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Executive Summary
As a part of the Victorian Government’s commitment to preventing violence 
against women, girls and gender diverse people, Gender Equity Victoria was 
funded to develop recommendations for online safety for women working in 
politics. This report examines the experiences and impact of intersectional 
gendered cyberhate on women and gender diverse people working in politics 
in Victoria. 24 current or former political workers were interviewed, including 
politicians and staffers. Participants were asked about their experiences of 
online abuse, including direct (being targeted) and indirect (witnessing); the 
impact these experiences had had on them; and the changes they would like 
to see in their workplaces and the wider Australian culture. Analysis of the 
interviews revealed three themes: gendered cyberhate is a norm in politics; 
gendered cyberhate is damaging democracy; and political workplaces need to 
take responsibility for the online wellbeing of their staff. 

Gendered cyberhate is expected and 
considered a norm in politics
Many interviewees who have stood for election to public office, described how 
they anticipated experiencing gendered cyberhate, because they felt it had 
become a normalised experience. Staffers who were interviewed described both 
preparing for online abuse and experiencing it relentlessly before and during 
campaigns, and after a candidate took office. Some participants shared the 
kinds of messages they had received, demonstrating the violence and abuse to 
which they were subjected.



Gendered cyberhate is damaging 
democracy
The most significant impact of gendered cyberhate in politics found in 
this research is its effect on democracy. Many participants described being 
exhausted by the relentless backlash, violence and intimidation they were 
facing online. Some had considered leaving politics altogether because it had 
become impossible to continue working in such an environment. A diversity of 
people, voices and opinions is essential for a democracy to function effectively. 
If women and gender diverse people do not feel safe working in politics, then 
this will reduce the diversity of voices in the political public sphere, thereby 
damaging democracy. It is therefore vital that women and gender diverse 
people not only feel safe at work, but that perpetrators of gendered cyberhate 
are held to account.

Recommendations
Over half of the politicians and staffers interviewed said they didn’t think online 
abuse was taken seriously enough, either by their workplace or by society 
generally. Workplaces need to take effective action when politicians and staffers 
experience online abuse. Interviewees’ experiences show that the problem of 
online abuse and harassment is rife across all levels of politics. 

Participants made clear recommendations based on their lived experience for 
how to improve political workplaces and contribute to a cultural change that 
will prevent gendered cyberhate. In this report, seven recommendations are 
made specifically for political workplaces that will enhance the online wellbeing 
of women and gender diverse people. The first group of four are about creating 
safer online spaces in political workplaces: 

Collective not individual responsibility – everyone in the organisation takes 
responsibility for making online spaces safe and respectful.

Mandatory training and development – online safety and respect at work.

Complaint and support mechanisms – robust, transparent and reliable.

Accountability – perpetrators of online abuse held accountable.
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The second group of three are specific recommendations for how political 
workplaces can respond to gendered cyberhate:

Workers who manage social media pages must be trained to coordinate 
large scale social media pages or groups. 

Politicians at all levels should be allocated staff members to assist in 
dealing with social media and communications with constituents.

Political workers should have non-public email addresses in addition to 
their public email addresses to assist with information flow and managing 
communications.

Those targeted with gendered cyberhate must engage at some level with 
violence which is emotionally and mentally damaging and draining. Interviews 
in this research revealed the ways that online harassment contains violence, 
abuse and threats as well as intentional undermining and belittling of targets. It 
is insidious, unacceptable and requires much more to action to protect women 
and gender diverse people from the experiences and ongoing effects of not 
just the abuse, but the lack of protections. Women and gender diverse people 
working in politics often feel let down by workplaces and systems which in a 
democracy, should not tolerate any level of personal violence.
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Introduction 

 
[Politics is] a really macho kind of boys’ club culture that’s both 
impenetrable, but also bizarrely rule-free and colloquial and 
parochial all at the same time. (Interviewee) 

A note on terminology: in this report, reference is made to gender diverse 
people in alignment with the Victorian Government’s (2022) guide to LGBTIQ+ 
inclusive language. Also in this report, reference is made to women and gender 
diverse people experiencing gendered cyberhate. This is not to flatten the 
differences between these cohorts or assume their experiences are the same. 
Rather, this report acknowledges that gender is socially constructed and can be 
felt, embodied or expressed in a wide variety of ways. 

Gendered online harassment is a serious problem in Australia and across the 
world. Yet gendered hate speech remains unregulated in Australia and in most 
jurisdictions (de Silva, 2020). Research has consistently shown that women and 
gender diverse people are often targets for violence including online harms 
whenever they hold positions of authority or power, particularly in politics 
(Krook and Sanín, 2019). The gendered online animosity that is directed towards 
women and non-binary people in politics has very clear intentions: it is intended 
to discipline, control and punish (Krook, 2017; Krook and Sanín, 2019). 

Online abuse is intended to discourage women and gender diverse people from 
taking up positions of power or trying to control what they do when they hold 
these positions (Collignon and Rüdig, 2020). While the political sphere is a space 
of intense debate and disagreement, evidence has been mounting for some 
time showing that all levels of politics can be extremely hostile and harmful to 
women and gender diverse people (Krook, 2017). Online abuse has also been 
connected to serious offline harms and violence, including one instance when 
British MP Jo Cox was murdered by her online abuser (Collignon and Rüdig, 
2020). Online abuse has become a response to women and gender diverse 
people gaining power, and this hostility is likely to be more extreme against 
women and gender diverse people who belong to marginalised communities 
and can be experienced intersectionally. 

6  |  G E N  V I C  GENDERED ONLINE HARASSMENT IN POLITICS



The definition of gendered cyberhate is drawn from scholar and activist Emma 
Jane. She describes gendered cyberhate as 

 
[M]aterial that is directed at girls or women; that involves abuse, 
death threats, rape threats, and/or sexually violent rhetoric; 
and that involves the internet, social media platforms, or 
communications technology such as mobile telephony (though it 
may also have offline dimensions) (Jane, 2017, p. 7) 

This definition of gendered cyberhate broadly encapsulates the violent rhetoric 
that is often directed at women and gender diverse people online. We expand 
this conception of gendered cyberhate to include all forms of psychological 
violence directed at people based on gender or identity. Not all rhetorical or 
psychological violence is in the form of threats of physical violence, but it is still 
incredibly damaging (IPU, 2018) and it is often based on aspects of a person’s 
identity, not only gender.

When women and gender diverse people are subject to online abuse 
targeted at multiple, intersecting aspects of their identity (Crenshaw, 1989; 
Chen, 2017) it becomes intersectional abuse. Intersectionality means the 
experiences of harassment can be especially intense for people who occupy 
multiple marginalised subject positions, such as those who identify as people 
of colour, people living with a disability and LGBTIQ+ people. Recognising 
the intersectional nature of online abuse means responses to online abuse 
should acknowledge someone’s whole identity, not just individual traits or 
characteristics. It is not possible to separate aspects of one’s identity, so it is 
essential to recognise the intersectional impacts of online abuse and think 
about potential solutions with intersectionality in mind. The recommendations 
are based on treating online abuse and harassment as a social problem that 
requires systemic solutions. 
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Background

This project is a continuation of GEN VIC’s work addressing gendered 
cyberhate, particularly the 2019 report Don’t Read the Comments. Don’t Read 
the Comments showed that women journalists in Australia were receiving 
harassment at an unmanageable level and that gendered online hate was 
a whole-of-organisation workplace health and safety issue. The report’s 
recommendations included that media companies employing or paying 
journalists should take responsibility for the mental and emotional wellbeing of 
all journalists, both salaried and freelance. In her 2020 book Power Play, former 
federal member and GEN VIC Special Advisor Julia Banks cited Don’t Read 
the Comments, observing that Australian politics would benefit from a similar 
review into the prevalence and impact of online harassment. 

GENVIC member, EMILY’s List Australia, found in 2021 that parliamentary 
systems and structures need to be radically changed in order to encourage 
more women to stand in elections and to protect them from harm once they 
get elected. Report author, Majumdar (2021) found that women felt discouraged 
from joining political parties because the parties were perceived as being 
unsafe for women. At the same time, the reports of harassment and abuse they 
received if they did decide to try to stand for election were damning. 

 
Upon becoming candidates, these women face threatening 
intimidation tactics during pre-selection contests to discourage 
them from nominating. This coercion and pressure often comes 
from members of their own political party. If successfully endorsed 
by their political party, candidates face increasing harassment from 
the public. Once elected to public office, the threatening messages 
and abuse women MPs face from the public is relentless. They 
also experience bullying and harassment from other MPs within 
Parliament House. The accumulation of abuse and other gendered 
factors forces some women to leave their political careers too soon. 
(Majumdar, 2021, p.56,) 

G E N  V I C
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Majumdar’s research makes clear that within federal and state politics 
there is a deeply entrenched culture of sexism, bullying, harassment and 
abuse. Majumdar’s research clearly aligns with the Independent Review into 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces (AHRC, 2021), Set the Standard, 
which highlighted widespread bullying, sexual harassment and assault within 
parliamentary workplaces. What makes the situation even more toxic is that the 
intimidation can come from within parties, as well as from the public. 

The patriarchal culture of politics that both Majumdar and AHRC identified 
in their reports is the context that enables online violence against women 
and gender diverse people. When parties and political workplaces do not 
respect women and gender diverse people, that disrespect can become tacitly 
sanctioned by the organisation, which leads to online violence. 
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23% of Australian men said 
it was always or sometimes 
acceptable to USE SEXIST 

AND MISOGYNISTIC 
LANGUAGE ONLINE, 

compared with  
5% of women. 

22% of Australian men 
said it was always or 

sometimes acceptable 
to USE HOMOPHOBIC 

OR TRANSPHOBIC 
COMMENTS ONLINE, 

compared with  
4% of women

21% of Australian men said 
it was always or sometimes 
ACCEPTABLE TO USE 
RACIST LANGUAGE, 

compared with  
4% of women.

18% of Australian men said 
POSTING SOMEONE’S 
DETAILS ONLINE was 

always or sometimes 
acceptable, compared with 

5% of women.

20% of Australian men said 
it was always or sometimes 

ACCEPTABLE TO 
SEND SOMEONE AN 

UNSOLICITED SEXUALLY 
EXPLICIT MESSAGE, 

compared with 5% of women.

19% of Australian men said 
it was always or sometimes 

acceptable to SHARE 
INTIMATE IMAGES OF 

SOMEONE ONLINE 
without their consent, 

compared with 4% of women.

23% 5%

21% 4%

20% 5%

22% 4%

18% 5%

19% 4%
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The Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) at King’s College London 
(2022) found that almost a quarter of Australian men aged 18-75 thought using 
abusive language online was always or sometimes acceptable.

*Statistics taken from The Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) at King’s College London (2022)



As a reflection of this patriarchal culture, Australia continues to rank as one of 
the most misogynistic nations in the Western world. A recent survey conducted 
by Ipsos and the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) at King’s 
College London (2022) found that almost a quarter of Australian men aged 18-75 
thought using abusive language online was always or sometimes acceptable.

The Ipsos and GIWL study also showed that, globally, most people think the 
best way for women to deal with online abuse is to ignore it. When it comes to 
apportioning blame, 34% of Australian men think men are to blame for the issue 
of online abuse, compared to 23% of women. These results suggest that the 
problem of online abuse, harassment and hateful content is far more systemic 
than a result of individual actions. These findings reinforce GEN VIC’s advocacy 
for a cultural shift in the way online abuse and harassment is viewed and dealt 
with by everyone.

This report sits alongside both the EMILY’s List and Set the Standard reports 
and adds to the growing body of knowledge about online abuse experienced by 
women and gender diverse people in the public sphere. 
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About the research

The interviews conducted in this research were with Victorian local 
government councillors and mayors, current Victorian MPs, and current  
and former State and Federal staffers. The recommendations relate  
broadly to political workplaces in Victoria. If enacted, these 
recommendations will enable Victorian political workplaces to fulf il  
their obligations in making women and gender diverse people feel  
safe and protected online at work. 

Interviews were conducted with 24 people (23 women, one non-binary 
person) who are currently or were previously candidates, elected off icials, 
staffers or volunteers in Victorian state and local politics. Participants 
were recruited through direct emails and snowballing recruitment 
methods. Interviews were conducted and recorded via Zoom in November 
and December 2021. Interviews were then turned into transcripts using 
AI transcription software Otter and analysed using thematic coding. 

G E N  V I C
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Interviewees came from a range of political backgrounds. Many were 
experienced politicians and staffers. Some interviewees were members 
of political parties, but some were not, especially those from local 
government.

Participants were asked questions about three major topics: their 
experiences with gendered cyberhate, both directly (as a target) and 
indirectly (as a witness); the effects of gendered cyberhate that they  
had directly and indirectly experienced; and what measures they  
thought would be appropriate to put in place to respond to and  
prevent gendered cyberhate.

From the interview data, three major themes were identified:

Each of these themes will be addressed in turn in this report, beginning with 
how gendered cyberhate is an expectation and considered normal in politics 
at all levels in Victoria, followed by how gendered cyberhate is damaging 
democracy. The final theme around what workplaces need to do to protect 
workers and prioritise online wellbeing will be addressed through the 
recommendations.

Gendered cyberhate 
is expected and 
considered the norm  
in politics.

Gendered cyberhate  
is damaging  
democracy.

Political workplaces 
need to take 
responsibility for the 
online wellbeing of staff.

1 2 3
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What are the effects of 
gendered cyberhate in politics?

1.  Gendered cyberhate is expected and 
considered the norm in politics

The first theme, online violence has become an expectation and a norm in 
politics, was illustrated by participants who described being frequently abused 
via social media, phone and email. Not all interviewees described experiencing 
online harassment and abuse, but most did. Those that hadn’t experienced 
online abuse often knew friends or colleagues who had experienced it, or they 
had experienced offline sexism at work. Racialised online hatred was described 
by interviewees who identified as people of colour and was witnessed by some 
white interviewees. Cyberhate that is gendered and racist can make people feel 
unsafe at work or in their efforts to run a campaign. The damaging effects of 
gendered cyberhate on democracy are outlined in the next section.

The effects of violent and threatening online abuse and harassment can 
be serious, including impacts on mental health, physical safety and career 
progression. Online abuse cannot be considered “simply the ‘cost of doing 
politics’” (Krook, 2017). Many interviewees told us the harassment they received 
online made them feel exhausted, afraid and at least one person considered 
taking their own life as a result of the severity of the harassment. 

Some interviewees reported that online abuse and harassment affected their 
desire to continue their careers in politics. One staffer described how a woman 
colleague had said to her, “I need to get out of politics, like this place is no 
good.” Other interviewees also reported changing their minds about pursuing 
a career in politics after seeing how someone else was treated online. As one 
interviewee said, “look at what’s happened to X candidate, why would I want to 
run?” Particularly disturbing was how gendered cyberhate had become almost 
normalised and expected. One politician described becoming so accustomed to 
being abused online that she had almost stopped noticing it.

G E N  V I C
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To be honest, it’s just become so normalised, getting abuse online, that I 
feel like it almost doesn’t affect me that much. I feel like I’ve just accepted 
that it’s a thing and put in place strategies, to not interfere with my work.  

Another local councillor described how online abuse was not only normalised but 
had also dissuaded her from wanting to pursue her political career any further.

 
Maybe I was naive, but I never expect to be attacked frequently. But 
you do get attacked frequently. I’ve learned to ignore most of it. And the 
impact is that you’ll get less people in councils and in state and federal 
politics. I would have been interested to run in state politics, but after 
what I’ve experienced on council, imagine how bad it must be in state 
and federal. I imagine it will be worse. And yeah, it puts me off. 

Interviews revealed the ways that online harassment undermine and belittle 
the targets of such abuse. One example relayed by a participant described her 
friend, a local Mayor who “would stay up till three or four in the morning doing 
local council work, only for people to just send missives of abuse and abusive 
manifestos. I was shocked, and surprised that it was always gendered.”
Other participant examples of abusive and gendered social media messages 
and comments included:

• “Fuck off you stupid bitch”
• “Nosy bitch”
• “Menopausal old prune”
• “Fuck off you old cunt, self-important witch, head like a dropped pie”

These comments are clearly intended to intimidate and belittle the target. 
Other distressing stories included a local councillor being harassed for asking 
her harasser to stop abusing her:

 
[He] actually shared [a post] all over Facebook, and encouraged 
people to have a go at me and said that I was weak. And that I 
shouldn’t be asking him to stop. 
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In this example, the participant described having her messages requesting 
the harassment to stop made public and further abuse encouraged by the 
perpetrator. The participant reported there were no repercussions for this abuse, 
even though it contravened the code of conduct. 

People who work in politics are not thin-skinned. They must be able to respond 
quickly and decisively to critique and fierce debate. Importantly though, they 
need to also remain compassionate and considerate of their colleagues and the 
public, even if they don’t always share the same views. 

Some interviewees told us they felt as though they needed to change aspects of 
their personalities to “succeed” in politics. Coping with personal, misogynistic or 
hateful messages required an array of coping mechanisms. One local councillor 
described the challenges of trying to get on with the job while also bearing the 
brunt of unacceptable behaviour.

 
Some Councillors I’ve talked to have said, “well, you have to be like 
a turtle, and you have a really hard shell on the back. And then you 
keep a soft heart.” And that’s a lovely poetic way of saying it, but at 
the same time, you’re still developing a shield against having true 
empathy for what’s going on around you, because you’re a target for 
attack. And, potentially, I can see over the year that I’ve started to be a 
lot more dismissive about the things which, earlier in the year, I would 
have given a lot more empathy and sympathy for just because you 
get hardened, I suppose. And that’s a tragic thing. 

Some women told us that they felt like they needed to avoid being perceived 
as too feminine to ensure they were not targeted for not being tough or “thick 
skinned” enough. This could then leave them feeling like they needed to change 
who they were, what they were concerned about or how they conducted 
themselves. 

This section has outlined how gendered cyberhate has become expected 
and normalised within politics using examples from interviews. The stories 
and examples from participants show that gendered online harassment 
is intimidating, belittling and exhausting. While it might be considered an 
expectation or a norm, it certainly isn’t acceptable. The next section outlines 
how gendered cyberhate and online harassment is affecting democracy, which 
can lead to poor outcomes for communities and constituents.
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2.  Gendered cyberhate is damaging 
democracy

Gendered online abuse and harassment damages democracy in many ways, 
but two are discussed here. The first is that an effective democracy requires a 
diversity of voices and experiences, which is being threatened by perpetrators 
of gendered cyberhate. The second way gendered cyberhate is anti-democratic 
is that gendered online abuse enables less violent yet still sexist commentary 
about women and gender diverse people. These two effects were borne out by 
evidence from interviews. 

 
When you want good women from the community, or good diverse 
candidates, not just women; the toxic culture that exists at council 
within councils themselves, and online towards women scares away 
any decent candidates wanting to run for council. 

Participants consistently suggested that gender norms and expectations, 
often expressed through online misogyny, affect who is considered welcome 
in politics. The evidence from the interviews in this research demonstrate that 
many women and gender diverse people in politics are regularly facing sexist 
criticism about their abilities and competencies, which limits who is considered 
“able” to work in politics. As one participant poignantly put it, 

 
The worst one, and this sounds really silly, but the thing that has 
offended me the most of all the trolling was somebody called me 
a ‘silly little girl’ online. I would much rather be sworn at. There was 
something in that, to me, that is so hostile. It’s subtle because it’s 
refusing to acknowledge that I’m a grown woman. 

Sexist remarks make it challenging for women and gender diverse people to 
feel comfortable at work. Despite their resilience, online harassment affects 
the mental and emotional wellbeing of people working in politics and their 
appetite for continuing or furthering their careers. It is certainly important to be 
able to withstand political criticism and debate, however, personal attacks on 
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someone’s competence based on their gender or identity put democracy at risk. 
Misogynistic criticism is anti-democratic because it reduces policy differences to 
abusive arguments or name-calling.

There are also pernicious, exhausting effects of gendered cyberhate. 
Interviewees described losing confidence as a result of sustained 
undermining and personal criticism online. Some interviewees described 
how both their colleagues and political opponents deployed online 
newspapers, radio and TV to undermine them through spreading rumours 
and false information. Others described websites being set up to slut 
shame, intimidate and harass them. Many interviewees also described 
harassment that was sexist, but not necessarily violent such as questioning 
whether a woman was able to fulf il all her work commitments after having 
children. The same questions were almost certainly not being asked of their 
male colleagues.

There is a certain amount of gendered discrimination and harassment 
that comes from what one participant called “constant complainers” who 
criticise, antagonise and irritate their political counterparts. Interviewees 
suggested this behaviour is intended to maintain the status quo in politics 
by keeping it “pale, stale and male”, which ultimately fails society at large. 
Although it is vitally important that more women and gender diverse people 
run for political office, there is more that needs to be done to keep them safe. 

Society will benefit from systemic and structural change to political 
workplace cultures to reinforce alternative ways of being a politician and 
doing politics. These changes would ensure better communication between 
politicians and constituents and create a better future. Achieving this 
requires a raft of changes, some of which are beyond the scope of this report. 
This is a bigger issue than a few bad apples trolling and violently harassing 
women and gender diverse people online, it is about the nature of who feels 
they belong in politics and what they can achieve once they get there. 

This section has outlined the second major theme and finding from the 
research, that gendered cyberhate is anti-democratic because it places 
personalities before principles and enables misogynistic abuse. Diverse 
voices, including women and gender diverse people, are essential for a 
functioning democracy. Representatives need to be able to withstand debate 
and critique, but by attacking people and not policies, it ensures that politics 
remains lacking in diversity. Changing this status quo requires a concerted 
effort from everyone working in politics to hold perpetrators of gendered 
cyberhate to account and ensure the online wellbeing of staff. 
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What can be done?
Over half of the politicians and staffers interviewed said they didn’t think online 
abuse was taken seriously enough, either by their workplace or by society 
generally. Workplaces need to take effective action when politicians and staffers 
experience online abuse. Interviewees’ experiences show that the problem of 
online abuse and harassment is rife across all levels of politics. 

There are some straight-forward actions that can be taken to address gendered 
online abuse in politics, and these actions can be implemented quickly. Some 
of the measures outlined below may not completely prevent gendered online 
violence from occurring, but they can mitigate the effects and provide some 
pathways for effectively managing the burden of gendered cyberhate. 
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Political workplaces should 
take responsibility

Political workplaces are varied, ranging from major political parties working at 
a national level, to local councils in regional areas coping with hyperlocal issues. 
In this report, political workplaces are grouped together because everyone who 
works in politics, whether as a staffer, a councillor, an elected state Minister, or 
a worker within a party, has rights and responsibilities online. A distinction is 
made between workplaces and employers because these may not be the same 
for everyone working in politics. For instance, workers might be employed by a 
party or government office but practically their reporting lines can be different. 
This can make the responsibilities of employers and workplaces complex for 
certain workers. GEN VIC highly recommends speaking with the Community 
and Public Services Union (CPSU) about individual cases. 

Political workplaces in Australia are currently facing intense scrutiny around 
their treatment of women and other marginalised people both internally and 
externally (see AHRC, 2021 and Majumdar, 2021). One of the biggest issues 
discussed by interviewees was the prevalence of personal online attacks from 
people within their own party or workplace. One method to address this is 
with the introduction of Codes of Conduct for all political workplaces. Multi-
partisan support for such a measure would reinforce the idea that harassment 
of any kind, whether or not they are members of the same party or workplace, 
is not acceptable anywhere in politics. As one participant said, however, “if you 
don’t think it’s going to be taken seriously, why would you bother reporting it?” 
Therefore, for a Code of Conduct to be effective, there must also be effective 
support and reporting mechanisms that are confidential and reliable. 

At present, all the major parties have Codes of Conduct that cover online speech 
and behaviour: the Greens,1 Australian Labor Party,2 the Liberal Party3. There 
are other state-level guidelines across the country that are intended to govern 
online behaviour. There are also several Victorian councils that have developed 

1   https://greens.org.au/sites/greens.org.au/files/VIC%20Code%20of%20conduct.pdf 
2   https://www.alp.org.au/media/2349/alp-national-code-of-conduct.pdf
3   https://cdn.liberal.org.au/pdf/National%20Code%20of%20Conduct%202019.pdf 
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Codes of Conduct for their councillors. Despite all these good intentions 
however, it is clear that these guidelines are not always being adhered to. To 
address this discrepancy, this report makes seven recommendations. The first 
group of four recommendations are to ensure parties and workplaces are 
creating safer online spaces for women and gender diverse people: 

1. Collective not individual responsibility.  
Workplaces need to prepare their staff, volunteers, and candidates 
for the potential of online harassment and abuse. Being prepared 
means everyone takes responsibility for addressing online abuse. 
This can be achieved by taking a whole-of-organisation approach 
to online abuse and harassment. A whole-of-organisation approach 
would address systemic and structural sexism in the political 
workplace, such as workplace cultures that promote and valorise 
hegemonic masculinity, combativeness and adversarial approaches, 
and a lack of women and gender diverse people in leadership 
positions. Such an approach means the whole organisation aims to 
become gender-equitable, which will then prepare the workforce 
for dealing with gendered online harassment.

 

2. Mandatory training & development.  
Candidates, politicians, councillors and their staff should undertake 
online safety and respect at work training, also covering vicarious 
trauma. Training would remind workers that online abuse and 
harassment is not an acceptable aspect of political life that 
the individual needs to manage. Initial training should outline 
what online abuse is; the detrimental effects of online abuse 
on democracy, mental and emotional wellbeing; and how to 
report online harassment and abuse to the police and eSafety 
Commissioner. Further training and development should equip 
political staff with knowledge of their legal options when facing 
online harassment and abuse; address the root causes of online 
abuse, such as living in a patriarchal society; and provide workshops 
on how to maintain digital safety and security. 
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3. Complaint & support mechanisms.  
Complaint mechanisms need to centre the target of online abuse 
or those who are responsible for reading or listening to it. Everyone 
who works for a political workplace needs to have confidence that 
their complaint will be dealt with fairly and transparently. Managers 
and senior staff can help alleviate the stress from workers by taking 
responsibility for the wellbeing of their staff, especially those on 
the frontlines of campaigns and who may be more likely to receive 
direct phone or internet abuse. Receiving abuse while being part of 
a campaign cannot be considered just “par for the course” and must 
be dealt with sensitively. However, the complexity of some political 
employment situations means individuals may need specific personal 
advice, such as that available through the CPSU. 

4. Accountability.  
Political workplaces need to hold their own members and staff 
accountable for wrongdoing. Perpetrators of online abuse should face 
appropriate consequences for their actions, such as being required 
to publicly take responsibility for online abuse and committing to 
changing their behaviour.

 
Implementing these measures may mean political parties see a reduction in 
the impact of online harassment on their staff. The measures outlined above 
must be implemented carefully and through a planned approach intended to 
positively change workplace attitudes and behaviours. 

The second group of three recommendations are how workplaces and parties 
can better respond to gendered cyberhate and to prevent online violence 
towards women and gender diverse people:

Workers who are responsible for reading and responding to social media 
comments and messages are trained to manage large scale social media 
pages or groups. This training must include identifying and responding 
to hate speech as well as how to shut down comments on a post in a 
timely way.
    In addition, workers who are responsible for managing social media 

accounts are given appropriate support and offered counselling or leave if 
in the course of their work, they deal with particularly distressing abuse.

1
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Politicians at all levels (including local government councillors) are 
allocated staff members to assist in dealing with social media and 
communications with constituents.
     Politicians and political employers must complete vicarious trauma 

training to understand the effects of abuse on staffers.

Political workers are allocated non-public work email addresses in addition 
to their public email address to assist with information flow and managing 
communications. This would particularly benefit minor parties, local 
councillors and staffers where they can be easily contacted and harassed 
through a standardised email address. 

Gendered cyberhate in politics is a problem that affects people working at every 
level of political organisations. Online abuse damages democracy because it 
stops those targeted from active participation in public life. It distracts people 
working in politics, including both politicians and staffers, from their goals 
and responsibilities. As one participant from this research put it, “when they’re 
dealing with this shit, they’re not dealing with the job of managing their 
advocacy for constituents.” 

Those targeted with gendered cyberhate must engage at some level with 
violence which is emotionally and mentally damaging and draining. Interviews 
in this research revealed the ways that online harassment contains violence, 
abuse and threats as well as intentional undermining and belittling of targets. 
It is insidious, unacceptable and requires much more to be done to protect 
women and gender diverse people from the experiences and ongoing effects 
of not just the abuse, but the lack of protections. Women and gender diverse 
people working in politics often feel let down by workplaces and systems which 
in a democracy, should not tolerate any level of personal violence.

The recommendations arise from interviews with current and former politicians 
and staffers who have shared their experiences and expertise about what works, 
but also the measures they would like to see implemented that would make 
politics a safer and more equitable place to work. 

3
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Recommendations

Collective not individual responsibility – everyone in the organisation takes 
responsibility for making online spaces safe and respectful.

Mandatory training and development – online safety and respect at work.

Complaint and support mechanisms – robust, transparent and reliable.

Accountability – perpetrators of online abuse held accountable.

Workers who manage social media pages must be trained to coordinate 
large scale social media pages or groups. 

Politicians at all levels should be allocated staff members to assist in 
dealing with social media and communications with constituents.

Political workers should have non-public email addresses in addition to 
their public email addresses to assist with information flow and managing 
communications. 

If we are committed to ensuring everyone feels safe and equal in politics, then it 
is time to take gendered online abuse and harassment seriously. It is imperative 
that we address the systemic and structural basis for gender inequality while 
also working to address its effects within workplaces and in online spaces. 

G E N  V I C
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