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Introduction 

In 2022, City Live Glasgow uploaded an article detailing the online abuse 
Stenhousemuir captain Nicole McPhee received following their match against Rangers 
in the women’s Scottish Cup. Tweets after the game started pouring in from male 
Rangers fans calling her ‘out of shape’, body shaming her and even saying she 
‘doesn’t look like a professional player.’  
 
In 2023, during the Women’s World Cup finals, one in five of the players involved 
received abuse on social media, that’s 152 women during the entire tournament. After 
Spain won the competition, the then President of the Spanish Football Association 
forced an unwanted kiss on the winning captain; an action that has led to him losing 
his job and going on trial for sexual assault.  
 
With increasing reports of rising incidents of social media abuse across football as a 
whole, the SFSA has conducted an online study, seeking the views of female fans, 
players, and officials about their experience of social media. The survey ran through 
November and December 2024. 
 
The SFSA’s is committed to supporting female football fans and female footballers and 
match officials, helping them to build a safer online culture and get a better 
understanding of the extent of online trolling that, sadly, can be seen on the major social 
media platforms every day. Our key findings are as follows: 
 
Key Findings 

• Over one third (35%) said they had been abused online.  

• 83% said they had witnessed someone else being the subject of abuse online. 

• Nearly half (45%) had responded in some way to online abuse, commenting or 
calling out the abuser in a separate post. 

• 1% admitted they had personally abused people online. 

• The three most commonly cited types of abuse are: Misogyny (cited by 92%), 
Protestant/Catholic sectarianism (90%) and racism (87%) 

• Twitter/X is by far the worst social medium for abuse, with 69% saying this is 
the case. Facebook was next with 27%. 

• The worst effects of social media abuse in the women’s game are: impact on 
mental health (cited by 47%), making people generally fearful (18%) and 
reducing confidence (17%). 

• The most commonly suggested solutions to social media abuse were: banning 
the perpetrators from social media (79%), banning from grounds (69%), 
banning from playing if the perpetrator is a player (53%), prison for serious 
abuse (also 53%) and fines (51%). 

The detailed responses to each part of the survey are shown below. 
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 Have you, personally, been the subject of football-related abuse on social 
media? 

 
35% said yes, 65% said no.  While we are not naïve enough to think no-one will ever get 
abused on social media, over one third of our respondents saying that they have 
personally been abused is too high.  

Have you seen others being the subject of football-related abuse on social 
media? 
 

 
 
Here, the extent of the problem is starkly illustrated. The vast majority (83%) have seen 
others being abused on social media about football. This is shocking. 
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Have you responded to social media abuse, either directly (by commenting 
/calling out) or indirectly (by posting separately from the initial, abusive post)? 

 

  

 

It’s interesting to see that almost half of our respondents have taken steps to comment 
or call out social media abuse, although we only asked if they had done this in a 
separate post.  We suspect that part of the issue here is whether people will respond 
directly to the person posting the abuse: for obvious reasons this is something that 
many might be reluctant to do.  We will try to address this in another survey, later this 
year.  
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Have you, personally, ever deliberately abused someone in relation to women’s 
football on social media? 

 

 

 

We had no idea what response we would get to this question.  Perhaps we hoped that 
no-one would admit to having deliberately abused someone on social media in relation to 
women’s football, but a tiny percentage (1%) were prepared to do so.  Do more people 
actually do this but are too scared to admit it?  We suspect this is the case because, as 
evidenced by the answers to the questions above, clearly a lot of people actually do 
abuse others on social media.   
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What do you think constitutes internet/social media abuse/trolling? Please tick 
all that apply. 

 

The actual values from the chart on the page above are shown on the following page.  
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Option Percentage 
Misogyny (directed specifically at women) 92% 
Sectarianism (specifically Catholic/Protestant) 90% 
Racism 87% 
Sexualisation (reducing women to objects of 
sexual desire) 85% 

Attacking someone’s physical 
appearance/looks 85% 

Sexism in general (directed at anyone - 
male/female/other) 82% 

Bullying and aggressive behaviour 78% 
Threat of violence/rape 76% 
Continuing attacks/comments/messaging 67% 
Name-calling 55% 
Political  49% 
Derogatory remarks about a team/club 48% 
Ageism 44% 
Swearing 35% 

 
The fact that the majority of options scored well over 50% shows the levels of different 
types of abuse are appallingly high.  

Our next question looks at which media are considered the worst for social media abuse 
in women’s football.  
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Which of the following media do you think is the worst for abuse towards 
female footballers/fans? Please tick one only. 

 

The actual values are as follows: 

Twitter/X 69% 
Facebook 27% 
TikTok 2% 

Snapchat 1% 

Instagram 1% 

Bearing in mind that we asked respondents only to tick the medium they believe is the 
worst, it’s still abundantly clear, and perhaps no surprise, that Twitter/X is by far the 
worst platform for social media abuse.  Facebook is the second worst.  The fact that 
Threads, Reddit, Pinterest and YouTube were not mentioned by anyone does not mean 
abuse does not occur there: it simply reflects the fact that respondents could only 
mention the platform they consider the worst. This was confirmed in the next question, 
where we asked respondents to name other platforms (other than the one they 
considered the worst that is), where abuse takes place. Here, all the different social 
media in the previous question were named, with Facebook Groups, Instagram Reels and 
also Pie and Bovril being mentioned as problematic at times.  
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Do you believe Community Notes (where a moderator - on Twitter and 
elsewhere - will leave a note on a post letting people know if they are a troll or 
if the information they are sharing about someone is false) have a positive 
impact? 

 

 

The results here are indeterminant. While one third said yes, nearly as many (30%) said 
no, while the largest number (37%) did not know.  
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How do you feel internet trolling affects female footballers, fans and referees? 
Please tick the one that applies most in your opinion. 

 

The actual values are as follows: 

Impacts their mental health 47% 
Makes them fearful generally 18% 
Reduces confidence 17% 
Makes them scared to use social media 12% 
Puts them off playing 4% 
Puts them off refereeing 1% 
Impacts their physical health 0% 

 

The three top effects are all serious enough.  No-one should suffer blows to their mental 
health, confidence or general levels of anxiety/fear by abuse of any kind, whether on 
social media or not. We’re glad to see that women footballers’ resilience is such that they 
are not really put off playing by internet trolls, while the very low percentage for those 
put off refereeing reflects the relatively low number of female referees who responded to 
our survey.  
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What punishments/action should we take for those found guilty of social media 
abuse to women’s footballers/fans? Please tick all that apply. 

 

The actual values are as follows: 

Banned from social media 79% 
Banned from grounds if they are a fan 69% 

Prison for serious abuse 53% 
Banned from playing if they are also a footballer 53% 
Fines 51% 

No action – we can’t prevent it 4% 
 
The problem here is that it is the social media companies who ban users from their 
platforms (and virtually no-one can speak to a social media company!). This means that 
some other measure(s) is/are required. Something, it is often said, must be done.  
That’s obvious, but at the risk of using another cliché, the SFSA believes actions speak 
louder than words. Stopping these levels of abuse requires stronger penalties for those 
who spill bile across social media.  Banning players would certainly be an option, as 
would banning fans from grounds. Extreme abuse should be taken care of via the justice 
system, but we don’t think fines will do much because we are unsure how many abusers 
would be able to pay them. This is reflected in the comments to our last question. 
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Finally, please comment, if you wish, on how we might reduce/prevent social 
media abuse/trolling of women footballers and fans. 

 

Relatively few people commented, however, the following is a representative list of the 
comments we did receive. Some of them (highlighted), sadly, reflect the misogynistic 
behaviour that underpins a lot of social media abuse about women’s football. 

 

• More education on women's football and support and on misogyny in general 

• Changing attitudes a grass roots level. Takes longer but will have a longer 
more impactful outcome  

• Stop talking about it so much.  Feel female football is being rammed down 
our throat. 

• Don’t think you can. There is no respect among younger generations e.g 
Under 45's 

• Sadly, it’s not just aimed at Women footballers it is a huge problem even in 
Primary School classes. 

• Education  

• More active moderation of posts, those guilty of posting inappropriate 
remarks should be banned. 
 

• Actions must have consequences. Hate cannot be tolerated in the stands, 
online, or in spaces where fans enjoy games (parties, pubs, etc). It must be 
confronted and made clear it is not acceptable. 

• I think teams giving equal support to both their male and female teams would 
be helpful. Perhaps more of the men's teams could come out in support of the 
women's teams. It would be good to encourage more women and girls along 
to watch football matches. A move away from calling teams the 'first' team 
and 'womens' team would be good. Allowing women's teams to play at the 
home stadium and advertising the games would be good. All of these things 
would make women's football seem more serious and something to be 
respected which may reduce trolling. 

• very hard as so many men are living in the past and don't rate the quality of 
the women's game, education is the key 



 
 

Women’s Football and Social Media Abuse, Report - February 2025             
 

• Part of it is education. However toxic masculinity in all its forms is 
multiplied by social media.  If men understood it is a different type of 
football that should be judged by its own standards it would be an 
improvement.  They should attend the game and understand we are still at the 
beginning of the journey. If you went back to the 1880s and watched a game 
you could not judge it as you would judge today’s game. 

• The moderator of the websites should be held as responsible as the person 
submitting the abuse 

• See some of the punishments for said abuse. 

• Unfortunately, most people are not aware of the impact of abuse until it 
happens to them. Abuse is here to stay unfortunately. The good thing about 
social media is there's a platform there for people who have suffered abuse to 
Share their experience on how it affected them. This may help people who 
are being targeted, to know that they are not alone and may find ways of 
coping through others experiences. 

• Improve the standard of the product to prevent ridicule  

• Awareness from clubs having senior players and management staff speaking 
out 

• Education  
• I’m honestly not sure if we can.  
• Far more moderators on social media banning trolls immediately and passing 

any criminally offensive posts to the Police. It was done during the recent 
riots henceforth it can be done 

• More people need to stand up and engage these people and publicly call them 
out. 

• Education  
• Be tolerant of other people. 
• Sadly, I can’t see a solution. Maybe educating people might help. Also, you 

should not be allowed to be anonymous online. That doesn’t help. 

• Make more posts about the effects of it 
• Offer presentations/classes about identifying abuse. Incentivise attendance 

with raffle prizes. Specifically reach out to those participating in girls' teams. 
Start a list of male advocates who've received training to serve as 
ambassadors for reporting and encouraging other men to behave better 
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• All above and by good men calling out abuse in their friends, acquaintances 
and other men.  

• Better education which must include boys/men. And started at a young age. 

• A consequence  
• Education 
• Trolls will be trolls unfortunately  
• educate 
• Monitor the website  
• Calling it out and allyship   
• Start with banning with escalating punishments for repeat offenders. 

• I.D verification for anyone wishing to open a social media account 
• Social media is a cesspit, until all accounts are verified where who comments 

has their name attached to such comments we might see levels of abuse come 
down 

• Sadly without support of the Socials themselves there will be no solution! 

• Take action against it at every level  
• The authorities and those responsible for social media websites should be 

doing so much more and they should also be prosecuted for not monitoring al 
ot more than they do  

• Let the trolls face a real man face to face and see how they fare 

• Has to be stricter guidelines and action taken to prevent it. At the moment 
people seem to be allowed to say and do what they want and mostly without 
repercussions  

• Locate perpetrators and take to court 
• Take direct and immediate action against it instead of moaning 

• Greater education on women’s sports, but also not an attempt to force it 
down people’s throats, because that will only fuel abuse and trolling even 
more. 

• Women ought to be able to say we do not want males in football teams to 
protect our girls without being subject to abuse and bullying and rape threats. 

• Stop letting biological males play in the women's game first 
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• Difficult to change male perspective towards woman need to integrate men 
and woman more my walking football group accepts woman to play with 
men  

• Stopping them attending or playing games is the form of punishment I would 
pick. If you can't behave it gets taken away.  

• Restorative approaches 
 

• Pick up on key words these horrible people use because certain words are 
seen a lot from these bullies and trolls and if moderators got a warning then 
they'd be able to clamp down on it...Facebook has something going just now 
where they ban people for swearing for a set amount of time so they can be 
found in this way I'm sure. 

• Holding people accountable. Implement ways that social media accounts 
must be verified so that users can't hide behind a username. 

• Good people, especially men calling out bad behaviours 

• There’s not much that can be done, the abuse to women footballers and fans 
is based truly on misogyny, the people committing this abuse will not be 
deterred by threat or being told off, it’s the mindset of the generation and a 
change overtime in this mindset will hopefully reduce abuse.  

• People need to be called out for inappropriate comments and use of 
misogynistic stereotypes. Highlighting their insecurity in their masculinity if 
they feel the need to use such stereotypes in criticising someone's opinion. 

• Better control and accountability online. Tougher enforcement action by 
police. Increased security at grounds and access arrangements when 
attending matches particularly against the old firm. My children (9 and 11) 
are now too scared to even go to their home ground when one particular team 
are in town due to incidents of abuse, physical and verbal they’ve witnessed 
and been subjected to. The police and security do nothing about the 
behaviour of Old Firm fans. Constant sectarianism/racism and no 
consequence. I’ve been abused repeatedly walking out of football grounds 
and often go by myself and my two young kids. Zero tolerance needs to be 
put in place.  
 
Social media platforms need to do better by banning the abuser and 
convicting the serious offenders. 
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• By bringing in effective legislation.  
• Continued positive re enforcement  
• Through education, stressing the need for people to make a conscious effort 

to treat others with respect. 

• more women involved! Female refs and linesmen becoming normal!!! 

• Moderator  
• To reduce and prevent social media abuse and trolling of women footballers 

and fans, men's clubs should take a more proactive role by moderating 
comments on their platforms. This includes removing harmful or abusive 
remarks, reporting abusive accounts to the platform, and blocking repeat 
offenders. By setting a zero-tolerance policy and actively enforcing it, clubs 
can create a safer and more inclusive environment online. Additionally, 
publicly condemning abuse and supporting anti-trolling campaigns will send 
a strong message to fans and followers about acceptable behaviour. 
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Following the results of our survey, Sinead Ramsey, the SFSA’s Lead on the Women’s Game, 
commented,  

“We love our football in Scotland and we love to see it continue to grow and thrive, but if 
dealing with online abuse is now part of the job then where will young people find the 
motivation to put themselves out there, knowing a slight mistake could have them ripped to 
shreds and their confidence destroyed?   Safeguarding and laws surrounding this are a 
necessity in the time that we live in:  it’s far too easy to hop on a device and post hateful 
things about someone you have never met. People love to preach mental health matters but 
what about our footballers, fans and referees? How do we protect them? Football and the 
love people have for it should not be tainted by those who hide behind anonymous accounts, 
believing their opinions matter most. No-one should not have to suffer as a result of a troll’s 
boredom or desire to inflict harm on others.  

“If the women’s game is to continue to prosper and build on all the brilliant work that has 
been done to get it to the relatively healthy position it currently occupies, tackling abuse on 
social media is a priority - and not just for women’s football but for the men’s game too, 
where levels of abuse are far too high as well.”    

Sinead Ramsey, SFSA Lead for Women’s Football. 

 
 
Respondents were affiliated (as players or fans) to the following clubs:  
Aberdeen, Airdrieonians, Alloa Athletic, Arniston Rangers, Aston Villa, Ayr United, Celtic, 
Chelsea, Clyde, Cowdenbeath, Cumbernauld United Ladies, Dryburgh, Dundee, Dundee 
United, Dunfermline Athletic, East Fife Ladies, Falkirk, Greenock Morton, Hamilton 
Academical, Hearts, Hibs, Jeanfield Swifts Girls, Kilmarnock, Manchester United, Partick 
Thistle, Queen of the South, Queen’s Park, Rangers, Spartans, Spurs, Stewarton Annick 
Ladies, St Johnstone, St Mirren, West Ham, Wrexham.   
 
Social media channels/websites cited as being used by respondents were: 
Blue Sky, Celtic websites, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Newspaper sites, Pie & Bovril, 
Reddit, Snapchat, Threads, Tiktok, Twitter/X, WhatsApp and YouTube. 
 


