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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Journalists increasingly face work-related harassment and Received 30 May 2025
intimidation, yet individuals vary markedly in how they interpret Accepted 17 March 2026
and respond to such encounters. Although prior research has
documented this variation, the broader scholarship has offered
limited insight into thg processes th'rough which it emerges .a'nd harassment; intimidation:
the factors that contribute to it. This article draws on cognitive hostility; cognitive appraisal
appraisal theory to examine how journalists evaluate incidents of theory; diary-interview
harassment and intimidation and how these appraisals shape method

emotional reactions, coping strategies, and professional, social,

and well-being outcomes. In contrast to mechanistic stimulus—

response models, a cognitive-appraisal approach emphasizes the

subjective meanings that individuals construct within specific

person-environment  relationships. Informed by solicited

multimodal diaries and recurring interviews with 19 Finnish

professional journalists, along with nine case-focused interviews,

we propose a cognitive-appraisal model of harassment and

intimidation that conceptualizes journalists’ responses as arising

from a dynamic interplay between exposure-related features,

individual- and environment-related factors, and assessments of

coping options. The model offers a conceptual explanation of

journalists’ heterogeneous responses and a structured framework

for understanding the processes through which harassment and

intimidation affect individuals and their professional conduct. By

identifying the core elements that shape these responses, the

model also highlights leverage points for strengthening

journalists’ resilience.

KEYWORDS
Journalism (profession);

Introduction

Harassment and intimidation are now widely recognized as significant threats to journal-
ists’ well-being and to their capacity to carry out their democratic role (Clark and Grech
2017; Miller 2023a). Accordingly, recent scholarship has examined their prevalence,
forms, and consequences from multiple perspectives (see Centre for Freedom of the
Media 2025).
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One particularly noteworthy observation concerns the marked variation in how jour-
nalists interpret and respond to such experiences. Post and Kepplinger (2019) found
that journalists’ responses to audience hostility ranged from negative emotions and
avoidance-oriented strategies—such as refraining from further provocation or limiting
interaction—to perceiving hostility as a sign of professional success, taking satisfaction
in it, and even deliberately defying it. Similarly, Clark and Grech (2017, 43-44) reported
that while exposure to unwarranted interference led some journalists to engage in self-
censorship and avoidance behavior, it made others even more determined to resist
such pressures. These findings demonstrate that harassment and intimidation can elicit
sharply contrasting responses, yet systematic research on the processes underlying this
variation—and the factors that shape it—remains limited.

To address this gap, we conducted a qualitative study of harassment and intimidation
as experienced by 19 Finnish professional journalists over a six-month period, using soli-
cited multimodal diaries and recurring focused interviews. Participants were asked to
document any harassment and intimidation they encountered, along with freeform
reflections on how these phenomena were reflected in their professional conduct, per-
sonal life, and well-being. To broaden the empirical base, we supplemented this material
with nine thematic interviews related to two publicly prominent Finnish cases of harass-
ment and intimidation.

In the analysis, we interpreted the thematic patterns emerging from the empirical
material through Lazarus’s (1999) cognitive appraisal theory, using this iterative engage-
ment between material and theory to clarify the evaluative processes that underlie jour-
nalists’ responses. This enabled us to develop a theoretically informed model that shows
how various factors shape appraisals and how the resulting assessments give rise to dis-
tinct emotional reactions, coping strategies, and professional, social, and well-being out-
comes. The model accounts for the substantial individual variation observed and
highlights key aspects that can be strengthened to enhance journalists’ resilience to har-
assment and intimidation.

Key Concepts and Previous Research

Research on harassment and intimidation in journalism shows that their contemporary
manifestations encompass a wide range of behaviors, including, for example, verbal
abuse and threats, digital hostility, coordinated disinformation and defamation cam-
paigns, doxxing, legal threats, and physical aggression (e.g., Clark and Grech 2017; Hiltu-
nen 2022; Miller 2023a; Waisbord 2020, 2022). These attacks have been linked to
consequences ranging from psychological strain to reduced perceptions of safety,
altered reporting practices, and, in some cases, withdrawal from public engagement or
the profession (e.g., Clark and Grech 2017; Léfgren Nilsson and Ornebring 2016).
Nonetheless, much of the existing scholarship has used “harassment” as a loose
umbrella concept, often without clarifying its scope or distinguishing it from other
related expressions of hostility, thereby creating ambiguity and inconsistency (Miller
2023a, 1231-1233). To ensure conceptual rigor, we set clear analytical boundaries for
the key terms. Our research focuses on occupational harassment and intimidation
directed at journalists by organizational outsiders and motivated by their role as journal-
ists and/or their professional conduct. Accordingly, we exclude phenomena such as
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intra-organizational sexual harassment and workplace bullying. The justification is three-
fold. First, broad contemporary concerns stem from rising hostility and aggression by
audiences and other external actors (e.g., Miller 2023a; Waisbord 2020), rather than
from misconduct inside newsrooms. Second, journalists’ reliance on interactions with
sources and subjects, their on-site working practices, and the public visibility and societal
significance of their work make them particularly prone to such occupational harassment
(Parker 2015, 2). Third, existing research suggests that intra-organizational harassment
exhibits fundamentally different risk profiles (e.g., Parker 2015). Including both within
one framework would, therefore, likely result in conceptual conflation and obscure the
distinct mechanisms shaping each phenomenon.

Our conceptual understanding of harassment reflects a focus on the victim's interpret-
ation (see Miller 2023a, 1233), with its contours informed by the Finnish Non-Discrimi-
nation Act (Government of Finland 2014). We define occupational harassment as
unwanted behavior or actions perceived by the target as disruptive, derogatory, degrad-
ing, and/or hostile, where the conduct is directed at them because of their occupation
and/or professional conduct. Our conceptualization supplements this with occupational
intimidation, defined as the posing of threats of implicit or explicit negative sanctions
and/or the enactment of such sanctions due to the target’s occupation and/or pro-
fessional conduct.

Multiple studies have examined journalists’ responses (e.g., Celuch et al. 2023; lvask
and Lon 2023; Miller 2023b; Stahel and Schoen 2020) and coping strategies (e.g., Miller
and Lewis 2022; Obermaier, Hofbauer, and Reinemann 2018) related to harassment and
intimidation. Gender has often been proposed as a key factor shaping differences in jour-
nalists’ reactions. Stahel and Schoen (2020) found that female journalists experienced
greater stress from audience-led attacks than male journalists and were more likely to
adopt avoidance strategies. The women journalists studied by Miller (2023b) tended to
respond to incivility and disruptive harassment with fear, while the dominant emotion
among the men was anger. Post and Kepplinger (2019, 2436-2437) found that female
journalists recalled incidents of public hostility with more negative emotions, whereas
men more often reported some degree of satisfaction or pleasure; female journalists
were also more likely to engage in avoidance-type behavior, such as refraining from
further provocations. Stahel and Schoen (2020, 1851-1853) attribute these differences
to gendered role socialization, in which women are steered toward sensitivity, commun-
ality, and interdependence-oriented self-concepts, leaving them more vulnerable to
experiencing stress from interpersonal conflict. Male socialization, by contrast, has tra-
ditionally emphasized agency, independence, and assertiveness (ibid., see also Riives,
Murumaa-Mengel, and lvask 2021).

Gender has received the most attention, yet research indicates that other minoritized
identities—such as race, ethnicity, sexuality, and religion (e.g., Miller 2023a; Waisbord
2020)—and their intersections also shape journalists’ perceived vulnerability to harass-
ment and the forms it takes (Miller and Lewis 2023; Stahel 2023). Moreover, Post and Kep-
plinger (2019, 2436) found that older journalists were more likely to view past audience
hostility positively, perceiving it as enhancing rather than harming their professional rec-
ognition, and were more willing to defy hostility than younger journalists.

While we acknowledge these findings, explanations relying predominantly on demo-
graphic attributes often do not adequately theorize the processes responsible for such
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differences or the additional factors that may contribute to them. Without systematic
attention to contextual, situational, and cognitive influences, these explanations risk
assigning disproportionate weight to demographic factors in isolation (Post and Kepplin-
ger 2019, 2438).

Furthermore, existing research has typically focused on compliant reactions to har-
assment and intimidation, such as avoidance behavior and self-censorship, and on
negative psychological effects like stress, anxiety, and fear (Post and Kepplinger
2019, 2428). Only a few studies have explicitly noted that exposure to hostility can
also be met with relative indifference or even give rise to positive emotions and
effects, such as professional pride, pleasure, and defiance (e.g., Miller 2023b; Post
and Kepplinger 2019). Notably, positive and negative effects are not mutually exclu-
sive, and outcomes in one domain do not necessarily translate into another. Survey-
ing 940 journalists from Council of Europe member states and Belarus about their
experiences of undue pressure and violence, Clark and Grech (2017) found that
67% reported psychological effects—most commonly stress, anxiety, sleep difficulties,
and fear for personal safety—yet only 37% stated that such interference had affected
how they conducted their work. Among those who reported that interference had
affected their work, the largest share (36%) said the experience had strengthened
their commitment not to censor themselves. This implies that adverse psychological
impacts and detrimental professional consequences, such as self-censorship, do not
follow a straightforward or inevitable relationship. Nevertheless, the question of
why some journalists remain relatively indifferent to acts that frighten or silence
others, why others experience such distress yet compartmentalize it from their pro-
fessional conduct, and why still others feel defiant or even emboldened by such
acts remains unanswered.

Theoretical Framework

Cognitive appraisal approaches have been employed to examine workplace bullying (e.g.,
Hewett et al. 2018), cyberbullying (e.g., Leung et al. 2024), and peer sexual harassment
(e.g., Leaper, Spears Brown, and Ayres 2013) from the perspective of those targeted.
Although the theory has not, to our knowledge, been applied to occupational harassment
and intimidation in journalism, existing studies demonstrate its relevance for analyzing
how individuals evaluate and respond to hostile encounters. A related, though more
general, appraisal-based approach to journalists’ experiences of hostility is offered by
Post and Kepplinger (2019).

The cognitive appraisal theory of psychological stress and emotion emphasizes the
relativity of meaning and positions cognitive evaluation at the center of emotional and
behavioral responses (Lazarus 1999; Yeo and Ong 2024). Its core premise is that
humans constantly monitor their environment, interpreting events through their individ-
ual perceptions and aspirations (Yeo and Ong 2024, 1440-1441; Lazarus 1999, 75).
Whereas stimulus-response models depict individuals as mechanically reacting to exter-
nal conditions, cognitive appraisal theory argues that stress arousal hinges on how a
person subjectively assesses the relevance of what is happening (Yeo and Ong 2024). Indi-
viduals respond differently to similar stimuli because they relate to their environment in
unique ways, reacting as distinct persons who differ in their most important goals, beliefs,
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and personal resources (Lazarus 1999, 12). The outcome of this evaluation forms the basis
of emotional experience, as one’s interpretation determines which emotions are activated
and their intensity (Lazarus 1999).

The theory articulates two main components in the appraisal process: primary and sec-
ondary appraisal. Primary appraisal concerns an event’s relevance to the individual’s
well-being, intentions, goal commitments, self-concept, worldview, or values; if nothing
meaningful is perceived to be at stake, stress and stress-related emotions are unlikely
to occur (Lazarus 1999, 75-76). Conversely, if an event is perceived as affecting one’s
goals, three archetypical outcomes may follow: harm or loss refers to damage already
sustained, threat involves anticipation of potential future damage, and challenge
describes a state in which individuals confront obstacles enthusiastically (ibid.; Schneider
2008). From this perspective, stress arises from a conflict between personal goals and
environmental factors perceived as harming, threatening, or challenging them (Yeo
and Ong 2024). In this article, we conceptualize harassment and intimidation as such
stressors, as they typically contradict and jeopardize both the professional and personal
objectives of journalists.

Secondary appraisal focuses on potential ways to address a stressful person—environ-
ment relationship, particularly after primary appraisal has identified a harm, threat, or
challenge. Lazarus (1999, 76-79) characterizes it as evaluating available coping options
and judging their feasibility, advantages, and disadvantages. In this article, we use the
concept to refer to how journalists assess their options for dealing with harassment
and intimidation, along with the perceived consequences of adopting specific coping
strategies.

Importantly, the two processes operate in interplay: primary and secondary appraisal
act neither independently nor in a chronological order. For example, the greater our confi-
dence in our ability to overcome obstacles and dangers, the more likely we are to concep-
tualize situations as challenges rather than threats (Schneider 2008); conversely, a sense of
inadequacy or unpreparedness fosters a perception of threat (ibid.; Lazarus 1999, 77).
Thus, the evaluation of coping options can shape primary appraisals, and vice versa.

Coping refers to efforts to manage psychological stress (Lazarus 1999, 111). Cognitive
appraisal theory identifies two main mechanisms: problem-focused coping involves
attempts to influence the stressful relationship by altering material conditions, while
emotion-focused coping entails reappraising the situation and transforming its personal
meaning without changing external circumstances (Lazarus 1999, 114). For example,
reporting harassment to the police illustrates problem-focused coping (Obermaier, Hof-
bauer, and Reinemann 2018), whereas reframing the experience positively—for
example, as a “badge of honor"—illustrates emotion-focused coping (Miller 2023b).
More recent work proposes additional categories, including meaning-focused and
social coping, as well as distinctions such as active coping versus avoidance (Folkman
and Moskowitz 2004, 751-753). Since coping is not the central focus of our model, we
retain the basic distinction between problem- and emotion-focused coping for analytical
clarity.

Taken together, the theoretical principles outlined above form the basis for our analyti-
cal model. Drawing on cognitive appraisal theory, we conceptualize exposure to harass-
ment/intimidation as a series of dynamic evaluative processes in which exposure-,
individual-, and environment-related factors, as well as the evaluation of coping
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options jointly shape journalists’ interpretations and responses. This approach shifts the
analytical focus from demographic characteristics to the cognitive mechanisms through
which journalists assess the personal meaning and significance of such encounters, and
to the ways individual- and environment-related factors influence these appraisal pro-
cesses. By integrating these elements into a unified framework, the model provides a
more systematic understanding of the interplay between exposure, appraisal, emotions,
coping, and various outcomes, thereby clarifying the mechanisms through which harass-
ment and intimidation affect journalists.

Drawing on this framework and the gap identified in prior research, we pose the fol-
lowing research question: How can a cognitive-appraisal framework help explain variation
in journalists’ responses to harassment and intimidation?

Material, Methods, and Analysis

The research material consists of two datasets. The first was generated through the
diary-interview method, which combines solicited research diaries with recurring inter-
views (for a detailed account of the method’s application, see Hiltunen, Péyhtéri, and
Nikunen 2026). We sought to capture a broad spectrum of perspectives on harassment
and intimidation by recruiting journalists whose demographic characteristics, occu-
pational roles, media affiliations, and areas of specialization have been linked to elev-
ated exposure in the Finnish context (see Hiltunen, Suuronen, and Pdyhtari 2022, 2024;
Valiverronen, Poyhtari, and Villi 2023). This included women and younger journalists,
journalists belonging to minority groups, and those in editorial roles, as well as journal-
ists working in national, regional, and local newsrooms. We also recruited journalists
engaged in investigative or social media-intensive work and those covering politics
and crime.

Recruitment relied on critical-case and snowball sampling. We contacted selected jour-
nalists directly, sought referrals from industry contacts, and circulated open calls in tar-
geted newsrooms. Participants were also encouraged to recommend others they
considered to be a good fit for the study. In line with established Finnish research prac-
tices, no financial incentives were offered. Participants were granted anonymity to protect
their identities and support candid reflection.

The final sample comprised 19 journalists with a median age of 39 years (range 26-60)
and a median of 12 years of journalistic work experience (range 5-40+). Five participants
self-identified as belonging to a minority group. Table 1 summarizes key individual
characteristics for each participant. To preserve anonymity, information on employing
media outlet is presented in aggregate form in Table 2 and applies only to salaried jour-
nalists, as freelancers typically work across multiple outlets.

The study began with background interviews and orientation, after which participants
were asked to record and submit solicited diary entries documenting how harassment
and intimidation manifested in their work and affected them. Entries, submitted from
January 2023 onward, described specific incidents or offered broader reflections on the
topic. Participants were free to submit entries as often as they wished, and in any
format or medium, and they were encouraged to include any relevant supplementary
materials, such as harassing or threatening messages. Entries were uploaded to a desig-
nated online portal, allowing the researchers to access them in real time. This enabled us



JOURNALISM STUDIES (&) 7

Table 1. Participant characteristics (n = 19).

Participant identifier Gender Occupational position Employment type
Participant A Woman Reporter Freelancer
Participant B Woman Special reporter Salaried
Participant C Woman Special reporter Salaried
Participant D Man Special reporter Salaried
Participant E Woman Editor-in-chief Salaried
Participant F Woman Reporter Salaried
Participant G Woman Editor-in-chief Salaried
Participant H Woman Special reporter Salaried
Participant | Woman Editor-in-chief Salaried
Participant J Man Reporter Freelancer
Participant K Man Reporter Salaried
Participant L Man Special reporter Salaried
Participant M Woman Producer Salaried
Participant N Man Reporter Salaried
Participant O Woman Editor-in-chief Salaried
Participant P Woman Reporter Salaried
Participant Q Woman Reporter Freelancer
Participant R Man Special reporter Salaried
Participant S Man Reporter Salaried

Table 2. Employing media outlet types among salaried journalists (n = 16).
Employing media type

National newspaper
Public broadcaster
Regional newspaper
Local newspaper
Commercial broadcaster
News agency

Student media

—_ == NNWwWO >

to revisit and discuss the material during two subsequent research interviews, conducted
three months into the observation period and again after six months, in which we posed
follow-up questions and examined participants’ motivations, emotions, and thought pro-
cesses in greater depth.

Two participants discontinued before the end of the study. Upon completion of
material collection in June 2023, we had conducted 53 interviews (nearly 45 h of recorded
data) and received 226 diary entries.

The second dataset consists of nine case-study interviews. Conducted in 2023-2024,
these interviews focused on two high-profile cases of harassment and intimidation target-
ing Finnish journalists: one working at a tabloid newspaper (see Council of Europe 2023)
and another employed by the public broadcaster (see Tariku 2024). The case-study inter-
viewees were individuals working at various levels within the media organizations in
question. The aim was to examine how a colleague’s victimization affected the work com-
munity and shaped the internal dynamics within the organization.

We employed a theoretically driven thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021) that
drew its sensitizing concepts from cognitive appraisal theory. The analysis proceeded
in two phases in ATLAS.ti 24. In the first phase, we applied structural coding (Saldafa
2013, 84-87) guided by our research question and the theory’s core domains. Relevant
segments were identified and indexed under broad, theory-derived categories such as
exposure, individual- and environment-related factors, appraisal processes, emotional



8 I. HILTUNEN ET AL.

reactions, coping responses, and short- and long-term consequences for professional
conduct, social functioning, morale, health, and well-being.

In the second phase, we used pattern coding to synthesize the codes into thematic
elements (Saldafa 2013, 209-213). This involved consolidating related codes into
broader analytical categories within each domain and examining how these elements
co-occurred across cases. This cross-case analysis enabled us to identify recurring pat-
terns and assess how the empirical material confirmed, complicated, or challenged
core assumptions of cognitive appraisal theory, thereby allowing us to refine the emer-
ging structure accordingly. Finally, we constructed the cognitive-appraisal model of har-
assment and intimidation by integrating the empirically derived themes with the
conceptual domains of cognitive appraisal theory. The resulting model identifies the
key factors shaping journalists’ evaluative processes and illustrates how different apprai-
sal outcomes generate distinct emotional, professional, and well-being-related conse-
quences, thereby offering an empirically grounded extension of the theory in the
context of journalistic work.

Findings: The Cognitive Appraisal Model of Harassment and Intimidation

In this section, we present the cognitive-appraisal model of harassment and intimidation
and its key elements, developed through the analytical process described above. Figure 1
depicts the model in full. The sections that follow elaborate on its individual components,
drawing on direct quotations from both datasets to illustrate key points. All excerpts are
anonymized in accordance with the study design.

Antecedents
(CEEEEEEEE—
Individual-related Influences

factors antecedent
factors

Environment-related

factors
Can trigger

‘ reappraisal Outcomes
and revision Y ——

Evaluation

Exposure
Primary
EWEIRE]

Exposure to Relational
harassment / intimidation meaning

Coping

Secondary
EWEIRE]

Effects on professional
conduct, social
functioning, morale,
and health

Figure 1. The cognitive appraisal model of harassment and intimidation.
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Exposure

Every individual has a multifaceted array of personal goals and aspirations (Lazarus 1999,
60). These include preserving physical integrity and health, maintaining a positive self-
image and sense of self-worth, safeguarding one’s reputation and standing within
valued communities, and pursuing aims that are personally, professionally, or societally
meaningful (Lazarus 1999). The cognitive-appraisal process begins when an individual
encounters something that may threaten or interfere with these goals (Yeo and Ong
2024)—in this study’s context, when journalists interpret certain behaviors as incidents
relevant to the protection of their personal or professional aims and, in that light, as con-
stituting harassment or intimidation.

Exposure to harassment and intimidation can be direct or indirect. Indirect exposure
(see Hiltunen 2022, 111) refers to situations in which journalists witness or learn about
harassment or intimidation directed at a colleague (e.g., Celuch et al. 2023, 631-633),
another media outlet, or the journalists more broadly (e.g., Obermaier, Hofbauer, and
Reinemann 2018, 504). Our analysis showed that in both direct and indirect cases, journal-
ists tended to appraise two aspects in particular: the nature of the harassment or intimi-
dation and the identity and attributes of the perpetrator.

The Nature of Harassment/Intimidation

Harassment and intimidation can manifest in diverse forms that target different personal
goals and jeopardize them in multiple ways (e.g., lvask and Lon 2023; Kantola and Harju
2023, 507; Miller and Lewis 2022; Post and Kepplinger 2019). In our material, the experi-
ences discussed ranged from face-to-face hostility to physical assault, and from work dis-
ruptions to threats and stalking. The most prevalent forms, however, were verbal abuse
and public defamation, typically occurring via social media, email, or phone—a pattern
consistent with previous Finnish research (Hiltunen, Suuronen, and Poyhtari 2022; Véliver-
ronen, Poyhtari, and Villi 2023).

The material thus captured multiple forms of harassment and intimidation, targeting
different professional or personal facets of journalists’ lives. In addition to explicit
threats to reputation, livelihood, or physical safety, the material included verbal abuse,
defamation, and racist and misogynistic harassment, which primarily target self-image
and self-worth (see also Miller 2023a; Miller and Lewis 2022, 86-89). These distinctions
matter, as our analysis suggests that journalists’ vulnerabilities and resilience vary
depending on the specific nature and target of the harassment (see also Miller 2023b).
For example, individuals who feel largely impervious to personal abuse may still experi-
ence considerable strain when subjected to public defamation aimed at damaging
their professional credibility.

The Identity and Attributes of Perpetrators

Perpetrators also shape the experience of exposure. In our material, we identified
instances of harassment and intimidation by ordinary citizens, members of political
parties, influencers and micro-celebrities (see also Ivask and Lon 2023, 204), individuals
associated with ideological or political movements (ibid., 205), members of criminal or
extremist groups, and unknown actors. Operating from differing positions of visibility,
influence, and resources, these actors typically employ distinct tactics and forms of
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harassment or intimidation (Hiltunen 2022, 125-126). Such differences play a central role
in journalists’ appraisals. Journalists evaluate, for instance, whether the perpetrators
possess sufficient status, power, or resources to pose a credible threat, whether they
act in an organized manner, and whether fears of escalation are warranted (see Hiltunen
2022, 125-126; Holton et al. 2023, 866). A special reporter described the thoughts that fol-
lowed when a prominent member of a political grassroots movement began publicly
spreading false claims about their professional conduct:

If it had been a random troublemaker, | would not have reacted, because everybody knows
they are not a trustworthy source. But in this case | was concerned, because there was a possi-
bility that someone might believe them. (Participant R, Interview 1)

This demonstrates how the evaluation of reputational risk hinges on the perpetrator’s per-
ceived position, status, and influence.

Antecedents

Individual-related Factors

Our analysis identified several individual-related factors that play a key role in the evalu-
ation of harassment and intimidation incidents. These relate to personality, dispositions,
and self-esteem; perceptions of safety and security; health, well-being, and mood; pro-
fessional identity and confidence; and prior experiences.

Personality, Dispositions, and Self-esteem. Personality traits and dispositions strongly
influence how individuals respond to external conditions, as well as how they cope
with stress (Lazarus 1999). Personality is shaped by genetics, upbringing, and environ-
mental influences and continues to evolve across the life course (Caspi, Roberts, and
Shiner 2005). In our analysis, self-perceptions related to personality and self-esteem
emerged as a two-sided factor. Several participants indicated that certain traits, disposi-
tions, and aspects of self-esteem made them more resistant to the detrimental effects
of harassment and intimidation. At the same time, these characteristics were also
described as sources of vulnerability, with some participants noting that they avoided
certain forms of visibility or types of stories because they felt less capable of brushing
off hostile or harassing behavior. The following two excerpts illustrate these opposite
ends of the spectrum:

| am not very sensitive in general, which helps. | am a straightforward person, | have good self-
esteem, and | tend not to worry too much afterwards. (Participant A, Interview 2)

It really depends on the personality how well you can disregard certain things. And | don't
have the greatest self-esteem, if they were to target my person [...] that is why | have
wanted to protect myself. (Participant H, Interview 3)

Therefore, it can be argued that journalists with certain personality traits or dispositions
are generally more prone to perceiving interpersonal conflict as stressful and, conse-
quently, to experiencing heightened anxiety when faced with harassment or intimidation.
Building on previous findings that women journalists are more likely to report stress,
anxiety, and fear in response to harassment, it is plausible that these differences stem
less from gender itself than from underlying personality traits and dispositions that are
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unevenly distributed through gendered socialization (see Stahel and Schoen 2020, 1851-
1853).

On the other hand, personality traits and dispositions may also motivate some journal-
ists to derive satisfaction from defiance or even to seek out conflict (see Post and Kepplin-
ger 2019). An interview excerpt from an investigative journalist illustrates this attitude
particularly well, as the participant described being drawn to stories that provoke nega-
tive reactions and carry an elevated risk of harassment or intimidation:

For me, the dominant feeling is that | want to precisely report those kinds of stories. [...] Eli-
citing those emotions feels like some kind of success [...]. Getting harassed does not person-
ally bother me that much. [...] | don't think about it when | am writing my stories. [...]
[Rlather, it encourages me. (Participant J, Interview 1)

Sense of Safety and Security. Another crucial factor influencing appraisal is one’s funda-
mental sense of safety and security. While this foundation develops during childhood, it
continues to evolve throughout life in response to new experiences (Mikulincer and
Shaver 2016; see also Bonanno 2004). It is shaped by lived sociocultural and material con-
ditions—for example, belonging to a discriminated minority or being a woman (e.g.,
Miller 2023b)—as well as by exposure to events that challenge or reinforce one’s felt
safety (Bonanno 2004).

Our material indicates that prior experiences—such as being subjected to stalking or
physical violence—can substantially influence risk perceptions, making some individuals
more susceptible to feeling distressed or unsafe when encountering harassment or inti-
midation. At the same time, each new instance of harassment or intimidation may itself
contribute to this evolving sense of vulnerability. As illustrated by Subsection 5.5 (the
feedback loop), both new and prior experiences can influence appraisal processes, poten-
tially increasing the likelihood that subsequent incidents or observations will be inter-
preted as anxiety-inducing or threatening. One journalist described these effects on
their everyday perceptions:

For a long time, it has affected my sense of safety. For example, if | see someone standing on
the street and looking at our house, my first thought is often that it has to do with my work, or
at least that there is a possibility of that. (Case interview, Case 2)

Health, Well-being, and Mood. Both physical and mental well-being shape how journal-
ists evaluate harassment and intimidation and influence subsequent coping. Occu-
pational intimidation—and, by extension, harassment—taxes individuals’ emotional
and cognitive resources (Parker 2015, 134-135). Because these resources are closely
tied to overall health and well-being, coping may be less effective and negative emotional
reactions more pronounced when this foundation is compromised (see Lazarus 1999, 57-
61). At the same time, momentary mood depends on numerous factors—from current cir-
cumstances to broader life satisfaction (Lazarus 1991, 47-50). While harassment and inti-
midation can diminish well-being and mood, good health and a positive mental state may
also buffer these effects and enhance one’s resilience (Lazarus 1991, 49; 1999, 71).
These dynamics were evident in our material. Several journalists described deliberately
assessing their personal situation and available resources when pitching stories on risk-
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bearing topics, aiming to avoid becoming overwhelmed by managing the stress associ-
ated with harassment and intimidation. A freelance reporter described consciously limit-
ing exposure to this burden as follows:

There are certain topics that | know will generate harassment, so | consider and calculate very
carefully when to cover them. | am also very mindful of my own mental and physical reserves.
It feels as though it takes at least six months to gather strength for the next ordeal. (Partici-
pant Q, Interview 1)

Professional Identity and Professional Self-confidence. Journalism is a profession often
closely intertwined with practitioners’ identities. Many journalists view their occupational
role as inseparable from who they are and are strongly committed to achieving journal-
istic goals (Leppakumpu and Sivunen 2022). Empirical research, including our material,
indicates that this strong professional identity can function as a resource, helping journal-
ists cope with harassment and intimidation by enabling rationalization and providing a
sense of purpose (ibid., 87-89; Hiltunen 2022, 114). Many participants regarded exposure
to harassment and intimidation as a personal cost they sometimes must pay for doing
influential work with tangible societal consequences and contributions to the public
good (see also Claesson 2023, 1818-1819; Miller 2023b).

Professional role and identity can therefore provide a form of mental “armor of profes-
sionalism” that helps journalists process negative thoughts provoked by occupational
harassment or intimidation. When this mindset was active, detachment and rationaliz-
ation became easier, as journalists tended not to take harassment and intimidation “per-
sonally” but instead viewed it as a by-product of the work (see also Hiltunen 2022, 114).
However, the contemporary communication environment has blurred boundaries
between work and leisure, making such separation increasingly difficult (lvask and Lon
2023). Several participants noted that harassment or intimidation proved more difficult
to shrug off when it occurred unexpectedly and during their downtime than when it hap-
pened while they were acting in their professional role (see also ibid., 203-204). For
instance, a special reporter described their reaction to receiving a sudden harassing call
on their private phone during a day off:

At that moment, it hurt me deeply because you don’t have your armor on in some situations.
When you're at work, you learn how to react to things differently from when you're in a sen-
sitive mental state and in a safe environment where you normally shouldn’t have to think
about these matters. (Participant L, Interview 2)

Moreover, credibility and reputation play a significant role in journalistic work. Journal-
ists’ influence is closely intertwined with their public credibility. Potential sources may
be more willing to speak with those who are well regarded, and employers are more
inclined to hire journalists with strong professional standing. Attempts to undermine
this reputation—such as through defamation or smear campaigns—may therefore
be experienced as particularly stressful. Our analysis shows that more experienced
and well-established journalists typically worried less about harassment and intimida-
tion affecting their professional reputation, credibility, or status. Less experienced jour-
nalists appeared more prone to self-doubt, at times interpreting harassment or
intimidation as reflecting some (real or imagined) wrongdoing or lack of professional
skill on their part (see also Kantola and Harju 2023, 498-499). Seasoned journalists
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tended to reject such doubts more readily and to dismiss accusations as unfounded,
unfair, or ideologically motivated.

We suggest that this pattern stems from differing levels of professional self-confidence
and a stronger overall sense of professional footing among more experienced journalists.
These findings align with those of Post and Kepplinger (2019, 2438), who reported that
older journalists were more likely to perceive audience hostility as enhancing their pro-
fessional recognition, to defy it, and to react with pleasure rather than negative
emotions—dynamics that the authors likewise attribute to accumulated experience,
increased self-confidence, and a stronger sense of security in one’s professional position.

Familiarity and Previous Experiences. Familiar, predictable occurrences typically corre-
late with appraising a situation as a challenge, whereas events perceived as novel, unpre-
dictable, or uncontrollable are more often evaluated as threats (Lazarus 1999, 77). Our
material reflects this dynamic: participants frequently noted that their resilience to the
detrimental effects of harassment or intimidation had grown alongside their accumulated
experience. While this may relate to becoming more effective in their coping, familiarity
also appeared to help more experienced participants disregard forms of harassment and
intimidation to which they had become accustomed (see Lazarus 1999, 83). A reporter’s
reflection on how their resilience has evolved over the course of a career illustrates this
dynamic particularly well:

Experience helps in its own way. The longer you have been doing this and the more often you
have gone through it, the easier it becomes to recognize and think, “Oh, it’s this again.” (Par-
ticipant N, Interview 3)

However, even long-time journalists frequently perceived online harassment as especially
unpredictable, given its tendency to flare up abruptly with uncontrollable intensity (see
Hiltunen 2022, 129-130; Waisbord 2022) and its high risk of escalation (Holton et al.
2023, 866). This inherent volatility heightened worries and unease among several partici-
pants. For example, a special reporter reflected on the distinct anxiety associated with
online harassment as follows:

You can never be sure how much a situation will escalate. [...] | Google my name quite often
—not because | am personally interested but because | am afraid that somewhere someone
might be spreading something about me. (Participant C, Interview 3)

Environment-related Factors

Having examined the key individual-related factors that shape journalists’ appraisals, we
also identified multiple environment-related factors that play a substantial role in how
harassment and intimidation are evaluated. These range from material conditions—
such as life circumstances, safety and security measures, and the availability of support
resources—to immaterial aspects, including workplace culture, professional solidarity,
and perceived public support.

Life Circumstances. Life circumstances encompass a wide range of factors, including
living arrangements, family members and loved ones, personal obligations, and other
elements that structure everyday life. These factors interact in complex ways and can
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carry positive, negative, or mixed implications. For instance, demanding or stressful life
circumstances can exacerbate strain, reducing the cognitive and emotional resources
available for coping (Lazarus 1999, 145-146; Parker 2015, 134-135) and thereby increas-
ing the likelihood of more pronounced detrimental effects when faced with harassment
or intimidation. At the same time, life circumstances may supply resources that enhance
resilience, such as social support and opportunities for psychological detachment and
restorative recovery (Lazarus 1999, 57). The following excerpt illustrates how one
special reporter reflected on the interplay between life circumstances and the ability to
handle occupational harassment and intimidation:

It also depends on what else is going on. If your life is more stressful at that moment, it's
harder. But if there’s no stress, it's easier to ignore. So it's also case-specific. (Participant R,
Interview 3)

Livelihood is an aspect of life circumstances that intersects in specific ways with pro-
fessional identity, health, and sense of security. This issue is particularly pressing for jour-
nalists working in precarious positions, such as freelancers, whose income depends on
their ability to produce and sell journalism and who rarely enjoy the job security or work-
place benefits available to salaried journalists (see Claesson 2023, 1820-1822). If harass-
ment and intimidation undermine their professional reputation, health, or capacity to
work, their livelihood can suffer severely, leaving them vulnerable to financial instability.

Safety and Security Measures. Measures undertaken for safety and security can help
mitigate exposure to harassment and intimidation, enhance perceived preparedness,
and strengthen journalists’ sense of protection (e.g., Urbanikova, Hiltunen, and Ivask
2025). Common measures discussed in our material included concealing personal identi-
fying information (e.g., home address), limiting audience interaction, “walling off” per-
sonal online spaces, and exercising caution when sharing personal details. However,
more extensive protective measures often introduce additional challenges, creating
extra work, inconvenience, and friction across both professional and personal contexts
(ibid.). These burdens may, in turn, discourage journalists from implementing them.

Trust and Solidarity within the Workplace. Collegial sharing, peer support, and a sense
of solidarity emerged as highly important to participants. Many explicitly cited opportu-
nities for discussion with colleagues and an open workplace culture as significantly miti-
gating the negative consequences of harassment and intimidation (cf. Ivask and Lon 2023,
205-206). This aligns with Kantola and Harju’s (2023) conclusion that journalists’ connec-
tive practices for addressing online harassment are particularly effective in alleviating its
emotional effects. Participants identified sharing and dialogue with peers as especially
helpful because colleagues typically knew the realities of the job and had experienced
harassment and intimidation themselves (see also Claesson 2023, 1820; Kantola and
Harju 2023, 502-504). Connecting with colleagues created space to express emotions,
exchange experiences and advice, reinforce professional confidence, and engage in
dark humor (see also Kantola and Harju 2023, 504-505). Collectively, these forms of
support provided resources for emotional coping, solidarity, community-building, and
cognitive reappraisal, as illustrated by the following quotation from a special reporter:
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We have a solidarity ring [...]. | shared a very inappropriate message | had received [...]. Then
all the others started sharing screenshots, since they had received messages from the same
person. And the message diminished in my head. Because you understand that person writes
similarly to any young woman journalist. So it's not about me but something larger. (Partici-
pant C, Interview 2)

Prior scholarship has pinpointed supervisors’ and editors’ acknowledgment and
support as a potent resource reinforcing journalists’ resilience to online harassment
(Kantola and Harju 2023, 499-500). Our material likewise shows that support from edi-
torial staff, as well as attitudes expressed privately and the broader newsroom culture
surrounding harassment and intimidation, play a vital role. For most journalists, the
supervising editor is the first point of contact when reporting victimization, so their
responses carry considerable weight. A recurring theme was that if editors could not
be counted on to take such incidents seriously and act accordingly, journalists were
easily discouraged from seeking help and often felt they had to handle everything
on their own (see also Ivask and Lon 2023, 206; Claesson 2023, 1818; Holton et al.
2023, 869).

Since the professional culture of journalism has traditionally emphasized toughness,
independence, and emotional detachment (e.g., Claesson 2023, 1818-1820; Holton et
al. 2023, 867), often reinforced by macho attitudes (see Riives, Murumaa-Mengel, and
Ivask 2021; Miller 2023b, 205), the threshold for expressing vulnerability or negative
emotions can be high. Strong reactions to harassment and intimidation may therefore
be highly sensitive matters. Participants sometimes reflected on fears of being labeled
“weak” or failing to live up to professional expectations and ideals (see also Claesson
2023, 1819; Kantola and Harju 2023, 500; Riives, Murumaa-Mengel, and Ivask 2021).
These pressures can evoke guilt, isolation, and loneliness, and may heighten concerns
about one’s career and professional suitability. Acknowledgment and encouragement
—whether from editors or peers—can offer validation for these emotional reactions
and, by assuaging such fears, help repair damage to personal and professional self-
esteem.

Support Resources’ Availability. Our analysis showed that while many participants had
not utilized official support mechanisms, simply being aware of their availability could still
provide benefits. Although the protocols for support measures offered by media outlets—
such as access to health care, legal assistance, safety and security arrangements, and
opportunities for temporary leave or reassignment—were not always clearly defined
and their implementation was sometimes inconsistent (see also Holton et al. 2023,
866-869), participants generally perceived these measures as having improved over
time. They noted that media outlets have gained increasing awareness of the problems
and become more experienced in addressing harassment and intimidation. Participants
also highlighted a range of informal sources of support, including conversations with
friends, guidance from loved ones, and processing incidents and emotions within an
existing therapy relationship.

In parallel with concerns about livelihood, access to institutional support is especially
pressing for freelancers and other journalists in precarious positions (see Claesson 2023,
1820-1822). Those not permanently integrated into an organization may face barriers to
such support or be left out entirely (Parker 2015, 137-138).
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Public Support. Publicly expressed support, whether from editors, audiences, or society
more broadly, can foster positive responses, while its absence can heighten negative per-
ceptions. Our material shows that such support interacts with professional identity and
self-confidence, with audience recognition in particular offering tangible affirmation of
the societal value of one’s work (see Claesson 2023, 1819). It can also validate journalists’
feelings about harassment and intimidation by signaling that these incidents are broadly
condemned and that moral backing is available (see also Uwalaka 2025, 216-217). Con-
versely, a lack of affirmation can fuel helplessness and isolation, reinforcing perceptions
that no one is willing—or concerned enough—to intervene (ibid., 215-216, 217-218).

Evaluation

Taken together, all the factors discussed above—from characteristics of the exposure and
the identity of the perpetrator(s) to individual- and environment-related factors—interact
to shape how harassment and intimidation incidents are evaluated. This applies to both
primary appraisal (whether the situation is relevant to one’s goals and well-being) and
secondary appraisal (possible responses and coping strategies, along with their antici-
pated consequences). Crucially, no single element in isolation determines how an incident
is interpreted; rather, it is the dynamic interplay among all these factors that produces the
event’s relational meaning for the individual. This meaning, in turn, shapes the emotions it
elicits, the perceived need for coping, the coping strategies selected, and the ensuing per-
sonal and professional outcomes.

Outcomes

Emotions

According to Lazarus (1999, 92-94), the relational meaning assigned to an experience
determines which emotions are activated and to what degree. Our analysis revealed a
broad range of emotional responses to harassment and intimidation, most of which fell
within a negative register, with neutral or positive reactions being rare exceptions. Partici-
pants described emotions such as shame, guilt, disgust, anxiety, fear, irritation, anger, frus-
tration, disappointment, and grief. The intensity of these reactions varied markedly,
ranging from mild annoyance to pronounced anxiety and fear.

In line with appraisal-based emotion research, many of these reactions can be grouped
into broader emotion families (Smith and Lazarus 1993). Frustration, irritation, and disap-
pointment are often treated as variants of anger arising from perceived goal obstruction
or unjust treatment (e.g., Harmon-Jones et al. 2008; Lazarus 1999). Anxiety is typically situ-
ated within the broader fear domain, reflecting anticipatory appraisals of potential harm.
Shame and guilt, by contrast, stem from self-evaluative appraisals concerning perceived
failure or violation of internal standards (Tracy and Robins 2004). Recognizing these
emotion families clarifies the pathways through which harassment and intimidation
elicit emotional responses: incidents appraised as threatening primarily evoke fear-
related emotions, whereas those judged as unjust, obstructive, or humiliating tend to
trigger anger-related or self-evaluative reactions. This categorization supports our
finding that emotional responses varied not only in intensity but also in kind, depending
on the relational meaning participants assigned to each encounter.



JOURNALISM STUDIES 17

Coping

When a situation is not appraised as stressful or threatening, coping is not needed. When
it is, individuals may draw on two broad forms of coping: problem-focused coping, aimed
at altering the material conditions or causes of distress, and emotion-focused coping,
which involves adjusting one’s perception or interpretation of the situation (Lazarus
1999, 76, 124).

Problem-focused Coping. The most direct form of problem-focused coping evident in
our material involved attempts to limit exposure to harassment and intimidation. Partici-
pants described withdrawing from or restricting audience interactions, blocking or
“muting” unwanted contacts, avoiding certain forms of public visibility, and engaging
in self-censorship (see also Stahel and Schoen 2020, 1853-1854). Those who adopted
avoidance or self-censorship strategies often did so deliberately, “choosing their
battles” and timing story pitches or periods of visibility for moments when they felt
better able to withstand potential hostility. While self-censorship is typically seen as out-
right detrimental to journalism’s societal mission, other avoidance-based coping strat-
egies can also impede journalistic work. Because journalists depend on external
sources and their audience, reduced visibility or becoming harder to contact may
impede reporting and isolate them from the public they serve.

Another frequently reported strategy was informing supervisors or editors about inci-
dents of harassment and intimidation. Some had also reported them to the police, though
experiences with law-enforcement responses were mixed. A few felt taken seriously—
with perpetrators investigated and, in some cases, prosecuted—while others were disap-
pointed by dismissive attitudes, slow procedures, or cases being sidelined. Discouraged
from pursuing additional reports, these participants often experienced heightened feel-
ings of helplessness (see also Ivask and Lon 2023, 204-205). By contrast, only a small
number had specifically sought help from health-care professionals in direct response
to such experiences (see also Obermaier, Hofbauer, and Reinemann 2018, 518).

The general sentiment, however, was that journalists, editors, and media outlets have
few means of directly addressing harassment and intimidation. While organizations can
provide emotional and material support after an incident, their ability to prevent such
occurrences remains extremely limited (see Holton et al. 2023; Ivask and Lon 2023). Com-
bined with a prevailing perception that law enforcement does not take these cases con-
sistently seriously, many participants reported feeling powerless and without realistic
avenues for addressing the situation.

Emotion-focused Coping. The most prominent emotion-focused coping patterns in our
material were positive reappraisal, rationalization, conscious distancing, seeking social
support, and processing the experience with a therapist. Positive reappraisal involves
finding a more favorable interpretation of the experience (Lazarus 1999, 115-116);
viewing harassment and intimidation as evidence of impactful journalism (Claesson
2023, 1819) or as a “badge of honor” (Miller 2023b) exemplifies this approach. Rationaliz-
ation entails placing the incident in context and attempting to understand perpetrators’
motives—for example, attributing their behavior to an inability to regulate emotions or to
simple attempts at provocation (Lazarus 1999, 115-116). A strong sense of professional
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identity and self-confidence often supported such reframing by helping journalists inter-
pret harassment and intimidation as attempts to influence their journalism rather than
attacks on them personally. Many noted that repeated exposure had also helped them
manage the negative emotions these incidents evoked more effectively (see Lazarus
1999, 82-83). Conscious distancing refers to deliberate efforts to downplay the signifi-
cance of harassment and intimidation by giving it minimal attention (see Lazarus 1999,
122). This may involve reassuring oneself that audiences, colleagues, or supervisors do
not share the perpetrators’ views, or dismissing threats as “empty talk” and mentally label-
ing perpetrators as “pests” or “crazies” who are not worth taking seriously.

Our material shows that seeking social support and engaging in connective practices
were commonly used and often effective in addressing the emotional effects of harass-
ment and intimidation, echoing findings from prior research (Kantola and Harju 2023).
It bears reiterating, though, that their effectiveness depended heavily on an organiz-
ational culture that supports collegial sharing and fosters solidarity, confidence, and
open communication (see also Claesson 2023; Hiltunen 2022, 117-120; Holton et al.
2023; Ivask and Lon 2023, 205-206). Our material also indicates that processing these inci-
dents with the help of a therapist was viewed as helpful for making sense of the experi-
ences and alleviating their emotional impact (see Obermaier, Hofbauer, and Reinemann
2018, 513).

Effects on Professional Conduct, Social Functioning, Morale, and Health
Consequences for journalists’ professional conduct, social functioning, morale, and health
are complex and case specific (see Lazarus 1999). Exposure to and coping with harassing
or intimidating behavior consumes time and cognitive resources, adding to victims’ day-
to-day burdens. Even when harassment does not produce observable changes in pro-
fessional conduct, it often makes tasks more effortful and taxing, thereby compounding
overall cognitive and emotional load. This increased work-related strain can spill over into
personal life and diminish the resources available for other pursuits (Parker 2015, 134-135).

Some participants reported substantial detrimental effects on mood, mental health,
and physical well-being, including anxiety, fear, sleeplessness, and even trauma-resonant
symptoms (see Clark and Grech 2017). The following diary excerpt illustrates how such
responses can resurface when a participant re-encounters contextual cues that reactivate
memories of a past hostile encounter:

[I1t brought back the memory of what happened and the feeling of how repulsive, even nau-
seating, it was to have my private space invaded and to be yelled at [...]. This week, I've found
myself subconsciously being more cautious, because | have again had to cover issues related
to them [...]; before leaving the newsroom and opening the lock, | check through the window
to see whether there’s any movement outside. (Participant identification omitted for anon-
ymity, Entry 9)

At the same time, the excerpt shows that emotionally taxing personal consequences do
not necessarily lead to detrimental professional effects such as self-censorship or avoid-
ance behavior, as the participant continued reporting on issues connected to the perpe-
trator. A deeply rooted professional identity and sense of purpose can function as
important resources, encouraging journalists to persist in their work despite negative
repercussions, including personal harm (see Hiltunen 2022, 114).
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The Feedback Loop

The model’s feedback loop incorporates two dynamics. First, reprocessing and revising
the initial relational meaning can produce altered—or entirely new—outcomes.
Second, the effects of these experiences can shape future appraisals, meaning that con-
tinuous exposure to harassment and intimidation has the potential to generate cumulat-
ive long-term consequences.

Reappraisal and Revised Relational Meaning

Emotion-focused coping can prompt individuals to reappraise initial evaluations and even
adopt a revised relational meaning (see Lazarus 1999, 76-78). Such reappraisal may sup-
press or transform emotional outcomes even when the external circumstances them-
selves remain unchanged (ibid.). The diary excerpt below illustrates this process
through a participant’s reflections on how their responses to verbal harassment
evolved over time with repeated exposure:

It annoys me when people say terrible things without even reading the story. In the past, the
comments made me feel very afraid, but as | look back, the sheer stupidity of people just
makes me laugh. (Participant O, Entry 4)

Effects on the Individual

We found abundant evidence that exposure to harassment and intimidation can trigger a
wide range of emotional responses, prompt different coping strategies, and affect pro-
fessional conduct, social functioning, morale, and well-being in highly individual ways.
These effects, in turn, shape how journalists are likely to navigate similar situations in the
future (see also Celuch et al. 2023, 625). Some may begin avoiding situations that entail
a risk of exposure or even leave the field, while others learn to manage such encounters
more effectively over time and develop greater resilience (see Lazarus 1999, 83). Together,
exposure and its outcomes form a cyclical process in which past experiences shape future
anticipations, appraisals, and responses (see also Post and Kepplinger 2019).

This cycle creates the potential for reinforcing cumulative effects, overburdening, and,
in severe cases, trauma. Such outcomes are especially likely when exposure is prolonged,
recurrent, or occurs on a large scale with significant intensity (see Holton et al. 2023).
Cumulative strain emerges through continuous or repeated exposure: several participants
noted that recurrent hostility gradually eroded their morale and sense of professional
worth. While isolated incidents were often manageable, the ongoing accumulation of
low-intensity aggression—such as belittling messages or accusatory emails—was
described as wearing down motivation and confidence, at times prompting doubts
about the broader societal regard for journalism. Overburdening occurs when the inten-
sity of exposure exceeds an individual’s capacity to cope, regulate emotions, or process
the experience (Lazarus 1999, 58-60). Trauma arises when exposure far surpasses
coping capacity, leaving distinct negative effects that persist over time (ibid.).

Concluding Remarks

This study sought to explain the marked variation in journalists’ responses to harassment
and intimidation. The cognitive appraisal model shows that journalists’ evaluations—and
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the emotional, behavioral, and professional responses that follow—emerge from a
complex interplay of exposure-related features, individual- and environment-related
factors, and coping assessments. These dynamics clarify why similar incidents can elicit
fear, anger, determination, or indifference in different individuals and why effects on pro-
fessional conduct and well-being vary so widely.

The model also demonstrates that resilience is dynamic rather than a fixed trait, shaped
by shifting circumstances and evolving appraisals. Even journalists who typically cope
well may be overwhelmed under certain conditions, while positive developments can
enhance the resilience of those who previously felt vulnerable. Moreover, the findings
show that exposure to harassment/intimidation need not be direct to exert influence:
journalists consider not only their own experiences but also incidents affecting others
in the field. Witnessing or hearing about such cases can itself have negative effects,
from heightening anxiety or prompting self-censorship (see also Celuch et al. 2023,
636; Hiltunen 2022, 111).

Together, these insights help clarify why harassment and intimidation pose such
difficult challenges for journalistic organizations. These stressors are highly variable,
and the scarcity of effective prevention measures limits organizations’ responses
largely to post-incident support. Moreover, person-to-person differences in individuals’
reactions, resilience, and coping further complicate organizational efforts. Because no
universally applicable or effective coping strategies exist, organizations cannot rely
on any single support approach to serve every journalist, and editors must balance
offering support with sensitivity to individual preferences (see Lazarus 1999, 111-113;
see also Holton et al. 2023, 869-870). Our tentative model can sensitize editors, organ-
izations, and societal actors to these complexities, including ripple effects from how
media organizations prepare for and handle such incidents. Such perceptions can
influence journalists’ willingness to pursue stories likely to expose them to harassment
and intimidation.

Several study limitations warrant acknowledgment. First, our analysis focuses exclu-
sively on harassment and intimidation perpetrated by external actors, thereby limiting
the findings to external forms of hostility. Second, the study draws on a small sample
of Finnish journalists. Although the diary-interview method provides detailed insight
into appraisal processes, the sample size and national specificity call for caution
when considering transferability to other media systems or cultural contexts. Third,
the material does not permit systematic tracing of long-term health trajectories,
even though some participants described patterns suggestive of chronic stress.
These accounts indicate that repeated exposure to harassment and intimidation
may have accumulating somatic and psychological consequences, particularly when
combined with sustained workloads or insufficient recovery—an issue that merits
closer investigation.

These limitations also point toward several directions for future research. Subsequent
studies could compare appraisal patterns across different media systems or examine in
greater detail how newsroom cultures, identity positions, and employment precarity
interact with appraisal dynamics. Finally, future work could develop practical interven-
tions informed by appraisal theory—such as training programs, peer-support structures,
or organizational prevention strategies—and examine their effectiveness in strengthen-
ing journalists’ resilience and mitigating long-term harm.
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