shaping attitudes and beliefs surrounding VAW. These critiques have centered
on the role of mainstream media in perpetuating myths and stereotypes surrounding VAW that
potentially impede social and political progress to address this violence [33]. Specifically, these
critiques problematize patterns observed in mass media portrayals of VAW, such as: (1) relying on rape
myths [34–36]; (2) focusing on perpetrator stress (financial, mental or physical health) as an explanation
for domestic violence [37,38], (3) framing domestic violence as an unpredictable private tragedy
or isolated incident [39,40], (4) emphasizing the spontaneous, “out of the blue” nature of violence
by an otherwise ordinary individual [17,41], (5) trivializing violence [42]; (6) subtle or overt victim
blaming [43,44] and (7) using primarily official news sources such as police and other criminal justice
officials without including advocates and researchers [33,45].

News portrayals are both reflective of social norms and play a role in reproducing them, much like
individual attitudes and beliefs [38,46,47]. Yet unlike individual attitudes and beliefs, news coverage
has an authority of being purportedly objective and telling the true story of events; thus, these portrayals
may be readily accepted as fact, despite harmful representations (e.g., victim-blaming, sensationalizing
violence) [33] that function as a “technology of violence” with discursive and material effects [48] (p. 35).
Misrepresentations may inflict psychological and emotional harm on survivors of violence and their
families [49] and miss the opportunity to be a source of public education (e.g., including information
on early risk factors and/or helpline information) and positively influence public policy [45]. Because
of this, the news portrayals and the public conversations that surround these events are important
areas for societal change.

Numerous advocacy organizations have developed media guides and toolkits for reporting on
VAW [50–53]. Research and advocacy work in this area is significant because it is part of a broader climate
that recognizes harm associated with media sexism and misrepresentation [32,46,54], and demands
gender equity in media more broadly [55,56]. Solely critiquing media representations is no longer
sufficient for change, and scholars and activists have additional resources and networks at their
disposal to bridge critique and action. This relationship has continued to evolve as, within social media,
advocates can now intervene more directly in narratives (i.e., post, tweet, or publish their own analysis
in real time and for broader audiences) rather than (or in addition to) writing a letter to the editor or
publishing a best practices guide. As Kingston [57] (p. 293) explains, social media are increasingly sites
of struggle over control, surveillance, and monetization, as well as sites of struggle over meaning, representation,
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and participation. Thus, there is a serious need for more feminist analysis and intervention in the politics of
visibility and participation in these new media channels.

Lokot [58] explains that feminist activism online has found much success in building networks
that critique and disrupt dominant discourses, construct counternarratives, and connect conversations
around specific events to broader feminist issues. Korn and Kneese [59] (p. 708) reiterate the value of
discourse and narrative in public forums and their potential for affecting structural change:

Social media platforms create public forums where feminists may collectively create discourses apart
from the dominant narrative. These counter-publics may in turn garner attention, thus having the
capacity to alter institutional policies in physical locations, like universities and workplaces.

The shifting media landscape presents new opportunities as well as challenges for VAW prevention
work. Conversations online frequently occur around current events; the comments sections of news
stories, for example, frequently contain victim-blaming and questioning statements, as well as
perpetrator-supportive statements [60]. Social media can be sites of resistance for challenging rape
culture1 [1,4,61], however, scholars have also documented emerging and shifting forms of online sexual
abuse involving social media [62–64]. Thus, social media presents additional opportunities to move
beyond individual-level efforts to engage wider communities in violence prevention.

2.4. Beyond Victims and Perpetrators: The Growth of Bystander Intervention

Bystander intervention programs aim to move beyond the victim–perpetrator relationship to shift
focus to bystanders, generally defined as “third party witnesses to situations where there is high risk
of sexual violence” [12] (p. 3). Bystanders are recognized as a key to prevention because they can
make the situation worse by supporting or ignoring behaviors, or can make the situation better by
intervening in safe, nonviolent, and prosocial ways [12,65]. Bystander intervention, then, can also be
thought of as creating “upstanders”2 (a term with roots in genocide studies; see Minow [66]). While the
concept of upstanders is similar in terms of understanding the active nature of interventions to speak
out against injustice, this paper uses bystander intervention in order to ground this work in and
contribute to existing VAW literature, in particular scholarship that considers bystander intervention
in the context of social–ecological theory [67] as well as social media [68,69].

For the most part, bystander intervention programs have focused on individuals in
face-to-face social settings (e.g., school, parties, public transit) where the risk of violence appears
imminent. However, bystander intervention can also focus on less immediate, low risk situations.
For example, McMahon and Banyard [12] (p. 9) note that media portrayals are an opportunity for
bystander intervention:

Another type of reactive bystander opportunities can be labeled low risk, which can be defined as
situations in which negative attitudes toward women and/or sexual violence are expressed, but do
not pose immediate or high risk of harm to potential victims of sexual assault. These bystander
opportunities address the lower side of the continuum of sexual violence behaviors, such as calling out
sexist language, questioning media portrayals that objectify women and girls, challenging the use of
pornography, and confronting friends who rank girls’ appearances.

Bystander intervention demonstrates promising potential for reducing sexual violence through
face-to-face programming in physical world settings [70] as well as within traditional media (e.g., poster

1 Rape culture refers to an environment where sexual violence is expected, tolerated, and/or encouraged, and where women
and girls are held responsible for their safety and/or blamed for their victimization [1].

2 According to Minow [66] (pp. 817–818), “an upstander may speak out publicly against bigotry and injustice. An upstander
may be a whistle-blower, who exposes wrongdoing in the hope of stopping it. An upstander may resist the temptations of
silence and passivity by expressing and offering support directly to victims of bigotry and injustice. An upstander may
provide immediate aid to victims of bigotry and injustice through physical rescue or other help . . . An upstander may speak
out publicly or may instead engage in secret resistance. An upstander may rescue individuals who are in danger—through
secret or overt actions.”
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campaigns) [65]. However, research has only recently focused on bystander intervention online [68,69],
and this work focuses primarily on reactive interventions for individual acts of violence (e.g., online
harassment, stalking). Bystander behaviors can be thought of as reactive or proactive; reactive bystander
behaviors are where a person intervenes in a situation that can lead to violence, and proactive bystander
behaviors are when a person takes an action that promotes social norms that do not accept violence [71]
(p. 5). The growth and popularity of social media has shifted many social interactions online as well as
driven shifts in how news stories are reported and disseminated [72], thus expanding possibilities for
proactive bystander behaviors.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants

Data for this paper are drawn from 19 interviews conducted with a cross-section of service
providers, public educators, activists, advocates, writers, and researchers who are engaged in VAW
prevention work (“VAW prevention workers”) from Canada or the United States. Exploratory
interviews were conducted in 2012 and 2013 with four participants based on the author’s observations
of their online VAW advocacy and education work; 15 additional interviews were conducted in
late 2014. While social media has changed since 2014 (for example, the growth in the popularity of
Instagram), the specific social media sites that participants almost exclusively discussed (Facebook and
Twitter)3 are still widely used among the public as well as activists and news organizations. Moreover,
this period represents an important juncture for developing understanding of the value of digital
feminist activism broadly [1] as well as a site for VAW prevention in particular [58,59,73,74].

The majority (13) of these 15 participants were recruited from a survey (N = 109) on social
media and VAW prevention conducted in early 2014 as part of the author’s larger research project4.
Thus, participants were not a random sample, but were found through nonprobability sampling [75].
Such sampling is appropriate, given that this study seeks to gain a deeper understanding into the
perspectives and work of those already committed to VAW prevention, rather than generalizing to
the population at large. In addition to survey recruitment, two additional participants were recruited
based on referrals from other participants and the author’s observations of their extensive engagement
within social media. Generally, 15 or more interview participants is an acceptable sample size for
qualitative research [76,77]. Although each respondent had unique perspectives and experiences with
VAW prevention work, themes related to their social media work were clear and no new themes were
emerging after 19 interviews. Given this, the author concluded saturation of data, where “the same
themes reoccur, or research participants report similar views and experiences” [78] (p. 405). This was
also confirmed through constant comparative methods [79] to refer back to themes from data collected
as part of the larger study [80].

To be interviewed, potential participants had to be doing VAW work involving social media and
working primarily in Canada or the United States. Primary roles for interview participants included:
directors or program managers within anti-violence organizations (N = 4); communications directors

3 17 participants use Facebook in their work, 15 use Twitter.
4 The survey was sent to a list of 380 potential participants assembled from: 1) VAW organizations and service providers where

email addresses were publicly-available; 2) academics/researchers and government agencies with publicly-available email
addresses identified as part of a larger literature review and policy scan on VAW research and prevention programming;
3) individual and organization contact drawn from a Google alert for “Canada violence against women” and “social
media violence against women” for fourteen months prior to the launch of the survey. Additionally, the author posted the
survey link on Twitter as well as through two listserves whose hundreds of members include feminist activists, advocates,
researchers, academics, journalists, and policy analysts (among other roles). While by no means exhaustive, this initial
process represented a solid starting point from which to snowball sample for additional participants. When circulating
this invite, the author requested that participants also circulate the survey among their networks in order to get broader
distribution into local networks that may not have prominent online presence and/or who would perhaps be more likely to
respond if they received the survey invitation from a known contact.
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or managers for non-profits (N = 2); activists and public educators (N = 6); journalists and writers
(N= 5), and researchers/academics (N = 2). All individuals identified VAW prevention as a significant
component of their work. All participants in this sample are women, and their age breakdown was as
follows: 16 percent (N = 3) were between the ages of 18–24; 42 percent (N = 8) were 25–34; 16 percent
(N = 3) were 35–44; and 32 percent (N = 6) were 45–54 years of age. The majority of participants
live in urban areas: 11 out of 19 participants (58%) live in cities over 100,000 people; 5 (26%) live in
communities with 30,000 to 100,000 people, and 3 (16%) live in cities of less than 30,000.

3.2. Interviews

Qualitative interviewing is a historically important method of feminist research [81]. A qualitative
interview is described as follows:

An interaction between an interviewer and a respondent in which the interviewer has a general plan of
inquiry but not a rigid set of questions that must be asked in particular words in particular order. [82]
(p. 332)

The interview approach for this study was grounded in the feminist methodological principles
that (1) beginning from a point of individual’s voices and experiences will reveal greater understanding
of broader social and political relations, [83,84]; and (2) gender (and thus, gender-based violence or
VAW), in addition to being an individual attribute, is also a social structure. Risman [84] (p. 431) argues
that the common pursuit of feminism is “to situate gender as embedded not only in individuals but
throughout social life”. Conceptualizing gender, and VAW, in this manner enables us to understand
myths, misrepresentation, and misogyny in social media as more than individual issues. As such, this
study aims to describe and validate participants’ experiences working in social media and to place
these in a larger context of VAW prevention work.

Interviews were semi-structured, meaning they were guided by a set of key exploratory questions:
(1) Could you describe your work related to VAW in social media (2) What social media sites do
you use the most? Can you tell me about how you use each of them differently; (3) Can you tell me
a bit more about what prevention involves related to your social media work? (i.e., how you view
prevention in this realm; is it different than offline work?); (4) Could you tell me about some of the
interactions and initiatives you have experienced on social media? (Example of positive/successful?
Example of negative/not successful?); (5) What would you do with social media (or change about social
media) pertaining to VAW prevention if you could do anything? Additional probing or clarification
questions were asked as needed, including drawing from participants’ websites and/or social media
profiles (e.g., “I see from your website you use Instagram. Could you tell me about that?”). Interviews
took place in person (N = 3), by phone or Skype voice call (N = 10), by Skype or Google Hangout with
camera (N = 4) or by Google chat (text only) (N = 1).5 Interviews ranged in length from 21 minutes to
1 hour and 35 minutes, and the average interview was 56 minutes long. All interviews were recorded
with permission, transcribed, and coded to identify key themes (discussed further shortly).

3.3. Analytical Process

Each interview was transcribed and coded using NVivo qualitative analysis software using
a combination of coding and memoing. Coding involves “the development of concepts and categories
in the recognition and ordering of themes”, while memoing is “the writing of notes and commentaries
concerning ideas, patterns, and themes that occur to the researcher in the process of reading and coding
data” [82] (p. 381).6 Participants use social media for a variety of VAW prevention-related objectives

5 To accommodate one interviewee’s request, one interview was conducted in writing by Google chat in synchronous
communication. This interview was approximately 90 minutes in length.

6 For further discussion of the coding process, see Fairbairn [80].
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[see 80 for further discussion]. To contribute to recent work highlighting the importance of hashtag
feminism7 and other conversation-based feminist activism online [1,3,4,58,60,73,74], the analysis
focuses on the data theme “conversation”. This theme is particularly salient to timely discussions
of #MeToo and broader social change, and was the most frequently-coded theme in the data overall
(the term was used 94 times throughout 18 of 19 interviews).

In writing up the results, the author continuously referred to the coded interview data to ensure
that interpretations and organization of the interview findings remained grounded in participants’
words. Nonetheless, at the stage of data analysis, the researcher has a great deal of power [85], because
they are the narrator who is authoring a document that is “structured primarily by a researcher’s
purposes, offering a researcher’s interpretations registered in a researcher’s voice” [86] (p. 114).
To mitigate this power, the analysis relies on participants’ own words to describe and illustrate research
findings [87].8

4. Results

4.1. Engaging Wider Audiences and Raising Awareness

Expanding conversations about VAW and garnering attention to its prevalence is an important
goal for participants. Some view social media as a place to start a conversation about a topic that has
historically been a private issue rather than a public conversation. For example, one NGO director
states that

because we are only a small project a lot of this is learning what people would want from us,
because violence against women, we’re talking about topics that are pretty much always conversation
stoppers, right?

There is a sense among participants that social media is an effective way to push forward
uncomfortable conversations about VAW, and to interject feminist research and advocacy into platforms
where this knowledge may not be the norm. For example, one advocate working at an NGO explains
that social media can help to push stories and conversations into a more central public view:

I think [about] the ways in which we can have those conversations. So I think that, you know, rape
culture and social media brings two-sides of the story at the forefront in public. And that’s where some
really unintelligent conversations happen, and some really intelligent conversations happen. I think
of Anita Sarkeesian,9 and her Ted Video . . . [that] started off this conversation . . . I think another
example is the #WhyIStayed10 Twitter campaign. It starts to bring several conversations to light.

There is a two-step process to this work, where content created to raise awareness about VAW
(videos, hashtag campaigns) may be produced and distributed in social media, which then provides
the space to connect and further discuss the issues raised. In addition to engaging the general public,
this social media content enables participants to engage with like-minded organizations and raise
awareness collectively, as one participant explains:

7 Hashtag feminism is “one of the most popular forms of feminist activism and involves using hashtags (the # symbol followed
by a thematic word of phrase) to produce communities of conversation among disparate Twitter users” [1] (pp. 237).

8 Following Opie [87] (p. 367), quotations were selected using six criteria: (1) the intensity of participant’s speaking voice
(indicating emotional attachment/importance); (2) the contradictory moment (where participants may contradict themselves
or acknowledge the contradictions of their actions); (3) emotional content or tone (indicating emotional attachment/importance
and complexity of message); (4) and the extent to which the participant uses whole sentences, rather than the more usual
recursive/repetitive speech patterns (which may indicate certainty and/or a strong belief). In addition to Opie’s criteria,
quotes were selected that (5) eloquently and/or explicitly stated things that other participants talked about less eloquently or
obviously, as well as quotes that (6) help to define where boundaries are constructed or challenged (e.g., “we do a, but not b”),
since this is a preoccupation of my research.

9 Anita Sarkeesian is a feminist media critic and media literacy video creator who has been the target of large-scale online
harassment campaigns and violent threats, including death threats that forced her family to go into hiding in 2014.

10 #WhyIStayed was a 2014 hashtag that challenged victim-blaming myths around intimate partner violence, in response to
National Football League player Ray Rice’s video recorded physical assault on his fiancée Janay Palmer (now Janay Rice).
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I feel like on Twitter I can actually reach people who are following certain hashtags, etc. and who are
really engaged in the issues, either activists, activists, or communicators in some way.

By connecting through social media, individuals and organizations can, as one participant
explained, work collaboratively to “signal-boost” (e.g., share, like) each other’s content in order to
build momentum in their work.

Most participants work in a combination of online and face-to-face settings, and use social
media for specific goals such as generating attention and awareness to VAW. In other words, VAW
prevention in social media does not replace other forms of prevention, but rather expands this work.
For example, one writer and activist explains how she sees hashtag activism as a supplemental, rather
than a replacement, modality of VAW prevention:

I know people disdain hashtag activism, but I hardly know anyone who only does hashtag activism.
Most of the people I know do hashtag activism in addition to other activism, so I don’t think people
are doing it by and large and then saying, ok I don’t have to pay attention to this anymore. I think
that it can be really effective in terms of raising consciousness about an issue really quickly and
demonstrating that a critical mass of people experience this [VAW] . . . It is also really effective at
generating traditional media attention, which really needs to happen.

A key first step in VAW prevention work is to achieve broad public recognition that VAW is
a social problem. For participants, the notion of “raising awareness” generally appears to mean getting
mainstream populations (broader audiences outside of the VAW sector) to see VAW as a social problem:
to take it seriously and want to take steps to prevent it from occurring. As the participant above
explained, this is also aided by traditional media attention, a theme that will be discussed further
below as well as in later sections.

In some cases, participants are trying to evoke an emotional response to VAW. For example, one
writer and advocate explains that they are trying to break through public apathy surrounding VAW:

I want VAW to be something people are horrified by, but it’s so commonplace it doesn’t even register.
People are numb to it. Not everyone, but I get that feeling that as a culture we’re numb. Or culturally
we are outraged at the way other countries handle VAW . . . for instance when the world got upset
about the way India responds to rape without taking a look at it at home. It’s OK to be offended at the
way other people in other countries treat women but we don’t take a look at ourselves. Like not looking
at the high rates of violence against First Nations women as part of a socioeconomic issue, which of
course it is.

Several participants noted that social media facilitates raising awareness by enabling survivors to
share stories about their victimization (similar to #MeToo), as those with experiential knowledge are
effective at connecting on an emotional level. For example, as one writer and advocate explains below:

I’m a huge believer in storytelling and the power of free media. So from that perspective, I think that
the Internet is transformative in the fight against gender-based violence. Because, for the first time
ever, women can step out of the isolation that they’ve always been subject to, and share their stories
. . . I think [this] can really engage people more empathetically to understand the scope of what we’re
talking about.

Increased attention to VAW on social media and traditional news media is seen as an indicator
of success for some. For example, one advocate and educator who has worked in VAW prevention
for many years remarks that conversations around VAW are happening more frequently in her local
media in the past year:

I will always think of that big moment when [a local newspaper] had a cover page about rape culture
and had the word rape culture. And it wasn’t like “does it exist?” It was “what do we do about it?”
. . . You know, [the story] lacked nuance and they quoted MRAs [Men’s Rights Activists] inside and
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all kind of other things, but it was the mainstream. The word rape culture in [my city] has hit the
mainstream. Good, bad, or otherwise, when I say it now, people still get very defensive, and I still
think it’s a really extreme word for a lot of people, but for me that was like, wow . . . So I think social
media has for better or for worse allowed us to significantly speed up where we’ve come. I mean,
speaking only on the issue of sexual violence, but I think we have made progress.

Other participants note that, despite the value of starting conversations to raise awareness,
there is a need to link these narratives to broader societal and structural change. For example,
one communications director explains that “thinking about the stories we tell in order to advance the
policies we want is a really crucial piece of prevention”. The idea, then, is that conversations about
VAW should be driven with a consideration of broader VAW movement goals in terms of community-
and societal-level change.

4.2. Narrative Shifts to Change Societal Norms

Preventing VAW requires changing attitudes, beliefs, and social norms that tolerate, excuse, and
encourage VAW, a historically challenging area of prevention [27]. As highlighted earlier, harmful
narratives around VAW include an absence of broader context (e.g., VAW terminology, research
knowledge), as well as misogyny and reproduction of rape myths and other ingrained (false) beliefs
about VAW (e.g., women frequently lie about sexual assault; violence is gender-neutral; women
stay because they like the abuse). Participants explain that public education efforts to promote
understanding VAW as a social problem is often met with pushback from anti-feminist groups such
as MRA’s, as well as general public apathy or skepticism. For example, one blogger and advocate
describes her use of social media around VAW in this way:

The first thing is just raising awareness. And particularly trying to cut through some of the MRA
stuff that goes around about the “what about the men” kind of stuff. So trying to say, this isn’t it,
we’re not trying to take away that it sucks about violence committed against anybody. The raising
awareness about yes, this is still an issue, yes this is everybody’s issue, yes gender is still a factor. So I
think that’s one really key thing.

Prevention work in social media highlights the gendered nature of intimate partner violence and
sexual violence and specifically targets harmful myths and stereotypes about VAW. As one participant
remarks, “I think the opportunities available in dialogue are significant for changing social norms.
And social media for me is the natural place to change social norms”.

The speed and reach of social media information-sharing means that it has the potential
to disseminate myths around VAW, but also makes it a powerful tool for prevention work.
One communications professional explains that their work involves “bringing communications
strategy, big-picture narrative framing, to the work that is in the field.” When describing how they
viewed changing narratives as a key part of the role of social media in VAW prevention, they explain
the following:

I do [see it] in two ways. One, is I think social media, because it moves so fast. It’s both potentially
powerful and potentially dangerous because it can really, you can perpetrate a lot of myths very quickly
. . . But I think that social media is particularly important because of the speed and the momentum,
but also the reach . . . changing those really fundamental narratives around sexuality of women is
difficult, because a lot of why women have been subjugated over time has always been fear of female
sexuality. And I think that that’s really hard for a lot of people to grasp: that something that’s about
violence against women, you know, violence around sexuality, is actually rooted in fear of sexual
power. That’s complex stuff, and it’s really hard to tweet about it.

Individualized, simplistic explanations that focus on victim behaviors (e.g., “she was drunk,
what did she think would happen?”) are easier to digest and are deeply engrained in societal
understandings of this violence [34]. As we see from this quote, one of the challenges of conversations



Societies 2020, 10, 51 11 of 21

in social media is to effectively discuss community- and societal-level risk factors (e.g., gender
socialization; norms around women’s sexuality). This complexity and nuance is particularly difficult
to inject in a space where user attention spans and content space (e.g., character limits on Twitter) may
be restricted.

As part of raising awareness, challenging behaviors that support and foster rape culture is
a priority for VAW prevention work in social media. For example, one public educator and advocate
explains the importance of education around abusive behaviors and bystander intervention:

The primary focus of our outreach online is just the awareness, the education component . . . that public
education component as far as educating people about rape culture, and making them understand
what comments they made that are actually reinforcing that, or the behaviour that they have witnessed
or experienced or perhaps even committed themselves, that it’s actually unacceptable. That kind of
component has to take the lead online.

While some participants work at organizations that provide front line support, for the most
part, participants are not using social media to target individuals for one-on-one support. Rather,
social media work is primarily geared at broader publics and potential perpetrators. For example,
one advocate notes:

You’re definitely right in recognizing that much of our counselling and outreach type stuff directly to
women is done in person . . . we have different approaches, and most of it is done in person when it
comes to the direct contact to the women in crisis. More of our online stuff is directed at the public per
se, when it comes to prevention from that angle as far as how to not be an abuser, that angle tends to
be a big focus online.

By educating individuals in a publicly accessible and sharable context, participants are trying to
change both attitudes and beliefs (individual-level risk factors) in the short term, and social norms
(community- and societal-level risk factors) in the long term.

Interventions can also be used reflexively to highlight problematic practices within VAW prevention
work. For example, one activist and researcher explains she will use social media to call out
victim-blaming messaging within her own community, as well as the media more broadly:

A lot of the campaigns around violence are still so shitty, they’re still really focused on women’s
behaviour. And even with [our organization] I think a lot of the, I don’t want to say older, but I’m
going to, are still- they really internalize those messages of “women, you need to stay safe” [and so
forth]. And when I see that, I mean it makes me very angry, and so I try to correct it and say, you
know this is really problematic. But there’s still not widespread agreement on what even needs to be
done to stop violence against women, let alone how we need the media to better respond. And I am
thankful for being able to talk back to what’s out there, because I’m not the kind of person who logs on
to [a news site] and puts comments, that’s not me. But yeah, I will respond to something I see from the
media that’s posted, or something within [my community] that I feel is a problem.

In this case, social media allows for a “talk-back” mechanism to voice dissent and highlight
harmful narratives, and to push the broader movement forward. VAW prevention work has moved
away from responsibilization narratives [88] that focus on victim behavior (“don’t get assaulted”)
towards accountability narratives that focus on perpetrators’ behavior (“don’t assault”). This can
be seen in various participants’ comments when they talk about their goals related to prevention.
For example, as one advocate explains, victim-blaming narratives (a central feature of rape culture) are
a core target:

We’ve finally made that transition from talking to young women about—it was a form of victim-blaming
when we kept telling girls “don’t dress this way” or “don’t walk alone at night” or “carry this with
you”. Yeah, we’re trying to do harm reduction here, but at the same time it’s so important- we’ve
finally moved away from that.
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Victim-blaming narratives from individuals and organizations (e.g., politicians, police, college
campus representatives, media outlets), for example, are precisely the situations where VAW prevention
workers are aiming to intervene and reframe. The use of social media to critique messaging is particularly
important for powerful institutions like news media, which play an important role in public education
about VAW, reproducing social norms around VAW, and shaping policy debates [45,89].

4.3. Mobilization around High-Profile News Stories

To understand the importance of intervening in VAW news stories, we can consider participants’
(many) frustrations with mainstream media. As discussed earlier, there has historically been much
feminist activist and academic critique of news reporting of VAW as failing to convey context, nuance,
and complexity around VAW. Many participants have similar concerns, and several express frustrations
over lack of control of the message. One activist, who has extensive experience as a news source in
mainstream media, describes this lack of control:

I’m kind of the dog and pony, the right poster girl. And they ask me for comments constantly. And I’ll
respond of course, that’s my job. But I’m not in charge of what’s going on, I’m responding, reacting.
And you must speak in sound bites. And you must be effective. And you really need to understand
that what you’re saying, and the ways that you’re saying it, can change the tone of the story, because
someone else is translating that for you. Or they’re translating it to a certain party or public, who then
hear it in yet different ways.

Additionally, as several participants explain, journalists often have limited understanding
of VAW, and can themselves perpetrate harm through representation. For example, this same
participant explains:

Journalists don’t understand the nature of the crime. And they’ll tell you that right away . . . it’s
the first, second, third, and fourth case that the journalist who has just graduated is sent out on. So
they are using their own biases, their own language, and their own misunderstandings of the crime,
and repeating and solidifying myths and stereotypes.

Several participants view the news media as an arena that frequently counteracts VAW prevention
objectives; as such, they feel it is important to intervene in these online discussions. Social media
enables this to be done publicly; for example, tweeting at the news organization that published
a victim-blaming headline [90]. This provides the feedback to the news organization, while also
allowing other online bystanders to see the interaction and participate if so inclined.

Mobilization around news stories, particularly high-profile events, aims to bring a VAW
lens to ongoing conversations surrounding current events and trending topics. This provides
sociological context to shift understanding from individual level explanations (e.g., the perpetrator
was a psychopath) to larger social forces contribute to the root causes of violence (e.g., the role of
misogyny). For example, one advocate and public educator explains that social media is an important
tool to provide (“force”) missing feminist analysis of current news stories:

When a hashtag is covered in the mainstream media, when #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen11 is a story,
when #YesAllWomen- with that analysis of what happened in California,12 that analysis would not

11 An AlJazeera [91] blog entry explains that the hashtag #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen “was originally coined by blogger Mikki
Kendall during a Twitter debate about Hugo Schwyzer, an American academic and self-described male feminist. Schwyzer
has been accused of harassing non-white female bloggers and recently wrote that his critics drove him offline.” The hashtag
gained worldwide attention as Twitter users criticised the exclusion of nonwhite women from mainstream feminism.

12 #YesAllWomen was started as a response to the case of Elliot Rodgers who killed six people in Santa Barbara, California
before taking his own life. Prior to the killings, Rodgers had posted a (now removed) YouTube video with a manifesto
“promising revenge on all the women who had rejected him” [92] (para. 1). As Feeney [92] (para. 4) explains, “Rodgers
comments inspired an online conversation . . . around the #YesAllWomen hashtag to criticize the way society teaches men to
feel entitled to women at the expense of their health, safety, and in Rodger’s case, lives.”
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have existed without social media. I firmly believe that people on social media forcing them to talk
about misogyny is what made that part of the conversation.

As this quote suggests, in addition to producing news stories about incidents of VAW, mainstream
media will cover stories trending on social media. Here, the mobilization around the news event
(rather than the original event) becomes the news story. In this vein, several participants pointed to the
example of #BeenRapedNeverReported13,which received tens of millions of tweets and promoted the
narrative that whether a survivor reports a sexual assault to police, and/or how long it takes them to
do so, should not determine if we believe them, and that there are many reasons why survivors do
not report sexual assaults (initially or ever). In these cases, social media (specifically, Twitter) reaches
a sort of tipping point where hashtags such as #WhyIStayed or #IBelieveLucy (other campaigns that
participants highlighted) begin to trend in response to inadequate social responses to VAW. In these
cases, these hashtags challenged victim-blaming myths in response to two high profile events in 2014:
(1) National Football League player Ray Rice’s video recorded physical assault on his fiancée Janay
Palmer, and (2) Lucy DeCoutere coming forward as one of the first survivors alleging sexual violence
from former Canadian Broadcasting Company radio host Jian Ghomeshi.

In these scenarios, rather than the news media reporting on individual cases of violence, they
are reporting on the social response to violence. As participants note, these hashtag conversations
are visible, sharable, and searchable, enabling journalists to quote directly from this digital record,
and other interested stakeholders to consume this content asynchronously.

4.4. Challenges

Conversations in social media gain the attention of those who may not normally pay attention to
VAW. While new views and voices are positive in terms of expanding audiences and public education,
they also present significant challenges related to 1) resources and 2) abuse and harassment.

For many individuals juggling heavy workloads (often in resource-strapped non-profit roles),
the pace of conversation in social media is a challenge. Here, there is a difference between how
organization and individuals use social media, where individuals (self-employed, freelance, and/or
conducting unpaid labor online) can jump into these debates more readily. Participants working in
an organizational role (e.g., using an NGO Twitter account) recognize this opportunity, but they have
limited capacity to undertake the rapid response/engagement that is required to participate in that
conversation. For example, one non-profit director explains that, given resource considerations, there is
a choice to be made in order to have their message heard:

People don’t realize that that’s the commitment they need to make to be able to respond and be timely,
[otherwise] you lose the message. So I think the struggle for [our organization] is that I’m the only
full time paid employee . . . we don’t have the resources to be as active as we can, so at times we have to
choose. So it’s kind of some competing things, so you just react as fast as you can.

The need to operate at the pace of socially-mediated news and conversation raises questions in
terms of where to focus online work. This participant goes on to explain that, within social media,
online comments sections place a burden of responsibility on their organization, and are one of the
potentially negative outcomes of engaging wider audiences in conversations about VAW. As she
explains, responding to trolling and/or negative comments is a particular challenge when it comes to
joining conversations:

It’s hard to negotiate, because you want to have a voice, but having a voice requires a person to have
that voice . . . there are these small windows that if you had a team of people doing it, you are going

13 #BeenRapedNeverReported was co-created by Toronto Star reporter Antonia Zerbisias and Montreal Gazette justice reporter
Sue Montgomery, who decided to publicly share their own experiences of assault on Twitter on October 30, 2014. There were
tens of millions of tweets, retweets and replies and national and international media outlets reported on it [93].
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make a great change I think. Because people are seeing that, and people are reading those comments
but the fact of the matter is that really the only choice sometimes that we’re given because of low staff

and the high amount of time that takes, is not to answer [trolls and negative comments].

While social media offers expanded opportunity for VAW prevention, without the addition of
resources and social media expertise, it may be a lost opportunity or additional drain on already
resource-strapped organizations. Although many individuals are taking on social media work as
personal (and unpaid) activism around VAW prevention, they do so oftentimes at great cost both in
terms of time and energy.

These challenges are further exacerbated by experiences of backlash, harassment, and abuse.
Several participants described experiencing online harassment and abuse as a result of their VAW
prevention work in social media. However, these experiences are not uniform. Some participants talk
about being the target of rape threats or online hate-based campaigns because of their work, others talk
about their fears of receiving such abuse. Still others speak more generally about “trolls”, “incivility”,
“vitriol”, and so forth. For example, one writer and activist detailed her experiences as follows:

The worst, the two worst incidents I ever had, one was after I blocked comments on YouTube, someone
[found me online] and basically said, “You’re a liar, and I hope that someone kills you, I hope that it
will be me”. So I had to call the police about that, which was fun . . . And then another time, someone
on Twitter said, “someone on Facebook is using your picture, and you should really get it taken
down.” And I found that someone had used my headshot as the front picture for this [harassment
page] . . . when I found my picture, there were 600 comments, about how I should head butt a gun,
how someone should rape me with a watermelon, all these rape threats, how no one would have sex
with me because I’m so ugly and I’m a pig, and I’m fat . . . And I was very close to just quitting,
because it was really awful.

Another advocate and educator explains the effects of this harassment, and also illustrates that
harassment is not limited to online abuse:

There’s definitely stuff that has been threatening—I mean someone, somehow got my number and I got
all these threatening phone calls last week. But I think to me it’s more- it’s just exhausting. It’s more
exhausting . . . I think the threatening is maybe 5 percent of it and the rest is just like really, fuck off.

Some participants have lobbied for social media platforms to take an active role in preventing
violence enabled by their sites. For example, one advocate explains that it is important that
social media companies take this abuse seriously because “[online abuse] curtails a lot of activism,
and their—Facebook and Twitter’s—official definitions of what is abuse and what is not is pretty
disheartening”. Another participant, a writer and activist, details the misogynistic nature of these
threats and argues that social media companies have a responsibility to be active bystanders and to
explore online violence as a threat to women’s free speech:

I started really paying attention to the nature of the harassment and the threats. And you
know, a lot of it was just kind of intrinsically misogynistic language: “bitch” and “cunt” and “slut”.
And critiques of my ideas or my work, often in those contexts just came down, as they often do,
to violence, like hanging or rape or throttling . . . I want these companies to understand that women’s
perceptions of all of these things- safety, harm, threat, free speech- are legitimate, and that they
(the companies) need to take those into consideration . . . If you want to liberate speech, then you have
to remove the violence that women are experiencing in life.

Challenges for discussing gender in the public sphere are well-documented [14,15,94] and gender
is a key factor in experiences of abuse and harassment on the internet [95]. Increasingly, online
harassment is recognized as a form of VAW and a gendered silencing strategy [95–97]. Given the high
burnout rates among service providers, advocates, and activists, it is important to take the depletive
effects of dealing with harassment (and/or fears of harassment) seriously. Being forced out of social
media, or even just certain social media sites, hinders prevention efforts.
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As with historical efforts to mobilize against domestic violence in the home and sexual harassment
in the workplace [6,8], identifying and responding to VAW online has some time to catch on. As one
public educator explains, public recognition of the problem is a critical first step:

In terms of the sort of cycle of raising awareness about an issue and getting people equipped, I think
with sexual violence we’re at that bystander intervention and tactical [stage], like practical “this is
what we can do to stop it”. Whereas with online violence, we’re still trying to convince people that it’s
a thing.

As this work continues, it is important to value and support these efforts and to prioritize the
well-being of those doing online work [1]. In this vein, it is helpful to conceptualize VAW prevention
work in social media as bystander intervention.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Social media is an important space for many pre-social media violence prevention strategies such
as raising awareness of VAW as a social problem and challenging sexist and misogynistic attitudes.
In this study, we see how these strategies shift to and expand in Facebook and Twitter to capitalize on
opportunities to shape conversations about VAW, such as through mobilization around high-profile
stories and trending hashtags. What is perhaps unique to social media, beyond the speed and the
reach of conversations, is that these stories, critiques, and commentaries are not happening in a
private, face-to-face capacity, but are visible and shareable to an audience that could range from
dozens to millions. Because of the potential audience, then, there is an increased need to intervene in
these social situations to not let myths and misrepresentations stand unchallenged, particularly when
these come from powerful community figures and institutions such as police, political figures, and
media. In this way, VAW prevention workers are “using culture to change culture” as one participant
explained. This is in line with more recent prevention approaches aiming to transform social norms,
relations, and systems that support VAW [30]. This shift recognizes that communities, organizations,
and institutions are also complicit in VAW and thus have a role to play in ending this violence.

Because of this complicity, it is important to unpack how bystander intervention can take place
beyond individual interventions and target community and societal risk factors such as social norms
supportive of VAW, sensational or victim-blaming media portrayals, or myths surrounding male
superiority and sexual entitlement, as examples. Perhaps because bystander intervention is generally
presented as something that happens in physical, face-to-face settings, most participants do not describe
their online work as bystander intervention. Instead, they speak about public education more broadly,
about working to change attitudes, beliefs, and social norms, or of teaching others to support survivors
and intervene in situations that support or encourage VAW. However, understanding this work as
bystander intervention is valuable for several reasons. First, it may build stronger networks. Specifically,
it can build common ground between socio-political activist networks (e.g., feminist activists) and
those working in education and social psychology that may be more focused on individuals and
geographically-bound communities (e.g., bystander intervention programs on college campuses).
Second, it may provide legitimacy and therefore, resources. This legitimacy is important because
it could create opportunities for formal, funded programs and evaluation. Bystander intervention
programs such as the Green Dot [98] and Bringing In The Bystander [99] are funded, curriculum-based
programs. Currently, a great deal of social media work is unfunded (or indirectly funded) and
informal practice. Additionally, much social media activism and advocacy has been criticized for being
“slacktivism” [100]. Even if this association is not explicitly used to refer to VAW prevention work,
there may be hesitation to provide resources to social media work if it is viewed as competing with
face-to-face work.

A third reason to link VAW prevention in social media and bystander intervention, also related
to legitimacy, is to acknowledge it as labor (in terms of time and emotional and financial resources).
If social media work is creating additional strain on personal and organizational resources (which



Societies 2020, 10, 51 16 of 21

many participants suggest is the case), it is important that we develop a research trail in this area.
Additionally, participants’ experiences of online violence, and emerging scholarship conceptualizing
and documenting online VAW [97,101,102], point to a potential need to develop anti-harassment
interventions when this form of labor takes place. Stemming from this, and as a fourth and final point,
understanding social media work as a space for bystander intervention means that stakeholders can
further consider how to design online spaces in ways that encourage reactive and proactive bystander
behaviors. Here, drawing from interdisciplinary research is particularly important, and we cannot
simply transfer what we know about offline behavior online. For example, research from computer
science and psychology suggests that likelihood of online bystander intervention may be affected
by perceptions of surveillance and risk in chat rooms [103]. Additionally, contrary to notions of
diffusion of responsibility, people may be more likely to intervene in situations where there are other
people present and when they are aware they are being monitored by technology such as security
cameras [104]. By treating social media as a legitimate space for bystander intervention, we may
be able to shift community responses and social norms in timely, personalized, and low-risk ways,
while simultaneously supporting survivors and minimizing resource drain and abuse directed at VAW
prevention workers.

Given the persistent and pervasive existence of VAW, prevention approaches should be creative
and adaptable to shifting media technologies and changing cultural norms around communication.
Scholars such as Banyard [67] raise the need for fluid approaches to bystander intervention when
exploring how best to target prevention efforts. As Banyard [67] (p. 226) explains, a social–ecological
model is particularly valuable in this capacity:

Ecological theory also reminds us that processes like bystander intervention are not static or linear and
likely change over time with shifts in community experiences, attitudes, or policies. This next level of
analysis is critical, as it helps us think more about the larger context around individual bystanders.
Influential variables at these broader levels may become leverage points for change themselves.

By using social media to intervene in conversations and shape narratives surrounding VAW,
participants translate typically offline bystander intervention strategies online into arguably lower-risk
contexts (where physical victimization is not immediate, though we should not downplay the harmful
effects of emotional and psychological violence both in and out of social media). VAW prevention
workers are not only promoting and/or teaching active bystander intervention as something that
should take place in face-to-face public settings (reactive and proactive bystander behaviors), but are
engaging in additional proactive bystander behaviors by providing feminist analysis and critique
and promoting anti-violence social norms. These efforts are grounded in the understanding that
(1) social media content (news coverage; online conversations) plays a role in shaping individual
attitudes and beliefs that may support (or resist) VAW; and that (2) inaccurate, sensational, stereotypical,
and victim-blaming content is itself a form of harm requiring bystander intervention. Expanding our
understanding of bystander intervention to include such work allows us to value this work and also
acknowledge the role of news media organizations and social media platforms as potentially complicit
community members.

Of course, VAW prevention workers represent a more-easily mobilized population in that they
are already committed to the goal of ending VAW. To what extent these strategies and ideals are
transferable to broader publics outside this sector is an important area for further study to expand
knowledge of online bystander intervention efforts. This expansion also requires further consideration
of the challenges and risks of online VAW prevention work. While these online situations may be
considered lower-risk, many individuals doing VAW prevention work experience challenges related to
resources and are themselves targets of gendered and sexualized violence as a result of their public
work. These findings support research highlighting the frequent abuse experienced by feminists online
and the need to conceptualize this abuse as a form of VAW [105], as well as the need to value and
protect bystanders in prevention work [67]. Rather than creating silos of offline and online work,
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further efforts are needed to support and advance this work as part of larger goals to strengthen
community and social responses to violence.
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