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Executive summary

Every day around the world, scientists are being abused
and harassed online. They are being attacked on social
media and by e-mail, telephone, letter and in person.
And their reputations are being smeared with baseless
accusations of misconduct. Sometimes, this escalates to

real-world confrontations and attacks.
(Nogrady 2024)

The harassment of scientists is a complex problem.
In the 21st century, complex problems are often
addressed through written guidance — and indeed,
there is a proliferation of guidance on the harassment
of scientists, at the institutional, national and global
levels. ... detail

Complex problems require

Written guidance on complex problems creates a
new problem. “Complexity requires detail. Detail ... length
requires length. Length requires reading. Reading
requires time and attention. Time and attention
are scarce commodities” (Johnson 2022). Time is
especially scarce in the world of science, where “a
toxic belief that a 50-hour working week is ‘slacking
off’ “ prevails (Woolsten 2017).

... attention.

Yet more awareness of the potential for harassment
among scientists is urgently needed to tackle the
problem effectively (Rosenstock and Lee 2002).

Time is scarce.
To help alleviate the burdens on scientists, we have
shortened, synthesised and simplified the main
types of problems that scientists may face. Our aim is
to present the information in a way that is both easy
to digest and useful, adding practical advice as well as
visuals that allow for text hopping.

The report has two sections, which can be read
independently: .
1. Awareness raising about harassment in science. ... to raise awareness.
2. Questions you might ask, with advice.

The report has been developed primarily for use by scientists, and most examples are drawn from the COVID-19
pandemic. It does not address harassment by state authorities.

G Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential

,
i
T d

g g



Contents

Executive summary

Why and what? Awareness raising about the harassment of scientists
The challenge

The scope of this report

What is harassment?

Recent trends in societal trust in scientists.
Critique versus harassment: how it all starts

Ad hominem and other manipulation tactics
Online harassment of scientists

Harassment beyond the digital realm

Targeted harassment of scientists

Sexual harassment in the workplace of scientists
Awareness raising - Summing up

And now? Questions you might ask, with advice
Making difficult decisions

Do scientists have a responsibility to engage publicly about their work?
Should scientists engage with potentially hostile media outlets?
Should scientists be active on social media despite its risks?

| am being harassed in person. What can | do now?
Do not ignore or cover up harassment

Talk directly to the person involved

Document everything

Talk about the harassment with those you trust

Seek support within your institution

Seek support from a national service

Consider lodging a formal complaint

Escalate, if you have to

| am being harassed online. What can | do now?
Conclusion
References

Authors of the report

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential

S

NO O 00 N N

10

12
14
16
17
18

19
19
20
22
24

27
28
28
28
29
29
30
30
30

31

33

34

40

—

~,
L% |
L d

g



The threats to science

are exceedingly complex
and intertwined. We
propose that the scientific
community increase its
awareness of the existence

of these threats
(Rosenstock and Lee 2002).

For Scientists

Short, Synthesized, Simplified.
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Why and what? Awareness raising about the

harassment of scientists

The challenge

The COVID-19 pandemic catalysed “an unprecedented
escalation in the intensity and frequency of attacks”
on scientists (Nogrady 2024). A Nature survey of 321
scientists revealed widespread harassment during the
pandemic, with 15% of respondents reporting that
they had received death threats (Nogrady 2021). 1

Harassment of scientists is not new, but social media
platforms have made it easier and more visible
to inflict, often manifesting in the form of hate
comments (Egelhofer et al. 2024).

When scientists are harassed, they may endure
physical, verbal or visual abuse, leading to feelings
of discomfort, distress, intimidation or humiliation
(Bloxberg 2024, EUI nd). Harassment is often aimed
at discrediting scientists by undermining their
expertise or even initiating “vexatious lawsuits”
(Dickman and Danks 2012) to silence them.

This report has two main aims.

First, it aims to present the harassment of scientists
in a way that enhances the understanding of all
actors in the research cycle, including the public.
As such, it serves an awareness-raising purpose. It
achieves this through case studies, mostly from the
COVID-19 pandemic, and visually engaging material.

Second, the report highlights questions scientists
might ask about harassment, linking them to advice
and resources. Since there are no simple solutions
to this complex problem, we focus on questions
and related advice, rather than offering specific
recommendations.

We conclude with some thoughts about a science
world that is governed by fairness, respect, care and
honesty.

Physical

Verbal

A4

1 A study by Science (O’Grady 2022) found lower figures, an apparent discrepancy that a UNESCO report attributed to the respondents chosen.
Nature had surveyed researchers with significant media coverage and those on a COVID-19 media list. Science had surveyed researchers who
had published on COVID-19 whether they had received media coverage or not (Gerards, Janneke and Schattevoet 2024, p. 29).

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential

—

~,
N
L d

g



The scope of this report

For this report, we adopt the Science Council’s definition of a scientist: 2

[Slomeone who systematically gathers and uses
research and evidence, to make hypotheses and test

them, to gain and share understanding and knowledge.
(Science Council nd)

The types of harassment we address include internal threats from within the realms of academia and science as
well as external threats from individuals and groups or companies.

Threats to the safety of scientists - where do they come from?

External threats
(from outside of academia/science)
' ! ' Natural disast
. == Natural disasters
Students Staff Hierarchy Ing{\lr\i’gtgls -
= Armed conflict
Groups and i
companies | State-driven
oppression
| 1 Non-availability
- of research
funding

We do not include the potential external threats shown in red text. For further information regarding these
threats, see the broader UNESCO report, The Safety of Scientific Researchers (Gerards and Schattevoet 2024).

2 The term ‘scientific researcher’ is also appropriate, as used in a UNESCO report (Gerards and Schattevoet 2024). We opted for ‘scientist’ due
to ease of reading. We decided against using the term ‘researcher’, as it includes fact finders and data collectors outside the field of science.
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What is harassment?

According to the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health Act, “harassment” refers to repeated and persistent
offensive behaviour or conduct, such as:

e repeated threats e malicious or suggestive comments

e intimidation e persistent, unjustified criticism or sabotage of performance
e belittling or scornful remarks e attacks on personal reputation or professional status

e sexual harassment e systematic exclusion or ostracism

e abuse of authority

Recent trends in societal trust in scientists.

Surveys indicate that trust in science remains relatively strong but varies across regions. A comprehensive
study on trust in scientists, conducted across 68 countries with 71,922 survey respondents, found that trust in
scientists is generally moderately high (Cologna et al. 2025). However, exceptions include Russia and satellite
states like Kazakhstan, where trust levels are lower (ibid.).

Trust in scientists appeared to rise in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the Wellcome
Global Monitor, which monitored trust in science across 113 countries, “people were more likely to express a
high degree of trust in science and scientists in 2020 than they were in 2018” (Wellcome 2020: 3). However,
as the pandemic progressed, trust in science and scientists declined again (Spannagel 2021). For instance,
the Eurobarometer, a European Commission poll, reported a decrease in trust in scientists, national health
authorities and the World Health Organization (ibid.).

Anti-
intellectualism

Science-
related
populism

At the same time, Noélleke et al. (2023) found a rise in science scepticism, anti-intellectualism, science-related
populism and polarisation of opinions regarding scientific issues. They inferred that “scientific claims are
increasingly contested and scientists are accused of being part of the social establishment and targeted just as
are ... journalists and politicians” (ibid.).
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These trends, broadly categorised as anti-science movements, have impacts that extend beyond distrust:
“Perhaps even more worryingly, these movements are also associated with instances of harassment of — and
violence against — scientists” (Gligori¢ et al. 2025).

Critique versus harassment: how it all starts

We are all professional critics,

that's how we got the job in the first place.
Holden Thorp, Editor-in-Chief of Science (AAAS 2024)

The scientific world thrives on critique because science progresses through critical examination and debate.
Scientists constantly question, test and refine ideas —their own and those of others —to improve understanding.
The questioning and analysis of theories and assumptions is essential for deeper insight and discovery. However,
this critique should focus on evidence, arguments and methods.

When criticism shifts from scientific work to personal attacks — whether from fellow scientists or the public —
the first steps towards harassment have been taken.

Aims to Aims to
silence further

opposing scientific
views discourse

In some cases, attacks are carried out in a very subtle and strategic manner.
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Ad hominem and other manipulation tactics

Well-known manipulation tactics can be disguised as critique, while they actually escalate harassment. Critical
thinkers have been trying to expose these deceptive strategies for centuries, but they persist, and became
especially evident during the COVID-19 pandemic. Here are some examples:

Ad hominem

Ad hominem (Latin—against the person)
describes a tactic used to discredit
an argument by attacking the person
presenting it rather than addressing the
argument itself. The use of ad hominem
tactics in court — “When you have
no basis for an argument, abuse the
plaintiff” — has been famously ascribed
to Cicero, who is well known for his
rhetorical attacks on opponents (Kenty

2020).

False dilemmas

A false dilemma, also known as a false
dichotomy or false contrast, presents a
situation as having only two opposing
options, when there are many.

This tactic forces people into either
-or decision making, ignoring possible
middle-ground solutions.

Straw man

A straw man is the misrepresentation of
an argument followed by defeat of the
false version or “straw man”. This tactic
is often used to discredit an opponent
without addressing their real argument,
which would be more difficult to defeat.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential

COVID-19 example

In February 2021, a German scientist
engaged in COVID-19 debates accused
a fellow German scientist of being an
admirer of Mao Zedong and supporter
of the Chinese government, and queried
on Twitter why the latter was part of the
Corona Expertenrat, Germany’s COVID-19
advisory group (Benner 2021). But whether
or not one admires Mao is irrelevant to the
scientific expertise required for such a role;
this was simply a personal (ad hominem)

attack.

COVID-19 example

According to Escandon et al. (2021),

false dilemmas led to “unprecedented

polarization and misinformation around

... [the] COVID-19 pandemic”. The false

dilemmas they identified include:

¢ Protecting health and lives vs. economy
and livelihoods

¢ Indefinite lockdown vs. complete
reopening

¢ Universal masking vs. no masking

COVID-19 example

False dilemmas create ideal opportunities
for constructing straw man arguments.
For instance, somebody who categorically
opposes mask wearing might attack a
supporter of masks by claiming they
endanger the lives of severe asthma
sufferers. This builds a straw man based
on a false dilemma because it ignores
the possibility of exceptions to the mask-
wearing rule.
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Appeal to irrelevant
authority

An appeal to irrelevant authority

happens when someone cites an

authority figure who lacks relevant

expertise in the topic being discussed.
4 This is an attempt to justify a claim via
association with a particular person
rather than by providing robust
evidence.

COVID-19 example

Supporters of mandatory vaccinations
in the UK, for instance, might have cited
the very popular and highly regarded
football coach Jirgen Klopp, who said
that vaccinations should be mandatory
from a moral point of view (Independent
2021). This would constitute an appeal to
irrelevant authority.

These are just a few examples of how reasonable argumentation on scientific topics can be derailed through
manipulation tactics that have been known for centuries. What makes matters worse in the 21st century is the
use of social media platforms for harassment purposes.

Online harassment of scientists

The COVID-19 pandemic represented an
unprecedented setting for the spread of online
misinformation, manipulation, and abuse, with the

potential to cause dramatic real-world consequences.
(Ferrara et al. 2020)

There are various degrees of online harassment, ranging from incivility (Ashley et al. 2014) to cyberaggression
(Lo Moro 2023 et al.), cyberbullying and cyberhate (Bedrosova 2022). For some types, new terms have been
introduced, such as doxxing/doxing. Below are examples from the COVID-19 pandemic of some of the most
well-known forms of online harassment.

*1@%

Incivility

Incivility in online communications can
be described as antisocial behaviour.
It includes name-calling, insulting
language and mockery (Anderson et al.
2018).

COVID-19 example

Godwin’s law, named after its formulator,
Mike Godwin, states that “as an online
discussion grows longer, the probability
of a comparison involving Nazis or Hitler
approaches ... one” (Cinelli et al. 2021). A
notable example of this occurred when a
news presenter likened a US government
scientist to “an even shorter version of
Benito Mussolini” (O’Grady 2022).
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Unwarranted

discreditation

Discreditation  entails attacks on
professional capabilities or allegations
of dishonesty (O’Grady 2022). When
they are knowingly unwarranted, they
constitute harassment.

Flaming

Flaming, sometimes called roasting,
is a term used to describe a range of
online behaviours that involve hostile
intentions to create harm, often through
insults or obscenities (Alonzo and Aiken
2004).

Dox(x)ing

Doxxing refers to the act of releasing
private information online against
an individual’s wishes, typically with
malicious intent (Anderson and Wood
2021).

Cyberbullying

Cyberbullying involves an intent
to harm, often exploiting a power
imbalance (Bedrosova et al. 2022). It is
also characterised by repeated attacks
(Celuch et al. 2022).

Cyberhate

Cyberhate or online hate targets
individuals or specific groups, with the
intention of devaluing the collective
identity (Blaya, 2019; Celuch et al. 2022)

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential

COVID-19 example

When scientists wrongfully accuse other
scientists of misconduct, the case is usually
resolved without making it public (Resnik
and Stewart 2012). However, out of 510
COVID-19 researchers surveyed by Science,
14.5% (n=74) reported experiencing
allegations of dishonesty or corruption
(O’Grady 2022).

COVID-19 example

The coining of the term ‘COVIDiots’ for
those who disregarded government advice
inflamed the debate around issues such as
masks and vaccines (Chu et al. 2021).

COVID-19 example

“After advocating for masking in our local
schools, photographs were taken without
my consent at an outdoor pool setting of
myself in my bathing suit and my daughter
in just a diaper. These were posted all over
social media” (survey respondent reported
in Royan et al. 2023).

COVID-19 example

Unfavourable results from a chloroquine
clinical trial led to death threats and
animosity towards scientists in Brazil.
The principal investigator of a study who
received death threats through social
media was obliged to request police
protection, which had to be retained for
more than two weeks (Ektorp 2020).

COVID-19 example

Initial descriptions of COVID-19 as the
‘Chinese virus’ led to a dramatic increase in
online attacks targeting individuals of Asian
descent; “anti-Asian hate speech on Twitter
rose 900% in the wake of the coronavirus
outbreak” (Costello et al. 2021).




The extent to which online channels have aggravated harassment for scientists, by expanding the sheer
volume of attacks, is well illustrated by this quote from climate scientist

Katharine Hayhoe (Levy 2023).

It used to be that | would receive that hate via letters
or emails, or phone calls, or official complaints to my
university. And those certainly still arrive. But now
the deluge of hundreds of hateful comments in a
single day that the internet facilitates, whether it is on
witter, or LinkedIn, or Facebook, or even Instagram,
the volume is just 100 times more than it would be
without the Internet.

Harassment of scientists can also take place outside
the digital realm.

Harassment beyond the digital realm

A well-known example of harassment beyond the
digital realm involved microbiologist Elisabeth
Bik after she publicly noted irregularities in the
infamous hydroxychloroquine study (Bompart 2025).
Bik highlighted well-founded concerns about Didier
Raoult’s hydroxychloroquine study, but the interaction
escalated to legal action. Bik’s legitimate critique was
misrepresented as a personal attack. In 2021, Raoult
filed a case against Bik (Davey 2021), which was
dismissed. The prosecutor found that Bik had no case
to answer (Chawla 2024).

https://prepared-project.eu/wp-content/
uploads/2025/04/D-Raoult-and-hydroxychloroquine.pdf

Filing legal cases without good cause is more common
than one might think. A “vexatious” or “frivolous”
lawsuit is a malicious legal action intended to harass
an adversary. Other expressions used in this context
are “querulous behaviour” and “hyperlitigious
litigants” (Coffey et al. 2017). Among scientists,
climate scientists are often the primary targets.

https://prepared-project.eu/harassment/

Today'’s climate scientists have a lot more to worry
about than peer review. Organizations with perverse
financial incentives harass scientists with lawsuit after
lawsuit, obstructing research and seeking to embarrass

them with disclosures of private information.
(Kurtz 2016)
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These lawsuits:

“are meritless defamation or damages actions designed to intimidate and punish scientists and others for
speaking in opposition to commercial interests. Such cases are well known and appear frequently in some
jurisdictions but are not regularly discussed in scientific circles”. (Dickman and Danks 2012)

There are various forms of non-digital harassment. Below are examples of the main forms of this kind of
harassment of scientists.

' In-person incivility COVID-19 example
\ ® , In-person incivility takes the form of In 2024, two people were convicted of
* * antisocial behaviour — such as name- insulting a prominent German virologist.
calling, insulting language or mockery During the pandemic, when all three
— that occurs face-to-face rather than were holidaying at the same campsite,
online. they called him a “mass murderer” and

“criminal” (NDR news 2024). The virologist
had been one of the German government’s
chief COVID-19 advisors.

Stalking COVID-19 example

“Stalking is broadly defined as a pattern of | was “stalked at lectures across the country,
repeated, unwanted intrusive behaviours and physically assaulted twice” (Royan
imposed by one person upon another, et al. 2023, quoting a scientist describing
which evokes fear or significant distress harassment during the pandemic).

in the target(s)” (Parkhill et al. 2022).

Vexatious freedom of Example

information requests In 2011, Nobel Peace Prize recipient
To promote transparency, members of Jonathan Overpeck was asked to provide
the public, in most democracies, can 13 years of emails and other documents
request access to information from to an organisation that aims to tackle
public authorities. This useful law is “climate alarmism” (CSLDF 2015) related to
“increasingly being used to harass the “alleged” climate crisis (Polsky 2018).
and intimidate scientists and other It took Overpeck six weeks to review all
academic researchers, or to disrupt and relevant emails (CSLDF 2015).

delay their work” (Halpern 2015).

SLAPP or vexatious COVID-19 example
lawsuits The case brought by Raoult against
Strategic  lawsuits against  public Elizabeth Bik for her reasonable criticism of
participation (SLAPPs, Hanna 2024) the hydroxychloroquine study (see above)
refer to “meritless defamation or was dismissed as being without merit.

damages actions designed to intimidate
and punish scientists” (Dickman and
Danks 2012).
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Physical attacks

Physical attacks on scientists are chiefly
associated with climate scientists.
For instance, in November 2020,
environmental biologist Lucas Ferrante
was attacked by a man who said he
“needed to shut up” and attacked him
with a sharp object (Escobar 2021).

Targeted harassment of scientists

COVID-19 example

When Marion Koopmans, a virologist
at Rotterdam’s Erasmus University
Medical Centre, was visiting a museum
in Amsterdam with her family, she was
recognised by people who opposed her
work on COVID-19. “They started really
yelling, banging,” she recalls. “Security
locked the doors” (O’Grady 2022).

Scholars stress the importance of distinguishing between cyberbullying and cyberhate (Bedrosova et al. 2022)
because cyberhate targets entire groups, expressing hatred or prejudice based on specific group characteristics
such as ethnicity, religion or sexual orientation. Even when the cyberhate targets individuals, it can stillundermine
the group they represent, potentially devaluing the collective (Blaya 2019, Celuch et al. 2022).

Harassment is typically highly gendered. Women, non-
binary individuals and members of sexual minorities are
significantly more likely to encounter insults targeting
their sexuality and appearance than heterosexual men
(Golden 2019). This pattern is consistent across various
settings, including both academic and professional
environments. Transgender individuals in particular
encounter more harassment and mental health
challenges than their non-trans counterparts (Turney
et al. 2020). Furthermore, transgender people are
frequently targeted by hate crimes and discriminatory
laws (Perry and Franey, 2017).

In the field of academic medicine, there is a notable
prevalence of sexual harassment, cyber incivility and a
negative organisational climate. In their roles as female
professors of medicine, Samer et al. (2021) have faced
threats in varying degrees, including violent defamatory
statements, stalking and misogynistic or gender-based
attacks. These incidents were exclusively linked to their
public media interventions, where they attempted to
provide evidence-based explanations regarding the
effectiveness and safety of hydroxychloroquine in
treating and preventing COVID-19.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential




Sexual harassment in the workplace of scientists

A UNESCO-published report by Gerards and Schattevoet (2024) summarized disturbing figures about sexual
harassment in the world of science. In particular, they presented the results of two recent surveys:

. e survey involved 5,184 scientists from countries and generated the

1. IPSOS/ Th involved 5,184 scientists from 117 ies and d th
L'Oréal following findings:

Foundation e “84 percent of women researchers have been victims of sexism during their
(2023) careers”.

e “Almost one in two women researchers had experienced various kinds of sexual
harassment, ranging from being addressed inappropriately or insultingly to
unwanted touching and sexual blackmailing”.

e 9% of those surveyed noted that they had left a position or changed to another
institution because of sexual harassment.

e “57 percent felt uncomfortable at work, 30 percent felt vulnerable at work and
22 percent felt anxious”.

2. UniSAFE The survey involved 42,186 respondents in Europe and generated the following

survey findings:
(Lipinsky et al ® 62% of survey respondents indicated that they had experienced gender-based

2022) violence.

® “Non-binary people face the most risks”.

® “Only 13 percent of those who had experienced gender-based violence actually
reported it”.

e “40 percent of researchers who experienced gender-based violence considered
leaving academia”.

This section of our report, which aims to raise awareness of the harassment of scientists, has described an
unacceptable situation that not only jeopardises the health and wellbeing of scientists, but also endangers
the freedom of expression that is crucial to the advancement of science. Importantly, attacks on scientists
can also foster an atmosphere of hostility that in turn undermines public trust in science. In November 2024,
The Washington Post (2024) headlined a report: “Trust in science hasn’t fully recovered from pandemic
controversies”. This reflects the initial increase of trust in scientists during the pandemic, and the later decline
of that trust (Spannagel 2021).

One of the causes of this decrease may be that the “messiness” of science, which is usually confined to debates
in academic papers, played out in real time on the public stage. The controversies and changing advice on issues
like mask mandates were often confusing and difficult to comprehend for lay audiences.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential I’\‘




Awareness raising - summing up

As we conclude the awareness-raising section, we suggest that you watch three video clips from Stand Up for
Free Science, a 2024 initiative of the Munich Science Communication Lab and Scicomm-Support
(https://standup.mscl.de/).

https://www.youtube.com/ https://www.youtube.com/ https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0AMUL5mPeuo watch?v=SRgqqZiHCxU watch?v=FK1-IMI3wXE
"\‘ Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential
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And now? Questions you might ask, with advice

Making difficult decisions

Science denial, doubt, and resistance have been
persistent and growing ... At no time, however, have the
consequences been as deadly as in 2020, with a global

pandemic ravaging the world’s population, spreading
rapidly when unchecked, fuelled by denial of its

lethality and the steps needed to contain it.
(Sinatra and Hofer 2021.: ix)

Science denial can kill (Lewandowsky 2013). This raises serious dilemmas for scientists. On the one hand,
opportunities for reasonable public discussion are becoming rarer in a “post-truth” and “fake news” world
(Lewandowsky 2019), while the likelihood of harassment is increasing (Nogrady 2024). On the other hand,
scientists’ insights are needed now, more than ever, to help tackle humanity’s challenges (Fuentes 2024).

What do you do, as a scientist, in a world where you might not encounter a fair reception when you
communicate research results? There is also the impact dilemma for scientists. For instance, in the UK (UKRI
nd), Australia (ARC nd) and the European Union (Enspire nd), research funding is partly distributed according to
impact goals, which cannot be realised unless results are communicated.

Additionally, not all scientists face an equal risk of harassment. Certain research areas attract more harassment
than others, in particular climate science (Caballero 2025) and COVID-19 research (O’Grady 2022). And certain
scientists are disproportionately targeted, including women scientists (Gerards and Schattevoet 2024), scientists

from ethnic minorities (Jagsi et al. 2023) and scientists from the LGBTQ+ community (Langin 2021; Else 2021;
Levy 2023a).
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While the following three questions are relevant to all scientists, they may be of particular relevance to groups
whose risks of harassment are high. For each question we highlight some of the main factors that need to be

considered.

Do scientists have a responsibility to engage publicly about their work?

Yes, because ...

A sizeable proportion of scientific research is publicly
funded. Engagement is vital to ensuring that science
is accessible to all, including those who may have
funded it through their taxes.

Misinformation can be dangerous, even life-
threatening. When scientists do not speak up,
misinformation and pseudoscience can fill the void.

Some scientists hold responsibility by virtue of their
particular roles, for instance as members of expert
committees, government advisors or institutional
spokespersons.

Engagement informs public narratives, correcting
misinformation and helping people make informed
decisions.

However...

Public engagement can lead to harassment,
humiliation, burnout or reputational risks — especially
for certain groups like women, members of ethnic
minorities, LGBTQ+ individuals and early-career
researchers.

Scientists are not generally trained or equipped
for roles as fighters against misinformation and
pseudoscience.

The burden of responsibility should not rest on
individuals alone. Institutions, funders, universities,
media platforms and governments need to share the
load in dealing with anti-science movements.

Some scientists are better communicators than
others. Poor engagement can be counterproductive
for all involved.

While scientists do have an obligation to engage publicly, this is a shared responsibility that should not rest

solely on the shoulders of individuals.
—
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Rather than it being the responsibility of every single
scientist to be an active and effective communicator,

the interface with the public and policymakers is a
communal responsibility and decisions about the means
of communication of those scientists who engage in
such communication should be guided by criteria that
ensure that competent, if not gifted, communicators are
in the vanguard of such work.

(Reddy 2021)

To this end, your institution might offer media training or even assign trained scientific communicators to

support you.

Media training

Media training can help scientists to:

e communicate their research results to non-
specialists clearly and engagingly

e gain confidence when engaging with the media

e avoid common mistakes in media encounters.

Your institution may offer training, and there are
also free courses available online. An example:
Understanding the media: A starter guide for
scientists.

Helpful resources

Watch: Scientists Under Siege: Addressing Researcher
Harassment https://youtu.be/ydKG8ppfpFw

Speakers are Rebekah Tromble, Associate Professor
in the School of Media and Public Affairs, George
Washington University, who specialises in media
communication, and Holden Thorp, Editor-in-Chief
of Science.

Trained communicators

Scientific communicators are trained in both science
and communication. They can act as a bridge between
scientists and the target audience through media
including science writing and journalism, or public
engagement and public speaking.

Professional science communicators undergo in-
depth training, but there are also courses online that
may be helpful for scientists. An example: Nature
Masterclasses, Effective Science Communication.

In the discussion, Rebekah Tromble refers to the Researcher Support Consortium, which has compiled the
resources and guidance offered on the website https://researchersupport.org/. The resources include:

e a detailed toolkit for institutions supporting researchers: https://researchersupport.org/resources/
e support for researchers under attack: https://researchersupport.org/researchers-mitigate-risk-and-cope-

during-an-attack/.
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Should scientists engage with potentially
hostile media outlets?

AQ

Scientists are not guaranteed respect by virtue of their qualifications: “Unfortunately, many people perceive
scientists, who are supposed to be the original source of scientific information, as lacking credibility” (Philipp-
Muller et al. 2022). Scientists who engage with hostile media outlets expose themselves to high risks; many
who have spoken publicly have suffered attacks on their credibility or reputation (Owens 2022). Against this
backdrop, it is vital for scientists who are invited to appear on or be interviewed for a news outlet known for

anti-science attitudes to weigh the benefits and risks carefully.

Should scientists engage with potentially hostile media outlets?

Yes, because ...

Engagement outside the scientist’s “comfort zone”
may be needed if science is to reach new audiences,
and may help educate and inform those who are not
generally exposed to science.

Engagement can help to foster trust in science and
counter false narratives. Refusing engagement does
not prevent misinformation, but just means that the
narrative is shaped without the scientist’s input.

A scientist who takes time to prepare (including
media training) has a better chance of controlling the
narrative. Calm, confident and clear communication
can make a strong impact.

Debate may bring to light common myths that can
then be publicly corrected with evidence-informed
responses.

-,

However ...

It may be a setup. Sometimes scientists are invited
purely to be discredited, provoked or humiliated.
Even where a scientist communicates well, selective
editing may be used to misrepresent or misquote the
discussion or to frame it negatively.

There may be personal costs. An appearance
on a hostile outlet might expose the scientist to
harassment, mental strain or safety risks.

Even the most thorough preparation can be in vain
when engaging with people who play by different rules.
Anti-science arguments often rely on misinformation,
emotional manipulation or rhetorical tricks instead of
logic and sound evidence.

Engaging in debate with anti-scientists can lend their
views an air of respectability. Also, appearing in a
forum known for scientific disinformation can damage
a scientist’s credibility.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential
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PONDER PREPARE PRACTICE PROTECT

Engagement with hostile media is not for the inexperienced communicator. It may lead to benefits, but the risks
are great. Before deciding whether or not to engage, scientists should ask themselves:

e Will this be a genuine exchange or is it a setup?

e Who are the audience? Is it worth the risks?

@ Do | have the right media and communications training?

e Do | have enough support in place from my institution and colleagues?
e Will it be live or edited? Do | have any control over the editing?

e Am | emotionally and professionally prepared for any challenges?

e Do | have sufficient time and opportunity to practise before the event so that | can refine and rehearse the
messages | want to deliver?

e Do | have adequate digital protections in place to mitigate any online backlash?

If you decide to engage with potentially hostile media, it might also help to look at hints and tips on how to deal
with them, for instance:

@ Training for the toughest interviews: 4 tips for handling hostile reporters — It’s not always sunshine and roses

@ How to Nail a Hostile Media Interview

® How to answer hostile or negative guestions from a journalist

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential ';\‘
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Should scientists be active on social media
despite its risks?

Scientists aren’t always the best at communicating their
findings in a way that resonates with lay audiences, and
in the modern era they now find themselves up against
a sophisticated disinformation machine finely tuned to

strike a chord with specific audiences.
(Lee 2023)

— %
o<
—

O

This report has described the types of harassment that scientists face, often delivered through social media.
Social media “can enhance connection, increase self-esteem, and improve a sense of belonging. But it can also
lead to tremendous stress, pressure to compare oneself to others, and increased sadness and isolation” (Zsila
and Reyes 2023). Decisions about whether to use social media as a platform for sharing science information
therefore need to be well thought through.

Should scientists be active on social media despite its risks?

Yes, because ... However ...

Scientists can share information about their work in ~ Posts can be taken out of context, manipulated,
their own words, without filters or misinterpretation  misinterpreted or misused.
by intermediaries.

The speed with which people can respond on social  Social media algorithms can create “echo chambers”
media means that misinformation can be corrected in which users only see content that serves to confirm

rapidly. their existing beliefs and biases.
"\‘ Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential
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Yes, because ...

Direct and frequent engagement may help to
demystify the research process and promote trust in
science.

Social media platforms can facilitate connections
among people with shared interests or backgrounds,
fostering communities and debate, and enriching
good science.

When scientists are seen as “real people” rather than
an untrustworthy collective, science becomes more
relatable and accessible.

Social media platforms potentially give scientists
access to millions of people who would otherwise not
engage with science.

However...

Staying active and vigilant on social media can take up
time and energy that the scientist could rather have
devoted to more fruitful activities.

Scientists, especially women, members of ethnic
minorities and LGBTQ+ individuals, may face
coordinated and targeted attacks, with both personal
and professional consequences.

Social media users’ personal information, from their
location to their opinions, can be collected and used
without their consent.

When scientists post on the very platforms that allow
the spread of misinformation, this can be seen as
legitimising those platforms.

Decisions on using particular social media platforms can be controversial, especially when a given platform is
known to permit the dissemination of fake news. Some people elect only to use platforms that reflect certain
values: “We have to consciously build the kind of online spaces and communities that reflect human values at
their best” (Westenberg 2023).

Whatever social media platforms scientists use, or plan to use, they would be well advised to take advice on
how to increase their digital safety.

We recommend “Online harassment: a toolkit for protecting yourself from abuse”, a Career Feature in Nature
(Nogrady 2022), which offers the following advice:

e Set up two-factor authentication on as many of your online accounts as possible: social media, finance,
cloud services and so on.

e Use a password manager to create strong passwords for your accounts.
e Check the direct-messaging settings for your social media accounts and limit who can reach you.
e Get a friend to review what the general public can see on your social media accounts.

e Do a search to see what personal information (such as your address, telephone number, email address) is
available online, or pay a data broker removal service to find and remove this information.

e Ask your institution to remove your contact details from its website.

e Review and make use of social media safety options, such as muting and blocking certain accounts,
reporting abusive accounts, turning off comments on your posts, preventing others from tagging you and
removing yourself from conversation threads.

e Don’t repost or share abusive messages or posts.

e Don'’t be afraid to step away and log off to look after your mental health.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential I;\‘
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What if you are
experiencing
harassment now?




| am being harassed in person.
What can | do now?

Facing harassment is always distressing, but taking timely and informed action can make a big difference. The
first step is to seek advice from your institution, if that is available. To complement institution-specific advice,
we present here a short guide on how to respond to in-person harassment. We include suggestions from four

continents on what to do when you experience harassment.1

The guide offers practical advice, and should not be construed as legal advice.

When your safety is threatened, contact the police.
Always get away from threatening environments.

1 Sources are available on request from the first author. Because they had to be heavily summarised and synthesised for this report, and most
were not in English, the sources are not listed here.
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Do not ignore or cover up harassment

You may prefer to downplay any harassment you experience, thinking that
this is the best way to protect your mental health (Offer et al. 2023)
or your job and career (Engel 2017). However,

Do not ignore the negative feelings the harassment causes.

Listen to your instincts if you suspect inappropriate behaviour.
Do not blame yourself.

Remember that silence protects the perpetrators.

As long as you do not ignore harassment, you will be helping yourself and others.

Talk directly to the person involved

Try to talk directly to the person involved, as early as possible.

e Do not tolerate inappropriate actions.

e Tell them, calmly and clearly, why their behaviour is inappropriate. /
e Give specific examples and respectfully ask them to stop.

e Express your expectations of respectful conduct going forward.

“I felt uncomfortable when you said ... | would appreciate it if you didn’t speak to me that way again.”

Document everything

Keep a detailed note of any incidents of harassment. “Often our memories

/
are the only evidence we have of what happened” (Julia Shaw, TED London, 2018). %%

e Record dates, times, locations, people involved and descriptions of each incident.
e Include names of witnesses and your response to each event.
e Listen to this excellent TED Talk on the topic for further insights

into the importance of documenting experiences.

Keeping a log will support your credibility if the issue escalates and has to be reported formally.

"\\ Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential
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Talk about the harassment with those you trust

Friends, family and especially trusted colleagues can offer valuable support.
Do not try to carry the burden alone.

e Those you trust will understand the burden you are carrying better
if you spell it out to them. They might have noticed a change in your
behaviour and may be worried.

e While it may be upsetting for you to relive your experience, it will
allow people you know and trust to give you helpful advice.

e You might want to make clear to them that you need the
information you share kept confidential.

Peer support can be a key emotional resource in difficult situations.

Krutika Kuppalli in a Nature podcast:

“l didn't get a lot of support from my institution ...

| developed remote relationships with people, and |
think we all tried to help support each other during this
time, which was really helpful, and we tried to share
how we dealt with different experiences.”

Seek support within your institution

In addition to seeking your line manager’s or supervisor’s help, find out
whether your institution has specific support services. “Don’t suffer on
your own. There are many people who have had similar experiences
that could give you advice, colleagues that could support you and
organisations that can help” (Science Media Centre 2019).

e Find out what support is available: for instance,
emergency phone numbers, occupational health sessions,
self-referral to mental health services.

Use the services that are available in your workplace. They are likely to offer expert help.
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Seek support from a national service

Some countries offer help at national level that can be accessed
by any scientist working in the country. Here are three examples:

e In the Netherlands, scientists can report an incident online

or ring an emergency number.
e In the United Kingdom, the Royal Society for Chemistry runs a

bullying and harassment support line for those working in the chemical sciences.
e In Germany, a hotline open from 07:00 to 22:00 every day of the year

serves scientists and science communicators affected by harassment.

If you work in a country that offers support nationally, you can benefit from that help too.

Consider lodging a formal complaint

If the harassment cannot be resolved readily, you can lodge a formal complaint.

e Find out from your line manager, supervisor or colleagues in human
resources departments how to lodge a formal complaint.

Involve union representatives, where appropriate.

Use official complaint forms or anonymous reporting tools, if available.
Request written acknowledgment of the complaint and a timeline for resolution.
Follow up in writing and keep a copy of all correspondence.

Especially for sexual harassment, “reporting rates in academe are generally low” (Aguilar and Baek 2020),
and as a consequence the negative effects on the entire academic community persist.

Escalate, if you have to

Many countries have authorities or grievance mechanisms, such as
occupational health and safety authorities, that can

be contacted when employers fail to act.

e |If necessary, contact external authorities, remembering that they
normally do not mediate disputes. Their role is to ensure that your
employer adheres to occupational health and safety laws.
e You may also need independent legal advice when the process escalates beyond your institution.

A neutral, outside body might be helpful if all other efforts fail.

—
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| am being harassed online. What can | do now?

The stereotype of an Internet troll has long been

of a lone individual hiding behind anonymity. But

... harassment can come from all levels of society.
Sometimes it comes from other academics, even at the

same institution.
(Nogrady 2024)

Most of the points made above about in-person harassment also apply to online harassment.

e Do notignore or conceal harassment.

e Document everything (e.g. by taking screenshots), or ask somebody else to do it for you.
e Talk about the harassment with those you trust.

e Seek support within your institution, e.g. especially from the communication department.
e Seek support from a national service.

The advice we summarised about online safety in the “Making Difficult Decisions” section is designed to help
prevent harassment. The following additional hints and tips for those who are experiencing online harassment
are drawn from sources across four continents.

Respond e Use your own media resources (e.g. a university blog) to respond
to any valid criticisms your work might have received.

e Avoid hasty, impulsive responses.

e Take time to think about whether you need to reply to
unreasonable criticism.

e Avoid direct engagement with unknown online harassers — for
example, do not respond to ad hominem (personal) attacks from
them.

Do not delete abusive emails. Store them securely so they can be
retrieved.

@ Remove your personal contact information from publicly
available sites.

Block or mute harassers.

Deactivate the comment function.

Report attacks to the platform and to your institution.

Use online tools such as www.troll-busters.com or
https://www.onlinesos.org/ to report harassment and find
support.

Stop and report
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Practise self-care ® Ask trusted friends to monitor responses in social media instead

of doing it yourself.
' e Seek counselling support.

—
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Ultimately, you need to prioritize your well-being ...
If that means stepping away for a short or a long
amount of time, then that's absolutely something

people should do.
(Nicolle White quoted in Nogrady 2022)
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Conclusion

Our world needs science now more than ever ... If
scientific researchers are to fulfil their role, we must

... [create] an enabling environment for scientific
researchers to carry out their work safely, ethically and
responsibly. (rRamos 2024)

Research has shown that exploitative research partnerships are characterised by violations of fairness, respect,
care and honesty (Schroeder et al. 2019). These globally accepted values also cover all research ethics and
integrity challenges during pandemics (Chatfield and Singh 2025). Given the importance of fairness, respect,
care and honesty in ethical research, they can also help us understand the ways in which harassment is wrong.

FairneSS Various forms of harassment (e.g. cyberhate) are criminal offences in most jurisdictions
(Bakalis 2015).

Respect Women, members of ethnic minoritiesand the LGBTQ+ communities are disproportionately
targeted by harassment, the burden of which can lead to mental health issues (Rospenda
et al. 2023) and contribute to chronic physical conditions (Else 2021; Levy 2023a).

Care The impact of harassment can be both severe and long-lasting, ranging from serious
mental health issues (Rospenda et al. 2023) to contributing to chronic physical conditions
(Abdulla et al. 2023).

Honesty The hidden agendasin many cases of harassment, combined with manipulation techniques,
are especially evident in vexatious lawsuits, unwarranted discreditation and manipulative
open-record requests.

What can be done within the world of science? A science world that is governed by fairness, respect, care and
honesty would:

e provide support for all scientists who might encounter harassment, both with prevention (e.g. digital safety,
media training, awareness raising) and once it has occurred (e.g. legal advice)

e promote respectful treatment of all scientists within the system itself, as “a lot of it [harassment] happens
within the scientific community, sadly” (Holden Thorp, Editor-in-Chief of Science, in AAAS 2024)

e advocate for the rectification of legal instruments that can be misused to harass scientists through
processes such as SLAPP suits or vexatious freedom of information requests

@ advocate for mechanisms to limit the ways in which disinformation and misinformation can spread rapidly
and widely

e keep doing the best science possible to continue addressing humanity’s challenges.

Freedom from Harassment for Scientists is Essential I’\‘
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