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American Association for the History of Medicine 

Trolling Response Committee 

 

Contact for help or information: AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com 
 

AAHM Response to Trolling and Harassment of Scholars 

 

On-line trolling and harassment have become hazards of doing scholarly work, especially if we 

engage with the public and publish outside academic settings. It is important that we stay safe in 

the face of harassment without being forced to withdraw from collegial and public engagement. 

To that end, AAHM offers the following resources. 

 

Guide and Resource List 

 

Whether or not they have been the target of harassment, everyone with an online presence should 

consider taking steps to protect themselves. If you do come under scrutiny, document, document, 

document. 

 

It is a common practice for political websites to complain about a scholar’s work, as well as 

her/his sexual, racial, ethnic, or gender identity, and link to that scholar’s email and/or Twitter 

with encouragement to “tell her what you think.” These websites use a belligerent and 

threatening tone, and implicitly encourage their readers to send abusive messages. These types of 

attacks require no technological sophistication on the part of the participants, and are meant to 

chase the scholar offline by creating an emotionally disturbing and logistically overwhelming 

distraction. 

  

An important first step for being prepared for this kind of attack without being forced off line is 

to create several separate email accounts, and set them up to forward to your main account. If 

you can create a separate “public-facing” university account that is not the account you use for 

teaching and internal university correspondence, do. Put that email address on all websites and 

use it when you publish. Keep personal email in another separate account. If an attack begins, 

turn off forwarding so that you can keep the attack emails contained to a space that is separate 

from much of the rest of your business. 

  

The next step is to document the harassment. Keep the emails in a separate folder; keep 

screenshots of Twitter abuse. If the situation escalates you may need the evidence. 

  

If you think you might face more sophisticated harassers, consider taking the steps detailed in 

these guides to give yourself greater protection: 

https://onlinesafety.feministfrequency.com/en/ 

https://yoursosteam.wordpress.com/digital-hygiene-course/ 

  

If you receive serious threats, involve your institution if you are affiliated, and your local police. 

 

If you would like to read thoughtful commentaries on harassment online and in person in 

academia and medicine, here are a few suggestions: 

mailto:AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com
https://onlinesafety.feministfrequency.com/en/
https://yoursosteam.wordpress.com/digital-hygiene-course/
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Heidi Czerwiec, “Anatomy of an Outrage,” on ROAR (2017), 

https://roarfeminist.org/2017/04/18/anatomy-of-an-outrage/ 

 

Reshma Jagsi, “Sexual Harassment in Medicine--#MeToo,” in the New England Journal of 

Medicine (2017), http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1715962?query=TOC. 

 

Trolling Response Committee 

 

If you are being trolled for your professional work in the history of medicine, you can submit a 

request for AAHM via AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com to connect you to member-volunteers 

who can help. Specific forms of assistance might include sifting through threatening emails, 

engaging with critical comments, and documenting trolling on social media feeds. AAHM will 

maintain a list of blocked Twitter handles known to have been abusive to members in the past. 

None of this is a substitute for institutional and/or law enforcement support but may be a helpful 

adjunct to it. 

 

If you would like to volunteer for this committee, please contact 

AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com. Online “first responders” should have ready internet access, 

working email, and/or at least one social-media account. They are recommended to have taken 

steps to protect themselves before they offer to help others. 

 

 

Process for helpers and requesters of help 

 

EMAIL 

 

1. Helpers and requesters of help engage with each other at their own risk.  We recommend 

changing your password to a temporary password during the process. 

 

2. The requester should set the agenda; it is important that the helper confirm the details of what 

form of help is being requested, and get additional, specific permission for any actions that 

might fall outside of the scope that has been agreed upon.  Someone who is under attack 

already feels violated and vulnerable, and our help needs to be provided sensitively. 

 

3. Good communication is crucial.  These situations evolve and are unpredictable.  Keep 

checking in to make sure the help provided continues to be the right kind of assistance. 

 

4. We suggest that the requester create a new folder into which the helper can sift trolling 

emails.  The emails should be kept as documentation. 

 

5. The requester may prefer that the helper only read subject lines, and do her best to sift on that 

basis.  Or she may ask that the helper scan the text of all emails suspected of being 

attacks.  The requester should clarify with the helper what kinds of attacks she should be 

alerted to at once (i.e., death threats, or specific mentions of family members). 

 

https://roarfeminist.org/2017/04/18/anatomy-of-an-outrage/
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1715962?query=TOC
mailto:AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com
mailto:AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com
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6. The helper may offer a summary at the end of few hours or the day, and/or point to specific 

emails that she thinks the requester may want to see.  Helper and requester should agree on a 

plan, and keep open communication. 

 

7. If anything comes up, please do not hesitate to contact the Steering Committee via 

AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com. 

 

8. Helper and requester are asked to briefly write up their experience and submit it to the 

Steering Committee, so that we can continue to refine the helping process. 

 

FACEBOOK 

 

1. The general guidelines of open communication, using temporary passwords to provide 

access, and the helper following the lead of the requester apply. 

 

2. In particular, the requester should clarify with the helper what kinds of attacks she should be 

alerted to at once (i.e., death threats, or specific mentions of family members). 

 

3. If threatening comments are being left, the helper can capture screenshots, report the attacker, 

and then remove the comments (if left on the requester’s page) or unfollow a post (not under 

the requester’s control) to prevent notifications from popping up. 

 

4. Trolling personal messages will be reported and archived (not deleted) and the sender(s) 

blocked. 

 

5. If the requester’s Facebook account has been hacked, the helper can help the requester walk 

through the hacked-account process, including screening the account for changes that were 

made while under the hacker’s control.   

 

6. If the requester feels so threatened that s/he would like to delete the Facebook account, the 

helper can download an archive of the account, which will include photos and posts the 

requester may not want to lose. 

 

7. The helper may offer a summary at the end of few hours or the day, and/or point to specific 

emails that she thinks the requester may want to see.  Helper and requester should agree on a 

plan, and keep open communication. 

 

8. If anything comes up, please do not hesitate to contact the Steering Committee. 

 

9. Helper and requester are asked to briefly write up their experience and submit it to the 

Steering Committee, so that we can continue to refine the helping process. 

 

TWITTER 

 

Twitter is among the more powerful social broadcasting tools available for allowing historians to 

market themselves, seek information, solicit advice and opinions, and meet other amateur and 

mailto:AAHMtrollinghelpline@gmail.com
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professional historians passionate about historical topics. Twitter promotes open conversations 

and advances academic dialogue. When done well, it can build terrific online communities for 

historians and disseminate historical scholarship and expertise. 

Tweets are often retweeted by other people and expand well beyond immediate online 

communities. As a short-form medium, it is easy to create tweets that are misunderstood, 

imprecise, or disorganized. For this reason, weighty, controversial historical subjects aired on 

Twitter open the user up to a range of possible challenges. Especially when the topics discussed 

are charged, a fair amount of conversation can commence, and not all of it is always positive, 

especially in those instances when the conversation doesn’t lend itself to short form replies.  It 

can be the case that what appears to be trolling behavior by another individual is in fact an 

idiosyncratic style of communication, failed attempt at humor, or problem of translation. In these 

instances, the results can be mistaken impressions. 

However worse can occur: trolling, harassment, or abusive responses from people inside or 

outside your community are frequently reported occurrences to Twitter. When you experience 

trolling, harassment, or abusive behavior, Twitter does provide a few tools for dealing with these 

issues. The social broadcast service offers the means to mute, block, or report individual 

accounts for harassing behavior. There are also privacy settings that allow you to set your level 

of public interaction. Standard advice to victims of these behaviors is to not respond to them at 

all. Others advocate classy responses that seek to elevate the tone. 

Whatever the response to these forms of harassment, the best response is usually a measured and 

thoughtful one rather than a reactive one. It is essential to protect yourself. Therefore, take 

threats seriously. Twitter recommends that if you feel you are in physical danger from online 

abuse, that you contact local law enforcement authorities, document the abusive messages 

(printouts or screen shots) and provide them with as much context as possible. 

  

1. The requester and helper should create a temporary password they both use to access the 

account. 

 

2. They should evaluate together the scope and scale of the abuse. What is the nature of the 

abuse? Is it a single individual or are multiple people involved? Did it occur on one post only 

or does it seem to be randomly recurring in a way that suggests a pattern? 

 

3. If the scope appears to be trolling by a single individual, and the individual is anonymous, 

then little action beyond blocking the harasser may be required. The helper and the requester 

in this instance may be able to mutually assure one another that no serious action needs to be 

taken. 

 

4. If the individual is not anonymous, then it makes sense to report the account to Twitter. 

Twitter has a diligent staff who focus specifically on reducing cyberbullying. They will 

evaluate the nature of the exchanges and, if necessary, ban the account and person from 

Twitter. 

 

5. If the scope of the bullying appears threatening in an extraordinary way (death threats or 

similar forms of harassment), then screen shots and printouts should be made, and the 

incident should be reported to local police authorities with as much context as possible. 

Twitter should be notified after law-enforcement. 
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6. In an instance where the requester has been the victim of a mass-targeting campaign, which 

includes a range of abuse from mere trolling to life-threatening messages, the requester and 

helper should immediately report the problem to law enforcement, Twitter, and the Steering 

Committee. 

 

7. While it may be tempting to close the account, a large-scale, coordinated attack suggests that 

the individual may have been targeted intentionally and be at risk in other areas of their life. 

It might therefore be useful for investigative purposes to have an archive of the messages. 

Therefore, local law enforcement should be consulted and provided with evidence and as 

much information as possible to help understand the nature and scope of the threat. 

 

8. While it is difficult to hack Twitter, it can occur. The most likely reason is that the password 

was broken. The helper and requester should evaluate if other accounts, especially email 

accounts, may have been compromised simultaneously. People tend to use the same 

password for multiple accounts, and a hack at one location may signal a wider problem. 

 

9. The first step on Twitter would be to reset the password with a combination of letters, 

numbers, special characters, and mixing capitals and lower-case combinations. Thereafter 

assess Twitter’s activity log, which should tell the helper and requester what occurred. Any 

hacked tweets should be deleted and a message sent out explaining that the account was 

hacked. 

 

10. Unfortunately trolling is a common occurrence on Twitter. It is usually caused by a single, 

immature individual. In such instances, probably no action will need to be taken in terms of 

describing the experience to the Steering Committee. 

 

11. A mass attack would, however, be a highly worrying personal and professional experience. 

Such an attack would warrant immediate contact and involvement of the Steering Committee 

and an evaluation of the broader threat to the individual. It would also require immediate 

notification of the individual’s employer and also local law enforcement. While such mass 

attacks are fairly rare occurrences, historians have been victims of such attacks. When these 

attacks occur, they often include other forms of interaction (threatening mail; threatening 

phone calls, etc). 

 

12. In such a rare but serious scenario, the Steering Committee should be immediately engaged. 

They, therefore, should write-up a report of the experience themselves and not place that 

burden on the requester and helper. 

 

 


