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Online Harassment 2017 

To borrow an expression from the technology industry, harassment is now a ñfeatureò of life online 

for many Americans. In its milder forms, it creates a layer of negativity that people must sift 

through as they navigate their daily routines  online. At its most severe, it can compromise usersô 

privacy, force them to choose when and where to participate online, or even pose a threat to their 

physical safety. 

A new, nationally representative Pew Research 

Center survey of 4,248 U.S. adults finds that 41% 

of Americans have been personally subjected to 

harassing behavior online, and an even larger 

share (66%) has witnessed these behaviors 

directed at others. In some cases, these 

experiences are limited to behaviors that can be 

ignored or shrugged off as a nuisance of online 

life , such as offensive name-calling or efforts to 

embarrass someone. But nearly one-in-five 

Americans (18%) have been subjected to 

particularly severe forms of harassment online, 

such as physical threats, harassment over a 

sustained period, sexual harassment or stalking.  

Social media platforms are an especially fertile 

ground for online harassment, but these 

behaviors occur in a wide range of online venues. 

Frequently these behaviors target a personal or 

physical characteristic: 14% of Americans say 

they have been harassed online specifically 

because of their politics, while roughly one-in-ten have been targeted due to their physical 

appearance (9%), race or ethnicity  (8%) or gender (8%). And although most people believe 

Roughly four-in-ten Americans have 

personally experienced online 

harassment 

% of U.S. adults who have experienced ____ online  

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9 -23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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harassment is often facilitated by the anonymity that the internet provides, these experiences can 

involve acquaintances, friends or even family members.  

For those who experience online harassment directly, these encounters can have profound real-

world consequences, ranging from mental or emotional stress to reputational damage or even fear 

for oneôs personal safety. At the same time, harassment does not have to be experienced directly to 

leave an impact. Around one-quarter of Americans (27%) say they have decided not to post 

something  online after witnessing the harassment of others, while more than one-in-ten (13%) say 

they have stopped using an online service after witnessing other users engage in harassing 

behaviors. At the same time, some bystanders to online harassment take an active role in 

response: Three-in-ten Americans (30%) say they have intervened in some way after witnessing 

abusive behavior directed toward others online.  

Yet even as harassment permeates many usersô online interactions, the public offers conflicting 

views on how best to address this issue. A majority of Americans (62%) view online harassment as 

a major problem, and nearly eight-in-ten Americans (79%) say online services have a duty to step 

in when harassment occurs on their platforms . On the other hand, they are highly divided on how 

to balance concerns over safety with the desire to encourage free and open speech ï as well as 

whether offensive content online is taken too seriously or dismissed too easily.  

Four-in-ten U.S. adults have personally experienced harassing or abusive behavior online; 

18% have been the target of severe behaviors such as physical threats, sexual harassment 

Around four -in-ten Americans (41%) have been personally subjected to at least one type of online 

harassment ï which this report defines as offensive name-calling online (27% of Americans say 

this has happened to them), intentional efforts to embarrass someone (22%), physical threats 

(10%), stalking (7%), harassment over a sustained period of time (7%) or sexual harassment (6%). 

This 41% total includes 18% of U.S. adults who say they have experienced particularly severe forms 

of harassment (which includes stalking, physical threats, sexual harassment or harassment over a 

sustained period of time).  

The share of Americans who have been subjected to harassing behavior online has increased 

modestly since Pew Research Center last conducted a survey on this topic in 2014. At that time, 

35% of all adults had experienced some form of online harassment. 1 

                                                        
1 In the 2014 and 2017 surveys, questions about Americansõ personal experiences with online harassment were asked only among internet 

users. In the 2014 report, results were reported among internet users. Throughout this report, these figures have been recalculated so that 

they are based on the total adult population, unless otherwise noted. 
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A wide cross-section of Americans have experienced these behaviors in one way or another, but 

harassment is especially prevalent in the lives of younger adults. Fully 67% of 18- to 29-year-olds 

have been the target of any of these behaviors, including 41% who have experienced some type of 

severe harassment online. At the same time, harassment is increasingly a fact of online life for 

Americans in other age groups. Nearly half  of 30- to 49-year olds (49%) have personally 

experienced any form of online harassment (an increase of 10 percentage points since 2014), as 

have 22% of Americans ages 50 and older (an increase of 5 points over the same time period).   

Harassment is often focused on personal or physical characteristics; political views, 

gender, physical appearance and race are among the most common 

Personal or physical traits are easy fodder for online harassment, particularly political views . 

Some 14% of U.S. adults say they have ever been harassed online specifically because of their 

politic al views, while roughly one-in-ten have been targeted due to their physical appearance (9%), 

race (8%) or gender (8%).2  Somewhat smaller shares have been targeted for other reasons, such 

as their religion (5%) or sexual orientation  (3%). 

Certain groups are more likely than others to experience this sort of trait -based harassment. For 

instance, one-in-four blacks say they have been targeted with harassment online because of their 

race or ethnicity, as have one-in-ten Hispanics. The share among whites is lower (3%).  Similarly, 

women are about twice as likely as men to say they have been targeted as a result of their gender 

(11% vs. 5%). Men, however, are around twice as likely as women to say they have experienced 

harassment online as a result of their political views (19% vs. 10%). Similar shares of Democrats 

and Republicans say they have been harassed online as a result of their political leanings. 

Americans are widely aware of the issue of online harassment, and 62% consider it a major 

problem; online companies are seen as key actors in addressing online harassment 

Public awareness of online harassment is high: 94% of U.S. adults have some degree of familiarity 

with this issue, and one-third have heard a lot about it. Overall, 62% of the public considers online 

harassment to be a major problem, while just 5% do not consider it to be a problem at all. 

When asked who should be responsible for policing or preventing abuse online, Americans assign 

responsibility to a variety of actors ï most prominently, online companies and platforms. Roughly 

eight-in-ten Americans (79%) feel that online services have a responsibility to step in when 

harassing behavior occurs on their platforms , while just 15% say that these services should not be 

held responsible for the behavior and content of its users. Meanwhile, 64% say online platforms 

                                                        
2 This survey was fielded after the 2016 election, and is the first time the Center has asked these specific questions about the reasons that 

Americans are targeted for harassment online. 
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should play a major role in addr essing online harassment, and 35% believe that better policies and 

tools from these companies are the most effective way to address online harassment.  

At the same time, the public 

recognizes its own role in 

curbing online harassment. 

Fully 60% of Americans say 

that bystanders who witness 

harassing behavior online 

should play a major role in 

addressing this issue, and 15% 

feel that peer pressure from 

others is the single-most 

effective way to address online 

harassment. They also see a 

significant role for law 

enforcement in dealing with 

online abuse: 49% think law 

enforcement should play a 

major role in addressing onli ne 

harassment, and 31% say 

stronger laws are the single-

most effective way to address 

this issue. Simultaneously, a 

sizable proportion of 

Americans (43%) say that law 

enforcement currently does not 

take online harassment 

incidents seriously enough. 

Americans are divided on the issues of free speech and political correctness that underlie 

the online harassment debate 

Despite this broad concern over online harassment, Americans are more divided over how to 

balance protecting free expression online and preventing behavior that crosses into abuse. When 

asked how they would prioritize these competing interests, 45% of Americans say it is more 

important to let people speak their minds freely online; a slightly larger share (53%) feel s that it is 

more important for  people to feel welcome and safe online. 

Americans look to online companies to address 

harassment on their platforms 

% of U.S. adults who say people being harassed or bullied online is é 

 

% who say the most effective way to address online harassment is  é 

 

% who say online services é 

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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Americans are also relatively divided on just how seriously offensive content online should be 

treated. Some 43% of Americans say that offensive speech online is too often excused as not being 

a big deal, but a larger share (56%) feel that many people take offensive content online too 

seriously. The latter view is prominent among men in general, and among young men in particular: 

73% of 18- to 29-year-old men feel that many people take offensive online content too seriously.  

Experiences and attitudes toward online harassment vary significantly by gender 

Men and women experience 

and respond to online 

harassment in different ways. 

Overall, men are somewhat 

more likely to experience any 

form of harassing behavior 

online: 44% of men and 37% of 

women have experienced at 

least one of the six behaviors 

this study uses to define online 

harassment. In terms of 

specific experiences, men 

(30%) are modestly more likely 

than women (23%) to have 

been called offensive names 

online or to have received 

physical threats (12% vs. 8%).  

By contrast, women ï and 

especially young women ï 

encounter sexualized forms of abuse at much higher rates than men. Some 21% of women ages 18 

to 29 report being sexually harassed online, a figure that is more than double the share among 

men in the same age group (9%). In addition, roughly  half (53%) of young women ages 18 to 29 

say that someone has sent them explicit images they did not ask for. For many women, online 

harassment leaves a strong impression: 35% of women who have experienced any type of online 

harassment describe their most recent incident as either extremely or very upsetting, about twice 

the share among men (16%). 

More broadly, men and women differ sharply in their attitudes toward the relative importance of 

online harassment as an issue. For instance, women (63%) are much more likely than men (43%) 

Attitudes toward online harassment vary by gender 

% of U.S. adults who sayé 

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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to say people should be able to feel welcome and safe in online spaces, while men are much more 

likely than women to say that people should be able to speak their minds freely online (56% of 

men vs. 36% of women). Similarly,  half of women say offensive content online is too often excused 

as not being a big deal, whereas 64% of men ï and 73% of young men ages 18 to 29 ï say that 

many people take offensive content online too seriously. Further, 70% of women ï and 83% of 

young women ages 18 to 29 ï view online harassment as a major problem, while 54% of men and 

55% of young men share this concern. 

Attitudes toward different policies to prevent online harassment also differ somewhat by gender. 

Men are more likely than women to believe that improved policies and tools from online 

companies are the most effective approach to addressing online harassment (39% vs. 31%). 

Meanwhile, women are more likely to say that stronger laws against online harassment are the 

most effective approach (36% vs. 24%), and they are also more likely to feel that law enforcement 

currently does not take online harassment incidents seriously enough (46% vs. 39%).  

Harassment exists on a spectrum of severity: Those who have experienced severe forms of 

online harassment differ sharply in their reactions and attitudes  

Many online harassment experiences begin and end with offensive name-calling or efforts to be 

embarrassed, behaviors that are often easy enough to shrug off as a nuisance of life online. But the 

18% of Americans who have experienced more severe forms of harassment ï such as physical 

threats, sustained harassment, sexual harassment and/or stalking ï differ dramatically in their 

personal reactions and broader attitudes toward online harassment. 

In the immedi ate aftermath of an online harassment incident, those with severe experiences are 

more likely to report a variety of consequences, ranging from problems with their friends and 

family to damage to their reputation. They are more likely to say that a personal characteristic ï 

like their gender or race/ethnicity  ï was ever the root of their harassment, and to respond to their 

harassment by deleting their profile or changing their username, ceasing to attend certain offline 

places, or contacting law enforcement.  

Those with severe harassment experiences are also more likely to report a strong reaction to their 

abuse. More than four -in-ten (44%) say their most recent experience caused mental or emotional 

stress, 44% say they found the incident ñextremelyò or ñveryò upsetting, and 29% felt their physical 

safety (or the physical safety of those close to them) was at risk. Those who have ever been 

targeted with severe harassment behaviors are also more likely to feel high levels of anxiety when 

they witness others being harassed online, more likely to actively protect themselves and their  
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online identities in response to 

online harassment, and more 

likely to seek support from a 

number of sources. 

Perhaps most striking, those 

with severe harassment 

experiences show a high 

tendency to intervene when 

they see others going through 

similar situations. Almost two -

thirds (63%) of those who have 

ever been targeted with severe 

behaviors say they have taken 

action to intervene when they 

saw someone else harassed 

online, compared with 48% 

whose harassment does not 

include severe behaviors. 

At the same time, the attitudes 

each group has toward the 

underlying issues of online 

harassment are closely aligned. 

For instance, about six-in-ten 

U.S. adults (62%) say they 

consider online harassment to 

be a major problem, regardless 

of the severity of their personal 

experiences with online abuse. 

On issues such as the relative 

balance between free speech 

and safety online, or whether 

online harassment is taken too 

seriously or dismissed too 

easily, there are no differences 

based on the severity of oneôs own experiences with online harassment. Further, majorities of both 

groups agree that online services should play a major role in addressing harassment, and similar 

Those who have faced severe forms of online 

harassment differ in experiences, reactions, attitudes 

 

Note: Severe behaviors include stalking, physical threats, sustained harassment and sexual 

harassment. Less severe behaviors include offensive name-calling and purposeful efforts to 

embarrass someone. 

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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28% 

27 

16 

13 

47 

Set up or adjusted privacy 

settings 

Chosen not to post 

something online 

Changed any info in online 

profiles 

Stopped using an online 

service 

Any of these 

shares look to stronger laws and better policies and tools from companies as ways to effectively 

curb harassment.  

Online harassment is often subjective ð even to those experiencing the worst of it 

Although this survey defines online harassment using six specific behaviors, the findings also 

indicate that what people actually consider to be ñonline harassmentò is highly contextual and 

varies from person to person. Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced one or more of 

the six behaviors that this survey uses to define online harassment, 36% feel their most recent 

experience does indeed qualify as ñonline harassment.ò At the same time, 37% say they do not 

think of their experience as online harassment, and another 27% are unsure if they were victims of 

online harassment or not. Strikingly, 28% of those whose most recent encounter involved severe 

types of abusive behavior ï such as stalking, sexual harassment, sustained harassment or physical 

threats ï do not  think of their own experience as constituting ñonline harassment.ò Meanwhile, 

32% of those who have only encountered ñmildò behaviors such as name-calling or embarrassment 

do consider their most recent experience to be online harassment. 

Two-thirds of Americans have witnessed abusive or harassing behavior toward others online 

Beyond their own personal experiences, a 

substantial majority of Americans (66%) say 

they have witnessed some type of harassing 

behavior directed toward others online, with 

39% indicating they have seen others targeted 

with severe behaviors such as stalking, physical 

threats, sustained harassment or sexual 

harassment. As was true of the harassment 

Americans experience personally, younger 

adults are especially likely to witness harassing 

behavior toward others online. Fully 86% of 18- 

to 29-year-olds say they have witnessed at least 

one of these six behaviors, and 62% have seen 

others targeted for severe forms of abuse. 

Exposure to these behaviors can have 

pronounced impacts on those witnessing them. 

In some cases, this involves people taking basic 

precautions to protect themselves: 28% of 

Americans say that observing the harassment of others has influenced them to set up or adjust 

More than a quarter of Americans have 

chosen to not post something online 

after seeing harassment of others 

% of U.S. adults who have ____ after witnessing 

harassing behaviors directed toward others  online 

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select 

multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017 

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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their own privacy settings. But in other cases, widespread abusive behavior can have a more 

pronounced chilling effect: 27% of U.S. adults say they have refrained from posting something 

online after witnessing the harassment of others, and 13% of the population has elected to stop 

using an online service due to the harassment of others they observe. Additionally, 8% of all adults 

(and 12% of 18- to 29-year-olds) say they have been very anxious after witnessing harassment of 

others online. 

Anonymity is seen as a facilitating factor in encouraging the spread of harassment online 

Users increasingly see the internet as a place that facilitates anonymity. Some 86% of online adults 

feel that the internet allows people to be more anonymous than is true offline. This represents a 

notable increase from the 62% who said this in Pew Research Centerôs 2014 survey. And this 

ability to be anonymous online is often tied to the i ssue of online harassment. Roughly half of 

those who have been harassed online (54%) say their most recent incident involved a stranger 

and/or someone whose real identity they did not know. More broadly, 89% of Americans say the 

ability to post anonymously  online enables people to be cruel to or harass one another. 

Among other findings: 

Á About one-quarter of all adults (26%) have had untrue information about them posted online, 

most commonly about their character or reputation (17%). Half (49%) of those who had untrue 

information posted about them tried to get the inaccur ate claims removed or corrected, and 

around one-in-ten Americans (9%) say they have experienced mental or emotional stress 

because of something untrue posted about them online.  

Á Large majorities of internet users have heard about hacking (95%) and trolling (86%), and 18% 

each have personally been hacked or trolled. Doxing ï that is, posting someoneôs personal 

information online without their consent ï and swatting ï which refers to calling in a fake 

emergency to the police ï are recognized by smaller shares of the online population (73% and 

55%, respectively). 
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1. Experiencing online harassment 

Even in its most basic form ï say, a bad name or off-color joke ï online harassment is a malleable 

concept. It can be highly contextual and often a matter of personal interpretation. And while 

certain behaviors would seem to ñcross a line,ò that line 

can vary from one person to the next. 

This study measures the prevalence and patterns of 

online harassment by examining six broad categories of 

abusive behavior (see ñDefining online harassmentò in 

the accompanying box). These categories are identical 

to those used in Pew Research Centerôs 2014 

examination of online harassment. They are designed to 

capture a broad range of experiences ï not just severe 

forms of abuse, but also everyday forms of harassment 

that users might overlook.  

All told, 41% of Americans have been the target of 

harassing behavior online, a modest increase from the 

35% of adults who were targets of online harassment in 

the Centerôs 2014 report on the topic. As was the case 

then, this survey finds that two types of harassing 

behavior are especially widespread. About a quarter of 

American adults (27%) say they have been called 

offensive names online ï up 4 percentage point s from 

2014 ï while 22% say that someone online has tried to 

purposefully embarrass them.  

For many, name-calling and embarrassment are the 

starting and ending point for their harassment. Some 

22% of Americans ï or roughly half of those who have 

experienced harassment at all ï have encountered 

online harassment that went no further than these two 

behaviors. While these experiences can certainly be 

troubling, those whose encounters with harassment are 

limited to  these behaviors generally find them to be a 

Defining online harassment 

This report measures online harassment 

using six distinct behaviors: 

Á Offensive name-calling 

Á Purposeful embarrassment 

Á Stalking 

Á Physical threats 

Á Harassment over a sustained period 

of time 

Á Sexual harassment 

Respondents who indicate they have 

personally experienced any of these 

behaviors online are considered targets 

of online harassment in this report. 

Further, this report distinguishes 

between òmore severeó and òless 

severeó forms of online harassment. 

Those who have only experienced name-

calling or efforts to embarrass them are 

categorized in the òless severeó group, 

while those who have experienced any 

stalking, physical threats, sustained 

harassment or sexual harassment are 

categorized in the òmore severeó group.  
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tolerable nuisance of life online. Throughout this report, the 22% of adults who have only 

experienced name-calling or efforts to embarrass them ï and none of the other four experiences 

measured in the survey ï are referred to as targets of ñless severeò forms of online harassment. 

Share of Americans who experienced online harassment is up slightly from 2014  

% of U.S. adults who say they have personally experienced the following behaviors online  

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

Smaller ï though still notable ï shares of Americans have encountered more pernicious forms of 

harassment. One-in-ten have had physical threats directed at them online, while 7% each have 

encountered sustained harassment or stalking, and 6% have been sexually harassed.  

In total, 18% of U.S. adults have experienced one or more of these ñsevereò behaviors online. To be 

sure, these more serious behaviors are not isolated from name-calling and embarrassment: 72% of 

those who have experienced these more serious types of harassment have also been called 

offensive names or purposefully embarrassed. But for this analysis, the 18% of Americans who 

have encountered any  of these serious behaviors are referred to as targets of ñsevereò forms of 

online harassment. As will be discussed later in this report, those who face these more serious 

behaviors are generally more likely to report significant negative consequences from their 

experiences. 

Experiences with online harassment vary by age, gender and race/ethnicity  

Many Americans have experienced harassing behavior online, but harassment is an especially 

common fact of online life for younger adults. Nearly half of Americans ages 18 to 29 say they have 

been called offensive names online (46%) while more than a third say someone has tried to 
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purposefully embarrass them (37%). And beyond these behaviors, noteworthy shares of young 

adults have been subject to more serious forms of abuse. One-quarter (25%) have received 

physical threats online, while smaller but still notable p roportions have been sexually harassed 

(15%), harassed for a sustained period of time (16%) or stalked (13%) online. All told, roughly two-

thirds of young adults (67%) have been subject to some type of online harassment ï with 41% 

having experienced severe forms of harassment. All of these figures are statistically unchanged 

from the Centerôs previous survey of online harassment conducted in 2014.  

Although young people are 

exposed to harassment online 

at especially high levels, the 

proportion of Americans in 

other age groups who 

experience online harassment 

is notable ï and growing. Fully 

49% of adults ages 30 to 49 

have personally experienced 

any form of online harassment, 

up from 39% in 2014. And 

almost one-quarter of 

Americans 50 and older (22%) 

have been the target of online 

harassment, an increase of 5 

percentage points from 2014.   

Overall, men and women differ 

modestly in the types of 

harassment they encounter 

online. Men are somewhat 

more likely to be called offensive names (30% vs. 23%) and to receive physical threats online (12% 

vs. 8%), although other behaviors ï like embarrassment, stalking or sustained harassment ï show 

no statistically significant differences by gender. Overall, men are slightly more likely to 

experience any form of online harassment (44% vs. 37% of women).  

Still, sexual harassment is more common among women than among men and is a particular 

problem for young women. Among adults ages 18 to 29, women are more than twice as likely as 

men to report experiencing sexual harassment online (21% vs. 9%). And among the youngest 

Younger adults especially likely to encounter severe 

forms of online harassment  

% of U.S. adults who say they have experienced the following types of 

harassment online, by age 

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



15 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

adults ï those ages 18 to 24 ï women are more than three times as likely to be sexually harassed 

online (20% vs. 6% of men). 

Men and women see slight increase in online harassment over time, but differences 

between them remain modest 

% of U.S. adults who say they have experienced each type of online harassment in 2014 vs. 2017 

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017. 

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

As was true in the Centerôs 2014 survey of online harassment, blacks also tend to encounter 

harassment online at high levels. Overall, 46% of blacks ï and 59% of black internet users ï have 

experienced any type of online harassment. In terms of specific behaviors, blacks who go online are 

especially likely to say that they have been called offensive names (38% compared with 28% of white 

internet users) or to say that someone has tried to purposefully embarrass them (34% vs. 23%). 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/10/22/part-1-experiencing-online-harassment/
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In their own words: Gender and online harassment 

òAny woman who has an opinion online is bound to get men who through anonymity feel the need to 

threaten and assault them. I had a friend who got a stalker from posting a political Facebook post.ó 

òUsually men harassing or threatening females for posting any provocative pictures or an opinion different 

from his own.ó 

òSexual harassment, extreme name-calling, taking sexual abuse I went through and broadcasting it in 

such a way that I was asking for what happened to me, more lies, that I am an immodest woman for 

breastfeeding my daughter ...ó 

òI have friends in atheism, feminism and social justice. All have been trolled or harassed to varying 

extents. Thereõs usually more of a sexual component when the targets are women, like rape threats and 

such, but Iõve seen men threatened with physical violence, too. Iõve also seen the harassment flow the 

other direction, like outraged feminists doxing or otherwise harassing men theyõve decided deserve it.ó 

òMostly on dating websites my friends have had experiences where once turned down, men threaten to 

beat and rape them, murder them, call them names, threaten to ruin their reputation, etc. I have never 

used a dating website because of what I have seen.ó 
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9 
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Political views, physical appearance, gender and race are 

among the top reasons people say they are harassed online  

Many Americans who have encountered online harassment feel 

their experience is at least in part the result of some aspect of 

their identity. This ranges from traits like oneôs political views to 

their race/ethnicity or gender.   

The survey asked about a number of specific reasons people 

might experience harassing behaviors online. Some 14% of 

Americans ï representing 35% of those who have encountered 

any type of harassment online ï say they have been targeted 

with abusive behavior online because of their political views, 

making this the most common response. Men are more likely 

than women to say they have been harassed as a result of their 

politics: 19% of men and 10% of women say they have been 

harassed online for this reason. Democrats and Republicans are 

equally likely to be harassed online for their political views.  

14% of Americans have 

experienced online 

harassment related to 

their political views  

% of U.S. adults who say they have 

ever experienced online harassment 

because of their é 

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because 

respondents could select multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017. 

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Along with political views, 9% of Americans say they have been harassed online because of their 

physical appearance, while 8% each have been targeted because of their gender or race/ethnicity. 

Gender-based harassment is more common among women: 11% of women (and 21% of young 

women ages 18 to 29) have encountered this type of harassment, compared with 5% of men. 

Similarly, 25% of all black adults and 10% of Hispanics have experienced harassment online as a 

result of their race or ethnicity; just 3% of whites say this has happened to them.   

In their own words: Politics and online harassment 

òThe recent election caused folks on Facebook to get pretty ugly with their comments regarding their 

beliefs vs. the beliefs of others who did not agree. Some people I know left Facebook until after the 

election was over because they were offended or offensive.ó 

òI got into a political debate and the person did not agree with me. They threatened to find information 

about me and make it go viral. After I called them a troll they threatened to physically harm me.ó 

òEh, just this guy got in a fight with me about gun control, and he started saying really weird, personal 

things about my family. I petitioned the owner of the thread to remove his comments and he did. I donõt 

think it really did any lasting damage, but it did make me feel uncomfortable.ó 

òI made a comment regarding the recent presidential election and was called many names and 

stereotypes regarding my race.ó 

òLiberals calling foul things to those who support Trump. Using profane language calling supporters 

ôracists, bigots and f****** cons ervatives.õ ó 

òPeople disagree on my support for Trump. They will use profanity. So I respond the same since I think 

they are morons.ó 

òThere have been comments between friends on Facebook that have divided friends and families. This 

past election truly brought out the worst in many people I know. There were insults thrown around on 

Facebook, at our jobs, and between family members that were blatantly designed to inflict pain.ó 

òAnything I see is around Trump vs. anti-Trump. The hateful language is upsetting.ó 

òNever have I seen people being so malicious to each other than after the election. People being bullied 

and called names simply for expressing their opinions or because they disagree with someoneõs politics or 

views.ó 

òPeople who expressed negative feelings or posted negative content toward Donald Trump were called 

derogatory or obscene names.ó 

 



19 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

In addition to  these factors, smaller shares of Americans say they have been subjected to online 

harassment as a result of their religion (5%), sexual orientation (3%), occupation (3%) or disability 

status (1%). 

 

 

In their own words: Race/ethnicity and online harassment 

òRace issues seem to have a big market on Facebook and that really brings out ugliness and an issue 

that should not be on social media in my opinion.ó 

òI have noticed many racial slurs posted about President Obama. Additionally, people making awful racial 

slurs in comment sections of articles about minorities and Muslims.ó 

òI was called a racist on Facebook by a ôfriend.õ I defended myself but it hurt the relationship nearly 

beyond repair.ó 

òIõve seen a lot of racial slurs online. Especially ever since Trump got voted in.ó 

òA talk about police killings of unarmed black people turned into a full-on verbal assault with racial slurs 

being hurled at the people who opposed the police killings.ó 

òMy friend is a reporter for a major publication, and I have seen the racist threats made both in the 

comments section and DMs [direct messages] (sheõs Jewish, so stuff about gas chambers and 

concentration camps). Iõve seen people be doxed in public forums, violent threats in the comment 

sections and forums like Reddit, etc., etc.ó 

òI told a group discussion that I thought that the group should have more compassion for the immigrant 

children. A woman went off about my background and my fatherõs background, and she made references 

to finding me and ôtaking careõ of me, which I took as a threat.ó 
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More than a tenth of Americans have experienced mental or emotional stress (and 8% 

have experienced problems with friends and family) as a result of online harassment 

In many cases, the repercussions of online harassment extend beyond the online environment.  

Most prominently, 13% of U.S. 

adults (or 31% of those who 

have experienced harassment 

online) say they have 

experienced mental or 

emotional stress as a result of 

online harassment. Another 

8% indicate that these 

experiences have caused 

problems with their friends or 

family, 7% say their reputation 

has been damaged and 5% say 

their romantic relationships 

have been harmed. Smaller 

shares say that online 

harassment has led to 

problems either at their job or 

school (3% each), a financial 

loss (2%), trouble finding a job 

(1%) or trouble finding housing 

(1%). Overall, one-in-five 

Americans (20%) say they have 

faced any of these consequences as a result of their harassment experiences.  

Young people tend to experience these aftereffects of online harassment at relatively high levels. 

Roughly a quarter of 18- to 29-year-olds (24%) have experienced mental or emotional stress as a 

result of their online harassment (24%). Another 15% report problems with their friends or family, 

14% say their reputation has been damaged, 11% each have had problems with romanti c 

relationships  or problems at school and 7% have had problems at their job. In all of these cases, 

young adults report these consequences at significantly higher  levels compared with  their older 

counterparts. 

Online harassment has caused mental or emotional 

stress for 13% of Americans overall ð including 24% of 

young adults  

% of U.S. adults who say they have experienced the following due to online 

harassment  

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Those who have faced severe 

forms of online harassment 

are more likely to say they 

were targeted over aspects of 

their identity and to face 

offline consequences 

As noted earlier in this chapter, 

18% of Americans have 

experienced severe forms of 

online harassment such as 

physical threats, stalking, sexual 

harassment or sustained 

harassment. And compared with 

Americans who have ñonlyò 

been called offensive names or 

embarrassed online, this group 

is much more likely to 

experience offline consequences 

due to their harassment online. 

Those who have experienced 

severe forms of harassment are 

especially likely to say that they 

have been targeted because of 

specific personal characteristics. 

About one-third of those with 

severe harassment experiences 

say they have been targeted due 

to their gender (32%) or physical 

appearance (34%), and sizable 

shares have been targeted due to 

their race or ethnicity (23%) or 

sexual orientation (13%). In 

addition, 45% say they have been 

targeted due to more than one 

aspect of their identity.    

Those who experience severe forms of online 

harassment are more likely to be targeted for personal 

characteristics and to face offline consequences 

 

Note: Severe forms of online harassment include physical threats, stalking, sexual 

harassment and sustained harassment. Less severe forms include offensive name-calling 

and purposeful embarrassment.  

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Those who have faced severe forms of harassment are also more likely to report a range of offline 

consequences. Fully 45% say online harassment has caused them mental or emotional stress, 

around one-quarter say it has caused problems with their friends or family (24%) or damage to 

their reputation (25%), and 18% say it has resulted in problems with their romantic relationships. 

This group is also more likely to say that online harassment has led to problems at their job or at 

school, financial loss, or trouble finding housing.  And as was true of the reasons people might be 

targeted for abuse, those who have faced severe types of online harassment are more than twice as 

likely to experience more than one of these offline consequences (37%, compared with 15% of those 

whose harassment does not include severe behaviors). 
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2. Online harassment in focus: Most recent experience 

In order to gain a more detailed understand ing of the daily realities of online harassment,  the 41% 

of adults who have been targeted online were asked a series of questions about their most recent 

experience.3 These questions cover the venues in which their online harassment took  place, its 

perpetrators, the actions people took in response (if any), whether people sought support from 

those around them and how upsetting they found the experience. 

Most online harassment targets say their 

most recent experience occurred in a single 

venue, often social media 

By a substantial margin, social media stands 

out as the most common venue in which online 

harassment takes place. When asked where 

their most recent experience with online 

harassment occurred,4 nearly six-in-ten targets 

of harassment (58%) say it took place on social 

media. Similarly, a majority cited social media 

as the scene of their most recent harassment in 

Pew Research Centerôs 2014 survey on online 

harassment.  

Along with social media, 23% of those who have 

been harassed online say their most recent 

incident took place in the comments section of 

a website, 15% say it involved text or messaging 

apps, and 10% each say it took place over email 

or on an online gaming site. Other 

environments ï such as discussion forums and 

dating websites ï are cited by fewer than 10% of those who have been harassed. 

 

                                                        
3 Among those who have experienced online harassment, 71% say their most recent incident included only offensive name-calling and/or 

purposeful embarrassment. Another 24% say their most recent experience included severe forms of harassment such as physical threats, 

stalking, sexual harassment or sustained harassment. 
4 Respondents could select more than one venue in which their harassment took place. 

Social media is the most common venue 

for online harassment experiences 

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced any 

online harassment, % who say their most recent  

incident took place on é 

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select 

multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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There are relatively few demographic differences related to where harassment takes place, with 

gaming being a major exception. Men who have experienced harassment are nearly four times as 

likely as women to cite gaming as the scene of their most recent incident (15% vs. 4%). Similarly, 

young adults are more likely than older adults to say they have faced online harassment while 

gaming. Some 18% of those ages 18 to 29 cited gaming as a platform where they were harassed 

most recently, compared with 5% of those ages 30 and older. Younger men are especially likely to 

say that their most recent harassment experience occurred in an online gaming space: 31% of 18- 

to 29-year-old men with harassment experiences say this, compared with just 4% of women in the 

same age group. 

The common practice of maintaining multiple profiles or accounts can leave users exposed to 

harassing behavior across a variety of online spaces, and around one-in-five harassment victims 

(18%) say their most recent experience happened across multiple sites or platforms. However, the 

vast majority of those who have experienced online harassment (82%) say their most recent 

experience occurred on one specific site or platform.  

In their own words: Gaming and online harassment 

òIn online role-playing games, the under-30 crowd tends to be aggressive. Calling each other mean names 

and going after each other in rants that seem to go on forever.ó  

òMost of these experiences were on a poker-related forum several years ago. The ôcultureõ of the forum 

was very confrontational and crude. It made no apologies and members understood what they were 

getting into. Alternatives existed for those who didn't want to be subjected to the behavior they found 

objectionable.ó 

òI play a lot of online games. Depending on the game, people can be terrible to each other via in-game 

chat (verbal or text). Anything perceived as poor in-game performance can lead to name calling and 

escalate to personal threats and attacks in seconds.ó 

òA friend of a friend found out Iõm female on the gaming platform Steam. The harassment and constant 

sexual overtures were bad enough I contacted Steam to change all my information, effectively closing my 

account and opening a new one.ó 

òMost of these situations happened in game rooms or on forums where smack talk is common and no 

one takes it too seriously, but personal details are usually left out.ó 

òMy wife plays online games (as do I). Over the years Iõve seen guys exhibit disturbing behavior toward 

her, for no other reason than sheõs a woman. Sometimes itõs just calling her offensive names, sometimes 

it has been actual sexual harassment.ó 
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Anonymity looms large in online harassment experiences: More than half of those targeted 

do not know the person behind their most recent incident 

Many of those who experience online 

harassment are uncertain of who is perpetrating 

it: 34% say that the source of their harassment 

was a stranger, while another 31% say they do 

not know the real identity of the person(s) 

harassing them. Taken together, 54% of online 

harassment targets say the person behind their 

most recent incident fell into one of these two 

categories, a figure that is statistically 

unchanged from the 50% who said the same in 

2014. 

At the same time, many people report that their 

harassers are known to them ï in some cases, 

very well known. Roughly one-quarter of those 

who have been harassed (26%) say an 

acquaintance was responsible for their most 

recent incident. Meanwhile, 18% of those who 

have been harassed say their most recent incident 

involved a friend, while 11% say it involved a 

family member. Fewer than one-in-ten say their 

most recent experience involved a former 

romantic partner (7%) or a co-worker (5%).   

And just as harassment may take place across 

multiple sites, it can also be at the hands of 

multiple perpetrators. Roughly on e-third of those who have been harassed online (32%) say 

multiple people were responsible for their most recent incident, while almost half (49%) say just 

one individual was responsible. Another 18% are not sure if their most recent incident was 

perpetrated by one person or multiple people. 

Many donõt know who is behind their 

online harassment; half who have been 

harassed say one person was behind it 

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced any 

online harassment, % who say their most recent incident 

involved é 

 

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced 

online harassment, % who say _____ was involved in 

their most recent incident  

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select 

multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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A majority of those who have 

been harassed online simply 

ignored their most recent 

incident; those who 

responded favored easy, 

digital steps and personal 

confrontations  

As was the case in 2014, people 

often try to ignore online 

harassment when it occurs. 

Fully 61% of those who have 

experienced online harassment 

say they ignored their most 

recent incident, while 39% 

chose to take some sort of step 

in response. 

Among those who did respond 

to their most recent online 

harassment incident,5 half 

(50%) chose to confront the 

person responsible online while 

49% unfriended or blocked that 

person. Another 22% reported 

the person responsible to a 

website or online service, and 

14% discussed the problem 

online to draw support for 

themselves. Other online steps 

ï such as changing a username, 

deleting a profile or 

withdrawing from an online 

forum ï were less common. 

                                                        
5 Respondents could select multiple options. 

Most who experience online harassment simply ignore 

it; among those who respond, confrontation and 

unfriending/blocking are the most popular approaches  

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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29% 

17 

5 

4 

3 

Friends/family 

Other people online 

Counselor/mental health 

professional 

Employer/colleague 

Legal resources 

Others relied on established relationships to address the problem. Some 16% of those who 

responded to their harassment confronted the person face to face, via text message, or by phone. 

This approach was especially common in instances where the target knew their perpetrator , such 

as when the person or people involved were friends, family, ex-romantic partners or 

acquaintances. Responses involving some sort of offline location or intervention ï like refraining 

from attending offline events or places, or reporting the problem to an authority figure ï were 

taken by a relatively small share of those who responded to their most recent harassment incident.  

Regardless of whether people chose to ignore or respond to their harassment, most express 

satisfaction with the result. Some 74% of those who took action in response to their most recent 

harassment incident said it was effective at making the situation better ï as did 69% of those who 

chose to ignore the behavior. However, there is some evidence that ignoring online harassment 

has perhaps gotten less effective over time: In 2014, 82% of those who chose to ignore their most 

recent incident said that it made the situation better.  

Finding support during online harassment incidents often involves friends and family or 

others online 

Beyond steps harassment targets can take 

individually to address or mitigate harassme nt 

online, a number of people sought personal 

help or support during their most recent 

experience. Most commonly, this involved 

turning to friends and family: 29% of those who 

have experienced harassment online say they 

received help or support from friend s or family 

during their most recent incident. Women are 

more likely than men to have sought out or 

received this kind of support during their most 

recent experience (34% vs. 25%).   

Along with friends and family, 17% of those 

who have experienced harassment online say 

they received support from other people online 

during their most recent incident. Smaller 

shares sought help from a counselor or mental 

health professional (5%), an employer or 

colleague (4%) or legal resources (3%).   

Friends/family are the most common 

source of support during harassment 

experiences 

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced any 

online harassment, % who say they received support 

from ____ during their most recent  incident  

 

Note: Total may not add to 100% because respondents could select 

multiple options. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017. 

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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12 13 25 26 23% 

Extremely Very Somewhat A little Not at all

That said, the largest share of harassment targets go it alone: 56% either did not seek or did not receive 

support from any of these sources during their most recent incident. Men were more likely than 

women to say they did not seek or receive any of these types of support (60% vs. 51% of women).  

One-quarter of those who have experienced 

online harassment say their most recent 

incident was extremely or very upsetting; 

roughly one-in-ten say they felt in physical 

danger 

Just as online harassment exists along a 

spectrum of severity, those who have 

encountered some form of harassment feel its 

impact in various ways. At one end, about half 

of those who have experienced online 

harassment say that their most recent incident 

was either ña littleò (26%) or ñnot at allò (23%) 

upsetting. Still, others find these experiences 

deeply troubling: 25% say their most recent 

harassment incident was either ñextremelyò (12%) or ñveryò (13%) upsetting.  

Women are especially likely to be deeply impacted by their harassment experiences. Among 

women who have been harassed, 35% found their most recent experience either ñextremelyò or 

ñveryò upsetting, more than double the share of men who said the same (16%).  

And for a minority, online harassment can even threaten their personal safety. Among those who 

have experienced harassment online, 12% say they felt a threat of physical danger for themselves 

or people close to them during their most recent harassment incident.  

One-quarter of online harassment 

targets found their most recent 

experience extremely/very upsetting  

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who have experienced any 

online harassment, % who say they found their most 

recent  incident ____ upsetting.  

 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017.  

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Online harassment is often highly subjective ð even for those experiencing the ôworstõ of it  

To capture the many forms online harassment 

can take ï from casual name-calling to more 

targeted campaigns ï this report uses a broad 

definition of harassment. And while defining and 

categorizing harassment in this way allows for a 

holistic analysis, the data suggest that what 

constitutes ñonline harassmentò can be highly 

subjective to those who experience it.  

To that end, respondents who met the definition 

of online harassment used in this report were also 

asked if they themselves considered their most 

recent experience to be online harassment. Some 

36% say they do in fact consider their experience 

to be online harassment. At the same time, 37% 

do not consider their most recent experience to be 

online harassment and another 27% are not sure 

if they consider it harassment or not.  

Women are more likely than men to describe 

their most recent experience as ñonline 

harassmentò (42% vs. 31%). But in general, the 

responses to this question highlight the subjective nature of online harassment. For instance, 28% 

of those whose most recent incident meets this reportôs definition of ñsevereò harassment do not  

consider their experience to be online harassment (another 21% say they werenôt sure). 

Meanwhile, 32% of those who have only encountered ñmildò behaviors such as name-calling or 

embarrassment do consider their most recent experience to be online harassment.  

Those who have faced severe forms of harassment are more likely to say their most recent 

experience was deeply upsetting and to feel they were in physical danger 

Across almost every dimension of this survey, those whose most recent incident with online 

harassment involved severe behaviors differ in their responses and reactions to the experience, 

compared with those whose most recent incident involved less severe behaviors such as offensive 

name-calling and efforts to embarrass them.  

Online harassment is subjective ð some 

consider their experience ôharassmentõ 

while others are uncertain 

Among the 41% of U.S. adults who meet the surveyôs 

definition of online harassment, % who é 

 

Note: This survey defines online harassment by six categories: 

offensive name-calling, purposeful embarrassment, physical 

threats, stalking, sexual harassment or sustained harassment. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017. 
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PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



30 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Those who face severe online harassment differ in their experiences and responses  

 

Note: Severe forms of online harassment include physical threats, stalking, sexual harassment, and sustained harassment. Less severe 

forms include offensive name calling and purposeful embarrassment. 

Source: Survey conducted Jan. 9-23, 2017. 

òOnline Harassment 2017ó 
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