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Samenvatting
Dit onderzoek belicht de ervaringen van desinformatie-experts (journalis-
ten, factcheckers, academici en mediawijsheidsexperts) in Vlaanderen en 
Nederland. Een enquête (N=83, BENEDMO) toont aan dat blootstelling aan 
schokkende content en intimidatie vaak voorkomt. Online bedreigingen 
hangen samen met lager welzijn. Gezien de verminderde moderatie op 
platforms benadrukken de resultaten de noodzaak om de specif ieke 
uitdagingen van deze experts aan te pakken.

Abstract
The Burden of Truth? Risks of Countering Disinformation in Flanders and 
the Netherlands
While much research on disinformation has focused on its impact on 
citizens, this study examines the experiences of those working to combat 
it. In 2025, disinformation experts – such as fact-checkers, media literacy 
experts, journalists, and academics – navigate a rapidly evolving information 
environment while facing severe challenges, including frequent exposure 
to disturbing content and harassment. By an expert survey (N = 83) within 
members of a disinformation network (BENEDMO) in Flanders and the 
Netherlands, we examine how these challenges are perceived by disinforma-
tion experts, assessing prevalence and impact. Results indicate that both 
harassment and exposure to disturbing content are commonly experienced 
when working with disinformation.  While online threats were associated 
with lower job wellbeing, general exposure did not signif icantly affect it. 
Experiencing harassment seems particularly prevalent among fact-checkers. 
Amid cutbacks in content moderation by platforms, these f indings highlight 
the need to address the specific challenges faced by disinformation experts.

Keywords: disinformation, fact-checking, disturbing content, 
harassment, media literacy

Introduction

Countering disinformation
The spread and consequences of false and misleading information have 
been recognised as major concerns in media and politics for several years, 
amplif ied by the rise of generative artif icial intelligence (Ferrara, 2024). 
Emotionally charged disinformation fuels extreme beliefs and conflict, 
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which can deeply inf luence those exposed to them (e.g., Hameleers, 
2023). In response, a diverse spectrum of experts are working to mitigate 
its negative consequences. While the societal impact of disinformation 
is well-documented, less is known about the daily experiences of those 
combating it. Given its emotionally charged and politically polarised nature, 
practitioners who tackle disinformation are expected to witness disturbing 
messages and face resistance by disinformation disseminators. Yet the extent 
of harassment and disturbing content exposure among these experts, as well 
as contributing factors, remain unclear. Understanding these occupational 
risks is vital, as they can lead to silencing, self-censorship (Väliverronen & 
Saikkonen, 2021), or avoidance of sensitive topics (Miller, 2023), undermining 
the efforts to counter disinformation.

In the age of generative AI, disinformation is becoming increasingly 
complex, requiring a coordinated response from multiple actors (Weikmann 
& Lecheler, 2023). Among these are fact-checkers, who evaluate the accuracy 
of online claims and user-generated content (Graves & Amazeen, 2019), 
and media and information literacy (MIL) experts, who equip citizens 
to resist disinformation (Vraga et al., 2021). Academic researchers also 
provide crucial insights into how disinformation spreads, shapes public 
opinion, and how interventions can mitigate its impact (e.g., Hameleers, 
2022). Collectively, these groups empower potential targets of harmful 
disinformation by fostering citizens’ resilience and enabling access to 
accurate information.

However, in recent years, experts working in disinformation counter-
speech are facing increasing resistance from political actors and tech 
companies, being portrayed as biased or proponents of censorship (Napoli, 
2025). For instance, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced to reduce 
content moderation and terminate fact-checking partnerships in January 
2025, framing such measures as censorship. But challenges in the f ield 
extend beyond criticism to include harassments and accusations of ‘fake 
news’ – mirroring delegitimising tactics used against mainstream media 
by right-wing populists (e.g., Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019).

Against this backdrop, this study explores the perceived pressures 
and threats of professionals working in disinformation counter-speech. 
The study is pre-registered on Open Science Framework. Two hypotheses 
were later added to the pre-registration plan, and the numbers of the RQs 
adjusted, which are addressed in a separate document on the project page. 
Drawing on Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical metaphor of ‘front’ and ‘back’ 
regions, we distinguish two distinct risks arising from the emotionally 
distressing nature of disinformation. First, we focus on backstage exposure 
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to distressing content (e.g., war footage or hate speech) that happens during 
the non-public aspects of their work on disinformation. Secondly, we 
examine experiences of harassment (e.g., threats on social media) that 
occur on the frontstage, when disinformation experts encounter a public 
audience with their work.

Specif ically, we examine experts aff iliated with BENEDMO, the Dutch/
Flemish hub of the European Digital Media Observatory. Flanders and the 
Netherlands offer a relevant context due to the wide range of counter-
disinformation efforts employed. Through an online survey (N=83) we 
assess the challenges faced by disinformation experts by asking about 
experiences with (1) disturbing content and (2) harassment, and (3) how 
this relates to wellbeing. Our f indings indicate that both are inherent risks 
in disinformation-related work, with nearly half reporting harassment – 
primarily in the form of insults and threats online – and 93% encountering 
disturbing content, often on a daily basis. The frequency of these experiences 
increases with the amount of time spent working on disinformation. Of 
these experiences, receiving online threats was found to be related to lower 
wellbeing.

Defining disinformation experts
This study focuses on experts working on combating disinformation, defined 
here as deliberate and coordinated efforts to deceive (Hameleers, 2023). 
Many scholars prefer the broader term misinformation due to the inherent 
diff iculty of assigning intent and harm (Altay et al., 2023). However, the 
experts consulted in our sample self-identify as working against malicious 
and deliberate disinformation efforts, not only the accidental spread of false 
or misleading content (e.g., Wardle, 2024). For these experts, intent and 
harm are crucial elements in understanding and countering disinformation 
(Bleyer-Simon & Reviglio, 2024). As such, these aspects require targeted 
countermeasures and a variety of responses.

Consequently, a broad range of professions are involved in countering 
disinformation. A f irst group consists of academics for whom disinfor-
mation has become a popular f ield of research across multiple social 
science disciplines (Altay et al., 2023). Such research evaluates both the 
mechanisms of disinformation and the effectiveness of countermeasures. 
Scientists whose research addresses political issues, such as conspiracy 
theories, are frequently publicly attacked (Egelhofer et al., 2024). Moreover, 
academics regularly expose themselves to disinformation, for instance 
when developing experimental stimuli. Building on the existing academic 
literature concerning actors professionally engaged in mitigating the 
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impacts of disinformation, a second key group are journalists. Journalists 
reporting on disinformation represent an important constituency, as 
they raise public awareness and help contextualise emerging threats 
(Altay et al., 2024). At the same time, given the centrality of generic 
journalistic roles focusing on objectivity and truth-seeking, alongside 
weaponised discourses of ‘fake news’ targeting journalists, journalists 
are highly relevant to consider in the context of disinformation. A third 
group are fact-checkers, who assess the accuracy of public statements 
and user-generated content (UGC) online (Graves et al., 2024). While 
traditional journalism involves fact-checking prior to publication, this form 
of verif ication is applied to information already in circulation (Graves & 
Amazeen, 2019). A fourth group is represented by MIL experts, who teach 
citizens how to identify and critically assess disinformation (Vraga et al., 
2021) by developing tools ranging from training sessions, gamif ied learning 
to educational materials (Hameleers, 2022). Finally, as disinformation 
becomes increasingly AI-driven, experts from the tech and other sectors 
are playing a growing role in developing solutions to detect and mitigate 
such content (Weikmann & Lecheler, 2023). Taken together, we def ine 
disinformation experts as professionals actively working to counter the 
threats that disinformation poses to democratic societies. Importantly, 
being confronted with disinformation on a regular basis, these experts 
may all encounter risks attached to their job.

Risks for disinformation counter-speech
Engaging in counter-disinformation initiatives carries risks to professional 
wellbeing, primarily (1) exposure to disturbing content and (2) experienc-
ing harassment. Examining the prevalence of these risks is essential to 
understand the realities of counter-disinformation work, especially given 
platforms’ recent reduction in fact-checking and moderation efforts, shifting 
responsibility towards user-based systems such as community notes. This 
shift exposes not only professionals but also everyday users to the risks 
associated with countering disinformation. It may also offer an important 
starting point to overcome the severe risks of professionals working in the 
f ield of disinformation.

Risk 1: Exposure to disturbing content
The f irst risk stems from the frequent exposure to disturbing, emotionally 
charged content, for example, when fact-checkers need to verify content 
from war areas or natural disasters. Disinformation often uses sensational 
and emotionally provocative material to maximise engagement, such as 
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falsely linking graphic images of decapitated babies to alleged war crimes. 
It is not constrained by reality and can be crafted to exploit cognitive 
biases through emotional appeal (Acerbi, 2019). It commonly uses negative 
emotional language, appealing to outrage, fear, or anger (Staender et al., 
2022) to distract from questions of plausibility and boost visibility and 
inf luence (Ecker et al., 2022). Beyond text, disinformation increasingly 
features visual elements (Graves et al., 2024), including manipulated, 
decontextualised, or entirely fabricated visuals using AI technologies 
like deepfakes (Hameleers, 2024). Analysing such materials not only 
requires specif ic skills, but can also engage distinct emotional processing 
(Weikmann & Lecheler, 2023).

Disinformation frequently centres on controversial issues and aims to 
fuel polarisation (Hameleers, 2023), often disseminated by extremist groups 
pursuing political agendas (Budak et al., 2024). As a result, disinformation 
experts routinely encounter material related to war propaganda (e.g., Syria, 
Gaza, Ukraine) and natural disasters (e.g., earthquakes, f loods), depicting 
extreme violence and injured people (Dierickx & Lindén, 2024). While 
conceptually distinct from hate speech, disinformation often overlaps in 
terms of distribution tactics and harmful intent (Wardle, 2024). It frequently 
targets identity groups, spreading false narratives about, e.g., LGBTQIA+ 
communities or Muslims (Bhatia & Arora, 2024). The emotional intensity 
of disinformation not only increases its virality (Robertson et al., 2023), 
but also makes it harder to correct due to the ‘continued influence effect,’ 
wherein corrected falsehoods continue to influence beliefs and behaviours 
(Van Huijstee et al., 2022). Thus, the most persistent falsehoods may also 
be the most emotionally disturbing.

If unfiltered exposure to such content happens frequently, it may resemble 
vicarious trauma (Feinstein et al., 2014). The Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines vicarious trauma as ‘repeated 
or extreme exposure to aversive details (…) experiencing cannot include 
exposure through electronic media, television, movies or pictures, unless 
it is work-related.’ This clause is particularly pertinent to professionals 
engaged in disinformation counter-speech. It raises the question of whether 
these professionals experience trauma in ways comparable to content 
moderators (Spence et al., 2024), human rights investigators (Dubberley et 
al., 2019), and journalists covering traumatic events at the scene (Dadouch 
& Lilly, 2021), professions in which post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
has been documented. To determine whether disinformation experts form 
part of what Pinchevski (2023) describes as traumatariat – ‘whose work 
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is to be exposed to traumatic risks so that the rest of us could be spared’ 
(p. 216) – we ask:

	 RQ1a: How frequently are professionals working with disinformation 
exposed to disturbing content?

	 Exposure to disturbing content may also vary across demographic and 
professional lines, influenced by the topic or the type of medium on 
which disinformation experts focus (Roberts & Koliska, 2025). Certain 
professional groups are likely to encounter real-life disinformation cases 
more directly than others during their work.

	 RQ1b: How does exposure to disturbing content vary across different 
professional groups of experts in the f ield?

	 While academics come in contact with possible disturbing falsehoods 
when conceptualising research on disinformation, they are not as 
directly involved as other expert groups. Arguably, journalists and 
fact-checkers deal with content in a more confrontational way than MIL 
experts and academics, often monitoring and investigating unfiltered 
UCG on social media, such as war footage (Dierckx & Lindén, 2024). 
Consequently, they are more likely to witness explicit graphical content, 
even seeing disinformation resurfacing after they debunked it (Roberts 
& Koliska, 2025). Hence, following reviewer suggestions, the following 
hypothesis was added post hoc:

	 H1: Journalists and fact-checkers are more likely to be exposed to 
disturbing content than other disinformation experts.

Risk 2: Harassment experiences
A second signif icant risk in disinformation counter-speech arises from its 
political and polarising nature, and involves external actors. Researchers 
have argued that digital platforms enable new forms of coordinated harass-
ment, orchestrated by fringe groups but also driven by mainstream political 
actors (Carlson et al., 2021). These campaigns often aim to intimidate and 
silence professionals, a phenomenon Waisbord (2020) terms ‘mob censorship’. 
With this research, we explore whether attempts to silence experts are also 
prevalent within the disinformation context. To differentiate harassment 
from legitimate criticism, we follow Miller’s (2021) definition of harassment 
as ‘unwanted abusive behaviours’, highlighting that the victim’s perception 
is central in identifying such conduct. Harassment can occur both online 
and offline, and in verbal or physical forms. Unlike criticism, it often reflects 
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a hostile and cynical perspective on professionals perceived as ‘fake news 
peddlers’ or ‘enemies of the people’. In other contexts, such rhetoric has 
been associated with a chilling effect on journalists who do not feel free 
to act in line with their ideal role perceptions (Balod & Hameleers, 2020).

High levels of public visibility, such as on-camera appearances or frequent 
social media use, have been linked with increased susceptibility to harass-
ment (Lewis et al., 2020; Stahel et al., 2023). This aligns with Goffman’s (1956) 
dramaturgical frontstage/backstage metaphor in self-representation. In the 
digital era, online media function as the frontstage, where professionals are 
visible to audiences. Individuals with prominent public profiles become more 
exposed to hostile interactions. Westlund et al. (2024) draw on this metaphor, 
comparing the work of fact-checkers with ‘symbolic frontstage cleaning’ for 
tech companies. Fact-checkers are the visible cleaners to the public, and 
face blame for the dirt created by platforms behind the scenes. To protect 
themselves, some experts may withdraw from public engagement and limit 
visibility of their work, retreating to the backstage to avoid confrontation. 
This withdrawal may lead to self-censorship, reduced participation in public 
debate (Nogrady, 2021), and discourage interactions with audiences due to 
fears of reputational harm (Väliverronen & Saikkonen, 2021).

Reports from the f ield itself have pointed towards harassment risks. 
According to a 2024 EDMO survey, two-thirds of European disinformation 
experts reported experiencing adversarial behaviour like intimidating 
emails or social media trolling. The International Fact-Checking Network 
(IFCN) identif ied it as a major concern in the f ield (Uribe, 2025). Indeed, 
fact-checkers anticipate negative reactions on social media and may lower 
their activity on social media to avoid confrontation (Verstappen et al., 
2025). Academic researchers working on disinformation have likewise 
reported being targeted (Lewandowsky et al., 2024), suggesting that both 
groups may show chilling effects as a consequence of being confronted 
with disinformation. However, empirical evidence remains limited in 
how much and in what types harassment occurs, especially regarding 
the diverse prof iles of experts involved in countering disinformation, and 
the specif ic experiences of experts within the Flemish-Dutch context. 
Therefore, we ask:

	 RQ2a: How frequently do professionals working with disinformation 
experience harassment?

	 As anticipated, the visibility inherent in certain roles may elevate risk, 
thus the prevalence of harassment may vary across job types.
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	 RQ2b: How do experiences of harassment vary across different profes-
sional groups of experts in the f ield?

	 Previous research also indicates that socio-demographic factors, nota-
bly gender and minority groups, correlate with increased experiences 
of harassment (Lewis et al., 2020). Studies in journalism have shown 
that female journalists are more likely to be victims of harassment 
(Miller, 2023) or to face hostility in different ways, for example in 
the form of sexist comments (Stahel, 2023). Gendered harassment in 
the digital age of today is considered part of the job for many female 
journalists (Chen et al., 2020). Similar observations have been made 
in an academic context (Lerchenmueller et al., 2019). Consequently, 
following reviewer suggestions, the following hypothesis was added 
post hoc:

H2: Female experts are more likely to experience harassment than male 
experts.

Job-related wellbeing
The two forms of potential risks suggest that the work of disinformation 
experts – whether it contains fact-based journalism, education, or inde-
pendent research – involves emotional labour (Kotisova, 2019). Therefore, 
it is important to also look at the consequences of these exposures on 
job-related wellbeing. While exposure to harmful content or harassment 
may be distressing, it does not necessarily lead to reduced job wellbe-
ing (Spence et al., 2024). Research into wellbeing has a long tradition 
in journalism and media studies. The Journalist Traumatic Exposure 
Scale (JTES) was developed by Pyevich et al. (2003) to study the relation-
ship between potential traumatic exposure and PTSD or depression. 
In general, journalists with high potential traumatic exposure are also 
more susceptible to experiencing depressive symptoms (MacDonald 
et al., 2023). However, multiple aspects other than covering traumatic 
events, such as workload and organisational support, also contribute to 
job wellbeing (Deuze, 2025), as well as broader economic circumstances 
in which journalists often need to make personal sacrif ices to fulf il role 
principles (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2024). To that end, journalists targeted by 
hate speech may experience negative emotions, yet can also feel more 
conf irmed in their work (Obermaier et al., 2018).

Crucially, we lack knowledge regarding the consequences for wellbeing 
in the context of working on disinformation in a digital environment. Thus, 
beyond measuring mere prevalence, we ask:
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	 RQ3: What is the impact of exposure to harassment and disturbing 
content on professionals’ job-related wellbeing?

Method

Procedure
Data for this study were collected via an expert survey of disinformation 
experts in Flanders and the Netherlands through the network of BENEDMO, 
the Flemish-Dutch hub of the European Digital Media Observatory (EDMO). 
Cofounded by the European Commission since 2021, BENEDMO brings 
together diverse actors to jointly combat disinformation in the region. The 
project established a network of experts, compromising academics, fact-
checkers, and other professionals who voluntarily joined and were screened 
for specif ic criteria, including demonstrated disinformation expertise. 
The survey, created with Qualtrics, was distributed through the network’s 
mailing list (262 members). Each member received an identical email invita-
tion to participate. In total, 83 disinformation experts participated (32% 
response rate). While the broader survey project included other topics (e.g., 
tools used to combat disinformation), this study focuses on participants’ 
experiences with harassment and disturbing content in their professional 
roles, and their wellbeing. Ethical approval (G-2024-8738) was obtained 
by the Ethical Board of KU Leuven, and participants received detailed 
information and consent forms. The survey was distributed in January and 
February 2025, a period marked by signif icant developments relevant to 
the f ield, including Meta’s announcement of reduced moderation efforts 
and budget cuts to education and research by the Dutch government. These 
developments are widely perceived as indicative of a broader turning point 
in counter-disinformation work, with increasing pressure on knowledge 
institutions like fact-checking and academia.

Measures
Prevalence of harassment and disturbing content exposure. A list of various 
items was compiled, drawing upon JTES, originally designed for on-site 
reporting. The items were adapted for the digital environment and the 
context of disinformation, informed by relevant research on disturbing 
content and harassment (e.g., Celuch et al., 2023). The f inal list, comprising 
10 types of harassment and 6 types of disturbing content (see Figure 1), was 
developed in consultation with professional journalists, researchers, and 
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MIL experts. Participants self-reported the frequency of experiencing each 
item on a 7-point scale ranging from ‘never’ (0) to ‘multiple times a day’ (6).

Range and frequency scores. Consistent with established JTES literature 
(e.g., Dadouch & Lilly, 2021), separate range scores for harassment and 
disturbing content were calculated, representing the number of different 
types experienced at least once. Aggregated frequency scores for both were 
then calculated by summing the frequency ratings for the respective items. 
For example, someone who only experienced monthly off line insults (2 
on Likert scale) and weekly online threats (3), has a range score of 2, and a 
frequency rating of 5 (2 + 3).

Difficulty. Participants were subsequently asked to rate how diff icult 
they found it to cope with the types of harassment and disturbing content 
they had experienced on a 7-point scale. If someone f inds it diff icult to cope 
with offline insults to a degree of 5 and to a degree of 3 for online threats, 
the mean diff iculty is 4. Separate average diff iculty scores were calculated 
for harassment (α = .96) and disturbing content (α = .89).

Job wellbeing. A modif ied version of the Job-related Affective Well-being 
Scale (Van Katwyk et al., 2000) was employed to assess wellbeing along two 
dimensions: arousal (high to low) and pleasure (high to low), resulting in a 
four-quadrant measure. Participants were asked how often they experienced 
eight emotions while working (two emotions per quadrant). For example, 
‘tense’ represents high arousal and low pleasure, while ‘at ease’ represents low 
arousal and high pleasure. Scores for negative emotions were reverse-coded 
and averaged with positive emotion scores to total wellbeing score (α = .87).

Professional background. Information about several professional charac-
teristics was collected. Categorical variables captured respondents’ main 
occupation (e.g., fact-checker, academic) and their role within the organisa-
tion (e.g., director, employee). As one can combine multiple occupations, 
respondents were asked to indicate their main occupation. While we do not 
account for overlaps, we ensure using the term with which the respondents 
feel most represented. Additionally, respondents reported the percentage 
of their total working time dedicated to disinformation-related activities 
and the number of years they are active in the f ield.

Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to summarise key metrics to answer RQ1a 
and RQ2a. For RQ1b and RQ2b, and hypotheses H1 and H2, ANOVA group 
comparison tests were used to assess differences between expert groups, 
followed by Tukey HSD post-hoc tests with Bonferroni corrections. Linear re-
gression analyses were conducted to investigate the relation of experiencing 
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(different types of) risks on professionals’ wellbeing (RQ3). Signif icance 
of effects was estimated by using bootstrap conf idence intervals (1,000 
resamples), which reduces issues related to variance and overf itting which 
can occur in smaller sample sizes (Hayes et al., 2013). A 95% conf idence 
interval not containing 0 was considered signif icant.

Results

Demographic profiles of disinformation experts
The sample comprised individuals from diverse professional backgrounds: 
academics (43%), fact-checkers (12%), journalists (11%), media and informa-
tion literacy (MIL) experts (12%), and other experts related to disinformation 
(22%). Participants were primarily based in the Netherlands (53%) and 
Belgium (40%), with a small proportion (7%) working from other coun-
tries. The mean age of respondents was 42.46 years (SD = 12.17). The gender 
distribution was relatively balanced, with 55% identifying as male, 43% as 
female, and 1% as non-binary.

On average, participants are working for 8.87 years in the f ield of disin-
formation (SD = 12.17) and reported dedicating 56.23% of their working time 
to disinformation-related activities (SD = 30.24). Regarding employment 
roles, 53% were employees, 27% held managerial positions, 13% were self-
employed, and 7% were directors.

Harassment experiences and exposure to disturbing content
RQ1a and RQ2a addressed the prevalence of exposure to disturbing content 
and harassment respectively. In general, both risks were common among 
the disinformation experts surveyed. Forty-nine percent had experienced 
at least one form of harassment at least once in the past 12 months. This 
prevalence was observed across different professional backgrounds, ranging 
from 38% of MIL experts to 80% of fact-checkers. Online insults (47%) 
were the most frequently reported form of harassment, followed by online 
threats (24%) and being the target of online hate campaigns (19%). Sixteen 
percent had experienced off line insults. All experts who experienced 
any form of off line harassment had also experienced at least one type of 
online harassment.

A substantial majority (93%) reported exposure to disturbing content 
at least once in the past year. Such exposure was frequent, with 41% en-
countering at least one type of disturbing content on a daily basis. All 
types of disturbing content listed were experienced by a large majority of 
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participants. Content depicting violence, hate speech, or natural disasters 
were the most frequently encountered, with over half of respondents 
exposed to these weekly. Figure 1 provides a comprehensive overview of 
the prevalence of all surveyed types.

Factors influencing exposure to harassment or disturbing content
Table 1 presents the differences in key variables to examine how experiences 
of harassment (RQ2b) and exposure to disturbing content (RQ1b) vary across 
professional and socio-demographic profiles. To compare the prevalence of 
harassment and disturbing content, we used the aggregated scores reflecting 
the frequency, range, and coping diff iculty. Notably, the proportion of 
work time dedicated to disinformation-related activities showed a positive 
correlation with both the range and frequency of exposure to harassment 
and disturbing content.

H1 theorised that fact-checkers and journalists would more often be 
exposed to disturbing content. This hypothesis was not statistically sup-
ported, as differences between job prof iles were not signif icant (F(4, 78) 
= 2.02, p = .100). However, while no signif icant differences were observed 
regarding disturbing content exposure, there were signif icant differences 
for harassment experiences in terms of range (F(4, 78) = 2.75, p = .034), 
frequency (F(4, 78) = 4.00, p = .005), and diff iculty (F(4, 35) = 2.99, p = .032). 
Post-hoc comparisons revealed that fact-checkers reported a broader 

Figure 1. Prevalence of Harassment Types and Disturbing Content (N = 83).
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range of harassment types compared to academics (p = .019), and a higher 
frequency compared to academics (p = .002) and MIL experts (p = .036). On 
the other hand, fact-checkers found it more difficult to cope with harassment 
compared to journalists (p = .019).

Beyond job prof ile, signif icant differences in harassment frequency 
were detected based on country (F(2, 80) = 4.67, p = .012), role (F(3, 79) = 
3.52, p = .020), and gender (F(2, 80) = 4.57, p = .013). Post-hoc comparisons 
indicated higher harassment prevalence among male experts, and experts 
working in Belgium (compared to the Netherlands). Signif icant differences 
for job prof ile and gender remained after including working time spent 
on disinformation as a covariate, except for the country-based difference 
(p = .107). Contrary to what we expected (H2), harassment appeared to 
occur more frequently among male than female experts (p = .011). We 
explored whether this difference could be attributed to specif ic types of 
harassment. Male experts more often reported online insults (M = 1.15, SD = 
1.32) compared to female experts (M = 0.50, SD = 0.70, p = .023). Differences 
for other types were not signif icant. Given that range was also higher 
among males (F(2, 80) = 3.40, p = .038), this indicates that male experts 
in general reported a greater variety of harassment types and specif ically 
encountered online insults more frequently. In terms of diff iculty to 
cope with the harassment experienced, there was no difference (F(1, 38) 
= 0.72, p = .402).

Relation with job wellbeing
Having established the prevalence of harassment and disturbing content 
exposure, the subsequent analysis addressed whether these factors also 
impact disinformation experts’ perceived job wellbeing (RQ3). Figure 2 shows 
the level of wellbeing for the total sample and differences for job profiles, 
gender, and country. For the former, wellbeing varies signif icantly (F(4, 78) 
= 3.90, p = .006). Fact-checkers reported lower wellbeing levels compared 
to journalists (p = .022), academics (p = .042), and other experts (p = .041). 
Furthermore, job wellbeing also negatively correlates with the working 
time spent on disinformation (r = −.26, p = .019).

Linear regression analyses were used to examine whether experiences 
with harassment and disturbing content relate to job wellbeing. In general, 
the frequency of harassment (B = −.06, SE = 0.04 , 95% CI = -0.13 to 0.05) 
and disturbing content (B = −.001, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = -0.03 to 0.03) did not 
predict wellbeing. Two multiple regression analyses were then conducted, 
for different types of disturbing content, and for harassment types expe-
rienced by at least 10 respondents (online insults, online threats, targeted 



 UNIVERSITEIT VAN AMSTERDAM (amsterdamnld)

IP:  145.109.69.46

WOUTERS ET AL.� 213

THE BURDEN OF TRUTH? RISKS OF COUNTERING DISINFORMATION

campaigns, and offline insults). Exposure to different types of disturbing 
content explained 4% of the variance in job wellbeing, with no signif icant 
predictors. The harassment types explained 9% of the variance. In this 
model, online threats signif icantly predicted lower wellbeing (see Table 2).

Table 2. Regression analysis predicting job wellbeing (N = 83).

β B (SE) 95% CI R²

Online insults 0.29+ 0.22 (0.12) [-0.03; 0.44] .09

Online threats -0.40* -0.51 (0.20) [-0.94; -0.11]

Targeted campaigns 0.00 0.00 (0.20) [-0.50; 0.52]

Offline insults -0.06 -0.07 (0.16) [-0.49; 0.45]

Note. ΔR² = .04. Bootstrapped confident intervals (CI) estimated with 1,000 replications. p < .10+, p 
< .05*, p < .01**.

Discussion
As disinformation likely draws on emotions (e.g., Ecker et al., 2022), this study 
explored risks involved for experts who professionally counter disinforma-
tion. It is one of the first studies to survey a broad spectrum of actors involved 
in or confronted with disinformation (academics, fact-checkers, journalists, 
MIL experts), to reflect the diversity of approaches to counter disinformation. 
Based on Goffman’s (1956) backstage and frontstage metaphor (see also 
Kotisova, 2019), we focus on the extent that experts encounter (1) disturbing 
content in their daily work behind the scenes, and (2) harassment when 

Figure 2. Differences of job-related wellbeing. (N = 83).
Note. Values are means with standard deviations in error bars. Non-binary category not 
shown for gender because n = 1. Differences at < .05 in post-hoc test are indicated with 
(ABCD) at the highest score. p < .10+, p < .05*, p < .01**.
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sharing their work with a broader public, and (3) how these experiences 
relate to their job wellbeing. The f indings show that both risks seem part of 
the job when working with disinformation. Nearly half of surveyed experts 
experienced at least one type of harassment, and the vast majority (93%) 
were exposed to disturbing disinformation content, with 41% encounter-
ing it daily. Notably, the frequency of both disturbing content exposure 
and harassment, as well as job-related wellbeing, was associated with the 
working time spent on disinformation. Given that repeated exposure to 
violent or graphic material can constitute a traumatic event under the 
DSM-5, these f indings raise concerns that the professional f ield may not 
be fully prepared for the increasingly antagonistic and realistic nature of 
contemporary disinformation. They are particularly timely in light of recent 
developments, with major platforms ceasing fact-checking collaborations and 
reducing internal content moderation, and cuts in governmental funds for 
disinformation research. Given the possible risks in exposure to disturbing 
content, this raises questions about ‘community notes’ systems, which shift 
the burden of content verif ication from professionals to individual users. 
Accordingly, the harassment reported in this study may not only reflect 
present conditions but may also foreshadow an even more troubling future 
if hostility towards institutions working to tackle disinformation intensifies.

Because of the relatively small sample size (N = 83), we need to be cautious 
when interpreting group comparisons. Nonetheless, the survey results sug-
gest differences exist between several professional and social backgrounds. 
Self-reported harassment was more prevalent among fact-checkers and 
male experts. Earlier f indings suggest that greater public visibility increases 
vulnerability to harassment (Celuch et al., 2023; Stahel, 2023). Prominent 
f igures often occupy a more ‘frontstage’ role, interacting with audiences 
more frequently and thereby increasing their exposure to hostility. While 
MIL experts and researchers can conduct a portion of their work in the 
‘backstage’, the work of journalists and fact-checkers are naturally visible 
to an audience. By disclosing sources and methods to the audience, fact-
checkers’ transparency practices may fade the barrier between frontstage 
and backstage, potentially increasing their susceptibility (Chadha & Koliska, 
2015). Contrary to our hypothesis, male experts in this study reported higher 
frequency rates of harassment than female experts. This contrasts with 
other research suggesting women typically face more online hostility (Chen 
et al., 2020; Lerchenmueller et al., 2019). A recent survey among Flemish 
political journalists found no gender differences for online violence, except 
for receiving unwanted sexual messages (Lamot et al., 2025). In our survey 
this type of harassment was very rare. One possible explanation is that 
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there might be a reporting bias in our sample, such that female experts 
underreport or minimise the occurrence of harassment compared to male 
experts. Another possibility is that female experts may take proactive 
steps to limit their public visibility in anticipation of harassment, in order 
to reduce actual exposure (Egelhofer et al., 2024).

While overall exposure to disturbing content and harassment did not 
appear to structurally affect job wellbeing, the type of harassment mattered. 
Receiving online threats was associated with lower levels of wellbeing, 
whereas other negative predictors were not statistically signif icant. This 
aligns with previous research in the context of media workers, where threats 
are considered to be more severe than insults (Celuch et al., 2023). The 
latter may potentially be interpreted as confirmation that the work they 
do matters (Obermaier et al., 2018). The escalation of online messages from 
insults to threats is concerning, as a quarter of the experts in this survey 
received such messages at least once in the past year. The results should 
be interpreted with caution due to the small sample size and exploratory 
nature of our analyses, as the number of included predictors may increase 
the risk of Type I errors. To address this concern, we employed bootstrapped 
conf idence intervals to provide robust estimates. We encourage future 
research to replicate and further examine the precise relationship between 
receiving threats and wellbeing.

Apart from the sample size, other limitations should be mentioned. First, 
this study focused specif ically on Flanders and the Netherlands. While 
similar trends are reported elsewhere (European Digital Media Observatory, 
2024), the consequences for wellbeing may be more severe in regions with 
less press and academic freedom. Therefore, we welcome broader replications 
to test the f indings of this survey. Additionally, academics are the largest 
group in the sample. While this might reflect the actual composition of the 
f ield, it is possible that this group is overrepresented in our sample and other 
professions are underrepresented, particularly journalists. Furthermore, 
we use self-reporting to assess the frequency of harassment and harmful 
content experiences in the past year, which may come with a risk of recall 
bias. Moreover, the study did not explore the origin of hostility, which war-
rants future investigation in the context of disinformation. We recommend 
future research to use qualitative methods to gain deeper understanding of 
the challenges discussed, and practices that individuals and organisations 
can use to cope with it.

Despite these limitations, the results of this study underline the complex 
and demanding nature of disinformation work, with clear implications for 
individuals and organisations operating in this domain. Several coping 
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strategies are already implemented by individuals and organisations in 
the f ield. Funding initiatives, such as the European Media and Information 
Fund (EMIF), provide support to organisations in dealing with harass-
ment. However, there is also a pressing need for greater accountability 
from platforms and policymakers (Dierickx & Lindén, 2024). As platforms 
retreat from moderation, independent professionals are left to shoulder an 
increasing burden.
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