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Gender-based hate speech remains pervasive on social media platforms. While platforms primarily rely on highly automated, platform-
wide moderation systems, these approaches often fail to address the contextual and subjective nature of gender-based harms. In this
position paper, I argue that personal moderation tools can play a crucial complementary role in mitigating these harms. Drawing on
findings from a Delphi study with users targeted by hate speech, I highlight a misalignment between current personal moderation
tools and the needs of those they are intended to support. Effective personal moderation should be designed by centering affected
users’ perspectives and must empower users without shifting responsibility for safety away from platforms.
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1 Gender-Based Harms Online and the Role of Personal Moderation

Hate speech constitutes a massive issue on social media platforms. According to a representative survey, 50% of young
adults in Europe have encountered hate speech on social media [5]. Hate speech disproportionately affects marginalized
groups, e.g. those marginalized based on gender [12–14]. Exposure to hate speech has been shown to have a silencing
effect by deterring targets from participating in public discourse or disclosing parts of their identities. For example,
in Europe, 52% of women report that they voice their opinions less on social media due to fear of encountering hate
speech [5]. But the consequences of hate speech extend beyond digital spaces, posing real-world risks to mental and
physical well-being [17]. Crucially, hate speech also correlates with heightened risks to physical safety, as it is deeply
intertwined with real-world violence against targeted communities [2, 19]. Our own work, in which we interviewed
queer-feminist activists (among others), paints a similar picture, as one participant described "I also see a danger that it

[the negative comments they get during activist actions] could become physical" [10]. This motivated us to develop new
content moderation solutions to more effectively combat hate speech.

To address hate speech online, most platforms deploy platform-wide content moderation systems that aim to
remove violating content or sanction users who repeatedly breach platform guidelines [7, 11, 18]. These systems
rely heavily on automated hate speech detection models, which have been shown to exhibit systematic biases [1, 3].
While automated systems are becoming increasingly effective at detecting explicit hate speech directed at women,
they perform substantially worse when addressing hate speech targeting LGBTQIA+ communities and implicit or
context-dependent forms of hate speech across groups [4]. Gender-based harassment often relies on coded language,
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contextual cues, or cumulative microaggressions that constitute implicit hate speech [15, 16]. Thus, automated hate
speech detection systematically fails to capture the subjective and contextual nature of gender-based harms online.
Personal moderation tools are user-controlled features that allow individuals to shape the content they encounter by
setting account-specific preferences [9], thereby introducing the contextual input necessary to address gender-based
harms. In this way, personal moderation could serve as a complementary layer of protection that enables users to
proactively shape safer online environments and sustain participation in public discourse.

2 Envisioning Personal Moderation Beyond Platform Logics

For personal moderation to effectively mitigate gender-based harms online, these tools must be designed in close
collaboration with those affected by such harms. Our broader project initially set out to explore the design of alternative
social media spaces; however, early interviews with activists quickly revealed that gender-based harassment was not a
peripheral issue but a central barrier to participation. Activists described how existing moderation systems routinely
failed to address the contextual and cumulative nature of abuse, motivating us to more systematically investigate what
meaningful personal moderation would require [10]. To this end, we conducted a Delphi study bringing together social
media users targeted by hate speech. Through iterative rounds of structured reflection and consensus-building, our
study surfaced shared priorities and design considerations for personal moderation tools that are largely absent from
current platform implementations [8]. Participants consistently emphasized that harm is highly contextual and unevenly
distributed across different parts of a platform, challenging one-size-fits-all moderation approaches. Our findings reveal
a clear mismatch between the needs articulated by users experiencing hate speech and the personal moderation options
currently available on major platforms. These insights demonstrate that effective personal moderation depends on
centering the perspectives of those the tools are meant to serve.

3 Personal Moderation vs. Platform Responsibility

While personal moderation tools can reduce exposure to gender-based harms, they must not shift the responsibility for
safety from platforms to users. Framing personal moderation as an individual responsibility risks further burdening those
already disproportionately affected by online abuse and may normalize the persistence of harmful environments [6].
Personal moderation should instead be understood as an empowering complement to platform-level moderation, not a
substitute for it. Platforms remain responsible for preventing, detecting, and responding to abuse at scale; personal
moderation should serve to enhance users’ autonomy and resilience within these systems. When designed accordingly,
personal moderation can function as one building block in addressing gender-based online harm without reinforcing
the structural inequalities that give rise to gender-based harms in the first place.

4 Conclusion

Gender-based harms online are pervasive and deeply contextual, yet dominant moderation approaches continue to
privilege platform-wide, automated solutions that insufficiently address these realities. In this position paper, we argue
that personal moderation tools can serve as a critical complementary layer in mitigating gender-based harm, given they
are designed by centering the perspectives of those most affected and implemented without shifting responsibility from
platforms to users. Personal moderation should empower users to navigate online spaces more safely while remaining
embedded within broader systems of platform accountability. Future research and design efforts must therefore treat
personal moderation not as an individualized fix to structural problems, but as one component of a multi-layered
approach to addressing gender-based harms online.
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