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Empowering Creators in the Fight Against Online Hate: A
Qualitative Exploration of AI-Mediated Counterspeech Tools
PHOEBE YIQING HUANG, University of Washington, USA
JIAMING DENG, University of Washington, USA
YINGCHEN YANG, University of Washington, USA
SPENCER WILLIAMS, University of Washington, USA

Content creators face heightened risks of online harm due to their public visibility and the increasing hostility
in digital spaces. Traditional moderation tools, such as reporting and deletion, often fall short in addressing
the emotional and reputational impact of online hate. In this study, we explore how community-driven
approaches like counterspeech may support creators in navigating hateful comments, and how AI-powered
tools could assist in this process. We conducted qualitative interviews and concept testing with 15 active
content creators from Chinese social media platforms to understand their experiences and expectations. Our
findings reveal that creators’ approaches to counterspeech are shaped by their professional roles, the need to
maintain authenticity, and the pressures of audience management. While creators saw value in AI-assisted
counterspeech for improving efficiency and tone, they expressed concerns about misrepresentation, loss of
control, and unintended harm. They preferred AI tools that augmented their voice rather than replaced it, and
emphasized the importance of balancing emotional nuance with scalability. These insights inform the design
of creator-centered AI moderation tools that integrate human agency and context sensitivity, contributing to
healthier and more sustainable online environments.
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1 Introduction
On social platforms, creators - those who produce and share digital content to engage and grow
audiences - play a major role in shaping online conversations. However, despite their creative
freedom and influence, creators are increasingly vulnerable to online hate due to their amplified
visibility and the growing hostility of online space [53, 81]. Research indicates that 95% creators have
encountered some form of online hate or harassment [20, 56, 80, 83], considering it an inevitable
aspect of their public presence.

To cope with this unavoidable challenge associated with their career, creators rely on a range of
measures, bothmanual and platform-provided, including community guidelines [86, 93], algorithmic
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filters [6, 58], moderation tools [78], and reporting mechanisms [83]. Yet, these mitigation strategies
face notable shortcomings, such as inadequate follow-through in the reporting process [11], vague
and incomplete guidelines [65], and emotional burden on moderators [83]. Moreover, algorithmic
detection systems are plagued by biases and inaccuracies [5, 22]. In particular, deletion-based tools
fail to address the creators’ deeper needs, offering neither the emotional support they require [24, 92]
nor a permanent solution to silence persistent haters [65]. As a result, many creators opt for self-
censorship or even withdraw from social platforms entirely [83].

While efforts to improve censorship algorithms and moderation tools continue, researchers are
also exploring new, sustainable community-led approaches to reducing online harm. Counterspeech,
defined as directly responding to hate speech [8, 36], is widely recognized for fostering empathy and
understanding in online communities [33, 34] by promoting positive comments over hate [90]. Prior
research shows that, when used effectively, counterspeech can correct subtle forms of stereotypes [8,
27], prevent misinformation [14], and comfort victims [59] by changing the mindsets of haters or
influencing bystanders. The rapid advancement of AI enables this moderation strategy to scale,
addressing challenges encountered during implementation [34, 95]. We argue that counterspeech
can serve as a powerful method to protect creators from online harm by countering hate speech,
without significantly compromising their mental health or resorting to avoidance.

Despite extensive exploration on counterspeech—including responses [34], counterspeakers [88],
haters [4], bystanders [62], and AI-powered tools [75]—little is known about creators’ perspectives
on this moderation strategy as a response to hateful comments, as well as their perception of AI
involvement in this process. As highly visible figures who manage larger volumes of comments
and navigate more complex interactions than typical users [18], creators face unique challenges
when dealing with online hate. Their goals often extend beyond simple participation, as their
livelihoods and reputations are closely tied to how they handle online discourse [41, 57, 64]. While
AI-powered tools hold promise for scaling these efforts, their potential to specifically assist creators
remains underexplored. Specifically, the degree of AI involvement can significantly influence users’
acceptance of AI-powered tools [2, 42]. Therefore, understanding creators’ experiences and views
on these tools will address existing gaps and guide the development of more targeted, impactful
solutions.
To add content creators’ viewpoints to the existing body of research, we conducted qualitative

interviews with 15 creators who are active on Chinese social media, as well as a concept testing
featuring three AI-powered tools with varying AI involvement to address the following questions:

• RQ1: What are creators’ perspectives on counterspeech, particularly regarding their experi-
ences and perceptions of its effectiveness?

• RQ2: How do creators perceive AI-powered counterspeech tools with varying AI involve-
ment?

Through iterative coding and thematic analysis of interview and concept testing data, this study
provides new insights into how content creators navigate online hate using counterspeech and
how they evaluate AI-mediated tools designed to support this practice. We find that creators’
counterspeech strategies are shaped by their public visibility, the need to maintain authentic au-
dience relationships, and the ongoing pressure to manage their online persona. Concept testing
further reveals that creators assess AI-mediated counterspeech tools through a nuanced set of
priorities, including agency, autonomy, emotional tone, moderation efficiency, and audience per-
ception. Although many recognized the potential of AI assistance, they also expressed concerns
about misrepresentation, overreach, and unintended consequences. These tensions point to a need
for balanced moderation approaches that integrate both proactive and reactive strategies.
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In summary, this paper presents findings on creators’ perspectives, strategies, and needs regarding
counterspeech and AI-mediated moderation tools. We contribute:

(i) A qualitative study that examines content creators’ motivations and strategies for engaging
in counterspeech, highlighting how their needs differ from those of typical users;

(ii) A conceptual framing of creators’ perspectives on AI-driven counterspeech, situated at the
intersection of AI-Mediated Communication and content moderation; and

(iii) Design implications for developing AI counterspeech tools that support creator agency,
maintain community trust, and foster healthier online interactions.

2 Related Work
2.1 Creator’s Challenges
Social media platforms have become central to the growth of the creator economy, an industry
now valued at over $200 billion [74]. However, the structure and operation of these platforms
vary significantly in geopolitical and cultural contexts. In this economy, individuals known as
content creators, build dedicated communities and generate income from their content [48], which
they share across various social platforms [9]. However, as their visibility increases, so does their
exposure to hateful content [36], often targeted by online users. Research indicates that nearly all
creators report facing some form of hate or harassment, with 70% enduring recurrent bullying,
trolling, and identity-based attacks [56, 83]. Consequently, online harassment often leads content
creators to mental health issues such as low self-esteem, sleep disorders, increased anxiety, and
feelings of fear and insecurity [15, 17, 45].

The pervasive nature of online hate presents unique challenges for content creators, who face a
dual burden [52]: they must simultaneously act as moderators [63], protecting their community [96],
while coping with their own experiences as targets of harassment [47]. Unlike typical users who
can simply block or avoid hostile interactions, creators operate within a complex ecosystem [96]
where content moderation decisions interweave with their need to build a stable fanbase [67, 71],
monetize their content [43, 69], and maintain authenticity amidst external pressures [19, 38]. These
overlapped responsibilities create multiple layers of complexity in the way creators handle online
harassment. They must simultaneously weigh the impact on their mental well-being [10, 68],
community health [55], brand reputation [41, 64], and business sustainability [21] when addressing
hate speech. Given the heightened complexity in creators’ experiences with online hate, our research
aims to provide an in-depth understanding of the unique challenges content creators face and
explore more effective moderation strategies that acknowledge both personal and professional
dimensions from their particular perspectives.

2.2 Online Moderation Tools
Traditional platform-provided moderation tools, such as content removal [7, 78], user banning [50],
and automated detection filtering systems [1, 6], have been widely implemented across social
media platforms to combat online hate speech. However, these deletion-based approaches are often
criticized for their lack of transparency and effectiveness due to their platform-driven nature [89].
As a result, recent innovations have expanded beyond platform-driven tools, exploring solutions
such as Squadbox for designated member review [54], customizable moderation interfaces [42],
and curated keyword databases [35] to promote nuanced content management. Nevertheless, these
approaches remain limited by their primary focus on content deletion, quarantine, and filtering,
without addressing the deeper social dynamics within online communities. This underscores the
need for more sustainable and community-centered approaches.
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A shift toward community-led moderation offers promising alternatives and complements to
traditional methods. Unlike platform-driven moderation, community-led moderation allows users
and communities to actively participate in humane content moderation [78, 91], promoting healthier
and more inclusive online spaces [82]. This approach emphasizes empathy and understanding,
enabling users to collaborate, maintain respectful interactions, and create a more welcoming digital
environment. Examples include bystander intervention programs that encourage self-directed
counterspeech [72], peer-based moderation systems [28, 33], and community-generated blacklists
like Block-together [12]. Although community-driven approaches show promise for fostering more
sustainable online environments, their effectiveness in addressing the specific needs of content
creators remains largely unexplored. It is essential to examine how these emerging community-
led solutions, particularly counterspeech, can support creators in combating online hate while
promoting values of transparency, empathy, and freedom of expression [14, 46]. This represents
a critical gap in current research, and our study aims to explore counterspeech tools specifically
designed to support content creators in these efforts.

2.3 AI-Mediated Communication
As artificial intelligence becomes increasingly embedded in online platforms, a growing body
of research has examined how AI agents modify, augment, or generate messages on behalf of
users, a process known as AI-Mediated Communication (AI-MC) [32, 73, 76]. Unlike traditional
computer-mediated communication, where users retain full authorship over their messages, AI-MC
introduces a third agent into human interaction. Hancock et al. propose that AI-MC systems operate
in multiple dimensions, including the magnitude of AI intervention, the type of media (text, audio,
video), optimization goals (e.g. trustworthiness or humor), and the level of autonomy granted to
the AI agent [32]. These dimensions raise important questions about how communicative agency,
authenticity, and intent are perceived by both senders and receivers.

In particular, prior work has identified tensions in AI-MC between the benefits of AI assistance
and the risks of reduced trust and authenticity. For instance, the “Replicant Effect” suggests that
audiences often view AI-generated messages—such as self-presentations or responses—as less
trustworthy than those authored by humans, even when the content quality is comparable [39].
While such findings offer useful insights, it remains unclear how these perceptions manifest in the
context of counterspeech, where tone, personal voice, and cultural alignment are especially critical.
This is particularly relevant for content creators, who may rely on a consistent communicative
style to maintain audience engagement and trust.

To address this gap, we explore how creators perceive and evaluate AI-generated counterspeech
across varying levels of AI involvement. Specifically, we investigate whether known dynamics
from AI-MC—such as concerns over authenticity, agency, and alignment—apply in the emotionally
charged and socially sensitive context of online hate and its mitigation.

2.4 Counterspeech and AI Involvement
Building on the conceptual foundations of AI-mediated communication, one particularly relevant
application is the use of AI to support counterspeech—an emerging strategy for addressing online
hate in more dialogic and scalable ways. Counterspeech, where bystanders actively respond to hate
speech through rational argumentation, fact check, or emotional appeals [16], has proven effective
in countering online hate by directly challenging instigators [90]. Strategies of implementing coun-
terspeech vary widely, from individual volunteer efforts to coordinated group actions [26, 87] such
as the #iamhere movement, which amplifies the impact of counterspeech by presenting a unified
front against hate. However, limitations exist within applying counterspeech in practice, including
that it is time intensive (Mun, 2023), lacking immediate feedback or rewards [16], potential for
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backfires [30], and feeling burdensome to implement [30]. In addition to automation and AI-assisted
tools, AI-driven counterspeech presents promising solutions to mitigate these challenges, enabling
more efficient and scalable interventions [14]. Recent advances have allowed AI to detect harmful
content and suggest relevant counterspeech strategies using natural language processing and ma-
chine learning [34, 95]. However, AI’s limitations in understanding context, sarcasm, potential bias,
and nuanced language can lead to inappropriate or ineffective counterspeech responses [3, 77, 84],
which, for content creators, may feel inauthentic or misaligned with their style, potentially im-
pacting audience trust and engagement (Mohamed, 2024). Furthermore, creators’ perspectives on
AI-driven counterspeech tools remain underexplored, as they must balance audience expectations,
brand identity [94], and community management when utilizing such tools [25]. Given these
complex challenges, gaining insight from content creators is invaluable, particularly by involving
them in the design process of counter-speech tools. Our research investigates creators’ viewpoints
on AI-powered counterspeech tools to enhance counterspeech efficacy while supporting creators
in preserving their reputation and fostering a positive community.

3 Method
In this research, we used a qualitative approach to explore content creators’ perspectives on
counterspeech and the potential role of AI-powered tools in online moderation. The study involved
two parts: semi-structured interviews with 15 creators to understand their experiences navigating
online hate and counterspeech, followed by a concept test in which participants evaluated three
speculative AI-powered counterspeech tools. This two-part design allowed us to examine both
current practices and future design opportunities.

3.1 Study Design
3.1.1 Interview design. We employed semi-structured qualitative interviews to understand content
creators’ experiences with counterspeech and its perceived effectiveness in managing online
hate. This approach encouraged participants to freely share their thoughts and experiences while
allowing for follow-up questions to explore emerging themes. Interview questions were primarily
open-ended and explored creators’ motivations, challenges in managing online hate, and their
engagement with counterspeech. We also asked participants to reflect on counterspeech as a
potential form of content moderation.

3.1.2 Concept test design. Originally, we planned participatory design sessions to co-develop
counterspeech tools with content creators. However, pilot tests revealed that participants often
relied on familiar tools (e.g., ChatGPT, Google Smart Reply) or needed extensive guidance, limiting
open-ended exploration. We therefore shifted to a concept testing approach.

The three concept ideas were developed through a collaborative brainstorming process within our
research lab, involving three researchers with a background in HCI and information science. During
this process, we considered factors such as the identity of the counterspeaker (e.g., AI, creator,
bystander), existing AI tools in AI-mediated communication, and different ways counterspeech
strategies could be supported. Each concept represented a different level of AI involvement:
(C1) AI as an independent counterspeaker
(C2) AI assisting creators in crafting counterspeech
(C3) AI prompting bystanders to engage
During the session, each concept was described by the interviewer using a short scenario and

script, prompting participants to imagine how they might use each tool within the context of
their own communities and the platforms they regularly engage with. For example, the script for
C2 began:“Imagine you receive a harmful comment on one of your usual posts. This tool suggests
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replies or helps you revise your own, aiming to improve your response for counterspeech purposes. It’s
a co-writing assistant that supports you in crafting replies using different counterspeech strategies.”
(see Appendix A for full scripts)

After each presentation, participants were asked open-ended questions such as: “What do you
like or dislike about this concept?” Participants occasionally raised clarifying questions, such as
whether the AI operates automatically or is user-controlled, which we welcomed as part of the open
exploration.We invited them to share thoughts, concerns, and imagined use cases to understand how
they envisioned using such tools in their own practice. After all three were presented, participants
were asked additional reflective questions, such as: “What are your thoughts on AI participating in
comment sections to handle harmful content?” and “How might these tools affect your experience as a
content creator?”

3.2 Study Procedure
We conducted studies with 15 content creators recruited from various Chinese social media plat-
forms. All sessions were conducted in Mandarin, approved by the IRB, and audio-recorded with
participant consent. Three sessions took place via video call and twelve via audio call. Sessions
lasted 30 to 60 minutes, typically split evenly between the interview and the concept test. One
participant (P13) extended their session to 120 minutes due to strong interest, while another (P9)
completed their session across two days due to an emergency. All sessions were conducted in May
2024.

Each session began with informed consent and a brief discussion of the creator’s background, con-
tent type, and general moderation practices. The interview then focused on their experiences with
hateful comments, prior use and perceptions of counterspeech, and comparisons with deletion-based
approaches. To provide shared context, we introduced research on counterspeech strategies [8]
and invited their thoughts before transitioning to the concept test.
In the concept test, the interviewer verbally described three speculative AI tools one by one.

After each concept, participants were invited to reflect on its potential use, including perceived
benefits and drawbacks. Participants sometimes raised clarifying questions, which we welcomed
to encourage open-ended discussion. The interviewer also followed up on emerging ideas or
concerns. After all three concepts were discussed, we asked broader questions about the role of AI
in moderation and how such tools might affect their experience as content creators.

3.3 Recruitment
We distributed a screening survey through personal connections and a multi-channel network
(MCN) agency—organizations that manage and support content creators across platforms—which
shared the survey in creator group chats. The survey collected basic demographics and gauged
interest in participation. Of the 45 valid responses that provided contact information, we selected
15 creators to ensure diversity in content type, follower count, gender, and platform use.

We gathered data on Platform mainly Post, Amount of Followers, Content Type, and Gen-
der directly from participants during the interviews, and this information is summarized in the
accompanying Table 1.

3.4 Chinese Social Media Platforms
We conducted this study in the context of Chinese social media platforms, including Xiaohongshu
(RedNote), Douyin, Bilibili, WeChat, and Zhihu—all commonly used by our participants. Most
participants in the study managed accounts across multiple platforms, reflecting the cross-platform
nature of content creation in China. These platforms differ from Western counterparts in both
technological affordances and content norms. Xiaohongshu (RedNote) is a lifestyle-focused platform

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW408. Publication date: November 2025.



AI-Mediated Counterspeech CSCW408:7

popular for short posts and product recommendations, often blending personal narratives with
influencer marketing. Douyin is the Chinese counterpart to TikTok, centered on short-form video
and algorithm-driven content discovery. Bilibili is known for its youth-driven culture and video
content, particularly in gaming, anime, and commentary. WeChat combines messaging with public
accounts and social sharing, making it a hybrid of private and public interaction. Zhihu is a Q&A
platform similar to Quora, where users engage in long-form discussions and knowledge sharing.
These platforms are subject to a mix of platform moderation and state regulation, which shapes
creators’ experiences with content visibility, moderation, and community dynamics.

3.5 Qualitative Analysis
We analyzed the data using an iterative qualitative approach, drawing on principles from Iterative
Categorization [60]. All interviews were transcribed verbatim in Mandarin. Prior to coding, the
research team collaboratively developed an initial codebook based on our research questions and
early familiarization with the data. This codebook provided a shared structure to ensure consistency
during the initial round of open coding.

Three researchers independently coded a subset of transcripts using this preliminary codebook.
After the first round, we met to compare coded excerpts, refine code definitions, and resolve
discrepancies through discussion. This process allowed us to iteratively update the codebook to
better capture emerging themes from the data. Coding was conducted in Mandarin to preserve
linguistic and cultural nuance.
After finalizing the codes, we grouped related codes into broader thematic categories using

affinity diagramming techniques. A final thematic framework was developed collaboratively to
synthesize key insights across participants. The codebook and themes were then translated into
English for reporting purposes, with all translations reviewed by bilingual researchers to ensure
accuracy and consistency.

3.6 Translation
All interview quotes included in the paper were manually translated from Mandarin to English by
two bilingual researchers. We focused on preserving participants’ tone and intent while ensuring
clarity for an academic audience. All translations were cross-checked to ensure accuracy and
consistency.

3.7 Ethical Considerations
All participants provided their informed consent and were informed of their right to withdraw
at any time. Data confidentiality and anonymity were ensured throughout. Audio recordings and
transcripts were securely stored, accessible only to the research team.

4 Interview Findings
In this section, we present insights into creators’ perspectives on counterspeech as a strategy for
mitigating online harm. We examine their prior experiences with counterspeech, their evaluation
of its effectiveness, and their views on its role within broader content moderation practices.

4.1 Counterspeech Experiences
We found that creators generally prefer to avoid engaging with hateful comments but may oc-
casionally use positive, fact-based, or sarcastic responses depending on the situation and their
concerns about public image. Beyond countering online hate independently, some participants
adopted community-driven strategies, such as seeking help from friends or pinning comments to
encourage broader input from bystanders, both of which were perceived as effective.
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Table 1. Summary of participants interviewed

Participant ID Major Platforms Amount of Followers Content Type Gender

P1 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 30,000+ Cover songs, Vlog Female
P2 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 13,000+ Work, Life Female
P3 Tiktok (douyin), WeChat, RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 2,000,000+ Cultural comedy Male
P4 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 700,000+ Skincare Male
P5 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 38,000+ Study abroad, Feminism Female
P6 Tiktok (douyin) 3,000+ Daily life, Dance Female
P7 RedNote (Xiaohongshu), WeChat, Bilibili, Tiktok (douyin) 800,000+ Outdoors, Opinions Female
P8 Tiktok (douyin) 1500+ Bartending, Singing Male
P9 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 3000+ Photography, Parenting Male
P10 WeChat, RedNote (Xiaohongshu), Tiktok (douyin), Weibo 4000+ News, Education Male
P11 Weibo, WeChat, RedNote (Xiaohongshu), Tiktok (douyin) 200,000+ Work, Life Male
P12 RedNote (Xiaohongshu), Tiktok (douyin) 2000+ Daily life, Food Female
P13 RedNote (Xiaohongshu) 10,000+ Home, Photography Female
P14 RedNote (Xiaohongshu), Bilibili, Tiktok (douyin) 320,000+ Outdoors Female
P15 RedNote (Xiaohongshu), Zhihu, WeChat 25,000+ Education, Study abroad Female

4.1.1 Creator-led counterspeech.

Minimal engagement as a strategic approach. Most participants avoided responding to hate
comments or engaged only minimally. They believed that real haters rarely sought meaningful
dialogue because their goal is to attack. As P2 said, “Well, it depends on what they’re trying to do. If
they just want to insult people,. . . ” One participant noted that engagement often felt futile, as even
when commenters were persuaded, “it doesn’t mean they’ll delete the comment. Like, maybe next time
they see your video, they won’t [comment]” (P3). Several participants also viewed harsh comments
as personal opinions rather than outright harm, and felt that, unless they involved personal attacks
or discrimination, differing perspectives should be tolerated. As one explained, “But sometimes I feel
like... you’re just the one expressing it, you know? Once you say it, all the explaining and interpreting,
that’s not yours anymore” (P13). A few also framed silence as a resistance tactic that leaves room
for reflection, as they described, “This kind of space. . . invites reflection to dissolve tension—using
silence to blur the lines between opposites” (P13).

For those with large followings, public engagement carried reputational risk. They felt that any
response could be seen as a personal stance, increasing the likelihood of backlash. One shared an
example of a peer’s comment from years ago still circulating as a meme: “Once you respond, you’ve
already kind of lost the situation. If I’m thinking ahead, I’d rather not give them anything they can
screenshot or use against me” (P11). There was also concern about how excessive counterspeech
might be perceived. One participant cautioned that being overly responsive could be over-analyzed:
“It’s like one of those ‘the more you explain, the guiltier you look’ situations. I probably wouldn’t change
their minds anyway” (P8).

Positive and tactful responses. When participants did respond, they often relied on sincerity or
humor. They might express understanding (P13), apologize (P3), agree with the commenter (P1), or
use humor to defuse negativity (P9). For example, when wealth-shamed, one creator replied, “Yeah,
that’s right. I’m really thankful to have parents who love me” (P5). These responses were often used
strategically—some believed that sincere acknowledgment could disarm the commenter. P14 noted
that a few even deleted their comments afterward. More importantly, creators saw positive replies
as a way to signal their stance to bystanders. As P10 put it, “Just let the audience decide, whether
they’re on his side or mine.” Many also felt pressure to uphold a moral standard, particularly those
with large followings: “For most public figures, they don’t really have that freedom. People expect you
to be morally perfect. They want you to turn the other cheek, never fight back, always stay graceful
and composed.” (P11).
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Fact-based responses to misunderstandings. Most participants responded when hate came from
misunderstanding or misinformation. They typically pointed out the error and provided evidence.
For example, P7 responded to a makeup-related accusation by saying, “Can you please watch it
again? I’m literally not wearing any makeup at all. I’m completely barefaced in that video.” When
misinformation spread widely, participants would pin a key comment with a rational reply to
prevent confusion and increase visibility (P5). They observed that such replies often received more
likes than the original hate comment (P2). If explanation failed, some felt justified in reporting (P3).

Rare countering cases. In rare cases, participants used sarcasm or biting humor, labeling the
commenter a “clown” (P7), mimicking their tone (P6), or referencing personal details from their
profile (P5). However, such responses were usually limited to smaller creators. P9 noted they felt
freer to respond aggressively as a less prominent figure but would avoid this approach to protect
their public image if they gained more visibility.

4.1.2 Community-led counterspeech.

Seeking external help. Some participants mentioned seeking support from trusted others. One
who runs a consulting business on social media asked loyal clients to post honest reviews to balance
out negative ones: “I’ll reach out to people I’m close with. . . ask them to share their real experience. It’s
kind of like balancing out the comments section with some positive feedback” (P15). Others described
receiving help from friends in group chats who would step in to counter unfair comments (P9).
Some participants found it effective to pin hate comments to allow more people to see them and
judge for themselves (P5). One participant explained that the pressure from others’ reactions often
leads the original commenter to delete their post: Like, I’ll pin their comment so others can go off
on them. It’s kind of like. . . letting them feel what it’s like to be on the receiving end of hate. I mean,
maybe then they’ll realize—oh, so this is what it feels like to have someone throw that kind of stuff at
you (P7).

Bystander intervention. Most participants appreciated bystander support, describing it as “like
someone stood up for me” (P9). However, they generally chose not to engage with these defenders,
with some only liking their comments. As P1 explained, “Most of the time I’d just think, ‘Oh, someone’s
already speaking up for me—then I don’t have to say anything myself.’ It’s kind of like that.” Others
avoided any interaction to reduce visibility (P8) or to maintain neutrality. As P11 noted, “When a
public figure jumps into the comments and takes a side, it often just sparks another round of fighting”,
which might escalate the conflict. This is further illustrated by P14: “If it’s just people attacking
each other, like, they’re really no different from the person who started it, then I don’t see the point
in responding. Even if someone’s defending me, they’re still part of that same cycle. . . If I respond. . . it
kind of drags me back into the conflict, and puts me in opposition to the original commenter again. It
just keeps the fight going.”

Their decisions around whether to engage with bystanders were also shaped by platform norms
and moderation rules. Some participants feared that aggressive comment sections could trigger
penalties from the platform, harming their account’s reach and visibility (P4). Conversely, a few
participants were indifferent to the tone of the comment section and even embraced controversy to
boost engagement. As P3 noted, “I don’t care. It’s all just attention to me. As long as they’re not coming
at me directly, I’m fine with it.” Another participant shared that some platforms boost content with
higher interaction and observed that some users even post extreme comments to attract attention,
describing, “some fans, sure, and also regular users, but a lot of the people posting are just trying to
get attention off the buzz” (P12).
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4.2 Perceptions of Counterspeech
Participants generally viewed counterspeech as amore human-centered and constructive alternative
to traditional platform moderation. They appreciated its potential to foster dialogue and reflection,
especially when compared to punitive measures like content removal or user bans. However, they
expressed mixed views on its overall effectiveness, as well as concerns about its emotional toll,
practical feasibility, and cultural limitations, especially in algorithm-driven environments where
hate and misunderstanding can be amplified.

4.2.1 Effectiveness depends on intent. Participants generally believed that the effectiveness of
counterspeech depends heavily on the commenter’s intent. Strategic responses were seen as helpful
primarily when the commenter did not deliberately aim to cause harm. Some commenters were
described as venting or joking without realizing the emotional impact of their words. As P6 noted,
such individuals may just be “bored and had nothing better to do,” unaware of the consequences. P7
echoed this sentiment: “There are people who. . . how do I put it. . . like you can kinda tell, they’re just
saying what they think, and they don’t even realize they’re hurting anyone. But then there are people
who say stuff just to be mean. So yeah, it really depends on who you’re dealing with.”.
In contrast, most participants believed that many haters act with clear intent to harm. Some

were described as professional trolls who deliberately spread negativity to disrupt online spaces
(P4). In these cases, counterspeech was seen as ineffective and even counterproductive. “If you
respond, you’re basically giving them what they want. . . it’s like feeding into their whole attention
game,” P14 warned. P7 mentioned that such commenters might only back down when faced with
overwhelming public pushback, for example, by pinning their comment and letting bystanders
respond. However, this tactic raised ethical concerns: “That’s basically like, hit me, I hit you back.
Just a never-ending loop” (P8).
Some creators also described facing coordinated attacks motivated by commercial competition

or conflicting interests. P14 reported being targeted by paid trolls or bots leaving mass negative
comments. P15 recalled an encounter where reasoning with facts had no effect—the attacker
remained evasive and manipulative: “I replied, but it didn’t help at all. . . He doesn’t even address
the issue. I asked him to show evidence, and he just said, ‘See? This teacher isn’t professional at all.’. . .
It’s like, you say your part, he says his, and you’re not even having the same conversation. That kind
of comment is the hardest to deal with.” In these cases, where the intent was clearly malicious,
participants felt that counterspeech not only failed but could entrap the creator in prolonged,
emotionally draining interactions.

4.2.2 Counterspeech as a humane alternative. Despite these concerns, many participants still
saw value in counterspeech, particularly when compared to harsher forms of moderation. P10,
for instance, felt that automated platform bans—such as month-long bans—were often excessive.
It was also seen as providing opportunities for reflection and dialogue. P14 appreciated that
counterspeech allowed users to learn from differing views, while others felt it contributed to a
more open environment by keeping critical comments visible rather than deleting them: “I think
it’s great. Everyone gets to speak, and everyone has to think a little too” (P2). One participant shared a
notable example of a hater turning into a fan after receiving a thoughtful response (P3), suggesting
that respectful communication can sometimes defuse hostility.

However, participants emphasized that counterspeech should complement, not replace, platform
moderation. They felt that relying solely on creators to manage harmful content would be bur-
densome and emotionally taxing. As P4 noted, creators already face constant negativity and need
system-level support to manage toxicity.
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4.2.3 Time and emotional labor. While counterspeech was seen as potentially valuable, participants
repeatedly stressed the practical and emotional burdens it imposes. Many said they lacked the time
to respond to every negative comment, especially those with large audiences. Crafting thoughtful
replies takes considerable energy (P3), and even then, the outcome is often uncertain. As P15 noted,
“Even if like, they think you make a good point, it doesn’t mean they’ll delete their comment,” leading
to lingering frustration. Moreover, engagement can invite further replies, which prolongs the
conflict and drains emotional energy (P11). In some cases, creators experienced worsened hostility,
eventually resorting to deleting, blocking, or reporting the commenter (P3).

Several creators preferred shifting their focus to positive interactions rather than “holding back
the toxic stuff” (P11). Others echoed this sentiment, emphasizing emotional preservation over
confrontation. “I just want to keep the harm to a minimum, get it over with, and take it off my radar
as fast as I can.” (P13).

4.2.4 Mixed-view on empathy-based approach. When introduced to research highlighting the effec-
tiveness of various counterspeech strategies [8], participants expressed mixed views, particularly
about the empathy-based approach. Some found it persuasive. P9 shared a successful experience
using emotional appeal: “Like, helping them see there’s an actual person behind the screen. That really
matters.”
However, others were skeptical. They felt that many hate commenters lack empathy and are

unlikely to relate to creators. As P5 described, “I mean, everyone’s comment takes effort, right? So if
someone actually takes the time to leave a hate comment, they really mean it. They want it to hurt.
And honestly, if you tell them, ‘That really hurt me,’ and expect them to delete it. . . yeah, that just
doesn’t happen.” Some believed the root issue was a deeper social divide or miscommunication,
and a few replies wouldn’t resolve that, “No one’s mind ever gets changed in the comments” (P14).
Others felt the approach felt like self-defense than a solution and was outdated. P13 reflected that
while such strategies may have worked in the past, today’s echo chambers and rigid views can
make even empathy-based counterspeech reinforce division: “That’s why you get hate comments.
Later on, when you push back or say something, it’s more like a way to protect yourself. I mean, it’s
probably not exactly a weapon, but maybe it works that way sometimes. And it’s only when someone
uses it on you that you realize, oh, I could do that too.”

Cultural context also shaped participants’ skepticism. Several noted that empathy-driven counter-
speech, while effective in Western contexts, might not work well in Eastern cultures. P15 observed
that communication tends to be more indirect, explaining, “Westerners are more direct, but Chinese
people speak more subtly... When I heard that method, I got nervous. If I used it, it might come off too
strong and trigger the commenter even more.” P8 added that showing vulnerability to invite empathy
may not be well received on Chinese social media.

5 Concept Test Findings
This section presents insights from creators’ evaluations of three AI-powered counterspeech tools,
each involving different levels of AI intervention. Participants reflected on the perceived benefits
and drawbacks of each concept from their unique position as content creators (see Table 2 for a
summary).
Across participants, we observed a consistent preference for human-centered approaches that

preserve creators’ autonomy and foster authentic interpersonal connection, rather than fully
automated, AI-driven interventions. Rather than viewing AI as a substitute for human voice,
creators favored designs where AI plays a supportive role, assisting them with self-expression
while keeping human agency at the forefront. Participants emphasized that effective counterspeech
depends not just on message content but on who delivers it, highlighting the importance of empathy,
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tone, and relational nuance that AI alone cannot provide. This preference was also rooted in a
broader concern over loss of control and a deep distrust of platform-driven automation, particularly
when it risks misrepresenting their intent or undermining their relationships with audiences.

We structure our findings across three key dimensions: perceived usefulness in moderating
online hate, alignment with creator goals, and impact on community dynamics.

Table 2. Summary of participant perceptions across AI-mediated counterspeech concepts (Concept 1: AI as an
independent counterspeaker; Concept 2: AI assisting creators in crafting counterspeech; Concept 3: AI prompting
bystanders to engage)

Perceived Benefits Perceived Drawbacks
Concept 1 (C1) - Enhances efficiency in managing high com-

ment volume (5.2.5)
- Provides emotional support by preventing im-
pulsive replies (5.1.2)
- Serves as a neutral mediator in resolving fac-
tual or heated conflicts (5.1.2)

- Lacks emotional nuance and may sound in-
sincere (5.2.5)
- Ineffective in changing haters’ behavior or
building empathy (5.1.1)
- Blurs accountability and may misrepresent
the creator’s voice (5.2.5)
- Undermines authenticity and trust in creator-
audience interaction (5.2.5)
- Raises concerns about manipulation and plat-
form control over discourse (5.2.1)

Concept 2 (C2) - Supports creators in drafting thoughtful and
effective responses (5.2.2)
- Helps articulate thoughts when creators feel
stuck or uninspired (5.2.2)
- Aids emotional regulation and reduces impul-
sive reactions to hate (5.1.2)
- Enhances tone and clarity, making counter-
speech more reasoned (5.1.1)
- Encourages more intentional and reflective
engagement with commenters (5.3.1)

- May reduce efficiency due to added emotional
and time investment (5.2.4)
- Risk of generic or repetitive responses that
lack personal touch (5.3.2)
- Could lead to prolonged back-and-forth inter-
actions with haters (5.2.4)
- AI suggestions may feel intrusive or manipu-
lative if not well-positioned (5.3.2)
- Raises concerns about autonomy when AI in-
fluence feels too strong (5.2.2)

Concept 3 (C3) - Encourages authentic, interpersonal counter-
speech from real users (5.2.1)
- Human responses are seen as more credible
and impactful (5.1.1)
- Supports independent thinking and situa-
tional judgment (5.2.2)
- Empowers community members and fosters
long-term cultural change (5.1.1)

- Difficulty in accurately identifying willing
and capable counterspeakers (5.1.3)
- Risk of bothering uninterested users, poten-
tially reducing engagement (5.3.3)
- Counterspeech from untrained users may lack
effectiveness (5.1.3)
- Potential to escalate conflict if AI invites bi-
ased or polarizing groups (5.1.3)

5.1 Perceived Usefulness in Moderating Online Hate
5.1.1 Human presence matters in countering hate. Participants viewed human involvement as
essential to the usefulness of counterspeech in mitigating online hate. Analysis of their evaluations
revealed a consistent belief that counterspeech is most effective when it fosters interpersonal
connection, something they felt AI acting independently, could not offer. Designs that preserved
human agency, such as AI assisting creators (C2) or enabling bystander participation (C3), were
favored over those where AI responded autonomously (C1).

Many participants questioned whether independent AI agents could adequately address the emo-
tional nuance and social complexity of hate-related interactions. Nearly all participants described
the idea of an AI agent entering the comment section as “strange,” with one calling it “unnatural”
(P3). Without the ability to express empathy or understand context, participants doubted that
AI-generated responses could prompt meaningful reflection or defuse hostility. P7 noted, “Some
people might feel like the AI doesn’t even get what they’re saying.” Others viewed AI corrections as
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dismissive or even offensive: “Who wants to be ‘educated’? Especially by a machine. That’s not what
I asked for” (P11). P4 noted this concern as well, speculating that “If it’s a hate comment and you let
AI reply. . . it might make things worse. They might think, ‘You won’t even respond yourself? Hiding
behind AI? Come say it yourself.’” As P1 remarked, “At some point people are like, wait, why am I
arguing with a bot?”
In contrast, human-in-the-loop approaches like C2 and C3 were viewed as more effective in

moderating hate because they preserved authentic human involvement. Participants appreciated
that C2 supported the process of crafting responses while allowing them to maintain their personal
voice and control. This assistance was particularly valued in moments when participants felt
misunderstood but lacked the right words. As P5 noted, “. . . you feel the urge to reply, but sometimes
you really don’t know what to say. That’s when having someone, or even an AI, to help would be
nice. . . ” C3 was similarly appreciated for amplifying the voices of real users. As P6 explained, “AI
just gives you whatever you ask for, but people, you know, they’ve got their own minds. They can tell if
it’s something they should respond to or if it’s even helpful.” Others highlighted the collective power
of community-driven counterspeech: “When more people jump in to push back, I just feel like it
works better” (P3).

Overall, participants believed that reducing online harm requires not just well-crafted responses,
but the visible presence of real human voices behind them. They stressed that empathy, authenticity,
and relational awareness are critical to de-escalating hate and promoting constructive dialogue. As
P11 summarized: “People like you because of that little bit of human touch. . . If everything you post is
all polished and perfect, then what’s the point?. . . In chasing efficiency and perfection, you lose that
human side.”

5.1.2 AI’s role in navigating conflict. Participants identified both opportunities and challenges
in using the three AI concepts (C1–C3) to moderate online hate, emphasizing that effectiveness
depended heavily on how these tools were implemented within specific conflict contexts.
C1 was seen as potentially useful in diffusing heated exchanges by serving as a neutral third

party. Several creators likened it to a digital mediator. As P5 described, “It’s kind of like the AI plays
the role of a mediator, trying to calm things down. . . online arguments aren’t like two sides just yelling
until one gets KO’d. The AI just steps in to mediate, that’s it.” Participants suggested that, in cases of
fact-based disagreements or misunderstandings, calm and reasonable AI responses might prompt
users to reflect or de-escalate. For example, P9 noted, “I think AI can help in some cases. . . Like when
hate comments come from misinformation or echo chambers, it could step in to fact-check. That might
actually reduce some of the arguing,” suggesting that clarifying facts could reduce tension. However,
this approach was seen as fragile. Participants stressed that this only worked when users perceived
the AI as fair and trustworthy. Once that trust was compromised, its moderating power diminished.

C2 received the most positive feedback for managing emotionally charged situations. Participants
appreciated that it supported users in transforming impulsive reactions into thoughtful replies,
especially when hateful comments provoked strong emotions. By preserving user agency while
offering AI-generated suggestions, C2 emerged as the most adaptable and dependable option for
managing conflict.

On the other hand, C3 raised significant concerns.While the idea of mobilizing bystanders seemed
viable in theory, many worried it would escalate rather than ease conflict. Participants questioned
the unpredictability of crowd behavior: “Like, who knows if the people getting the notification will
really back you up. . . Sometimes they just start yelling at me too. Honestly, that probably makes the
creator feel even worse” (P5). Others warned of unintended pile-ons, where “a mob comes after the
person” (P3, P9), or heightened polarization: “Everyone thinks they’re righteous. . . A lot of people who
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leave hate comments don’t even see them as hate” (P13). P14 described it as potentially triggering a
“call to arms” mentality that made resolution more difficult.

Ultimately, these reflections highlight that the perceived effectiveness of AI-driven moderation
rests not just on the presence of a response, but on its ability to ease tension and maintain a sense
of stability during conflict.

5.1.3 Limitations of AI in contextual hate detection. Participants expressed concerns about AI’s
ability to accurately identify hate speech, given its inherently subjective nature. Many worried
about two key failure modes: the system could be overly sensitive, flagging harmless comments
and causing unnecessary conflicts (P11), or too lenient, missing subtle insults. As one participant
noted, “Sometimes they’re clearly insulting you, but the AI doesn’t catch it” (P12). These challenges
were further complicated by cultural nuances. Participants explained how certain slurs or insults
rely on subtle contextual cues that AI systems often miss (P3). Even for clear-cut cases, they
questioned whether truly neutral standards were possible, since interpretations vary across different
communities (P8).
These concerns became particularly salient during evaluation of C3. Participants doubted the

AI could reliably classify the comments and determine appropriate responders to controversial
content, as P5 noted that content acceptable to one group might offend another. Some mentioned
that imbalanced participation could amplify polarization rather than facilitate constructive dialogue.

5.2 Alignment with Creator Goals
5.2.1 Maintaining autonomy in decision-making. Participants consistently emphasized that ef-
fective counterspeech tools must align with their broader goals as content creators, particularly
maintaining control over their public presence, protecting their reputations, and communicating
with intentionality. While they appreciated that bystander-based approaches like C3 preserved a
human presence, many expressed discomfort with AI taking initiative on their behalf, as imagined
in C1.

A core concern was the potential loss of control. As P15 described, “It’s like you’re handing your
fate over to someone else. . . You have no idea what they’re gonna say,” while P8 noted, “I don’t think
I can trust AI 100%. . . I’m not even sure if it’s more objective than people.” Participants feared that
automated responses, especially those generated without their involvement, could escalate conflict,
misjudge tone, or misrepresent their intent. These concerns also touched on issues of accountability.
When AI acts autonomously, participants questioned whether the message would be interpreted
as coming from the creator or the platform, raising the risk of reputational harm. “If it replies the
wrong way, it could mess up your account. . . People should know whether it’s AI replying or a real
person.” (P4). Even with customization options, some remained skeptical. As P7 explained, “What
AI says might not fully match what I actually want to say.”
In contrast, C2 was appreciated for supporting creators without undermining their autonomy.

Participants valued the ability to draft responses with AI assistance while retaining full control over
whether and how to engage. As P15 noted, “I still want to have control, not leave it in the hands of a
machine. . . Even if I use it, maybe I just don’t feel like replying, and that should be my choice.” This
control was seen as essential to achieving their goals, whether protecting their brand, sustaining
their relationships with audiences, or managing emotional energy.

Concerns deepened when automation was perceived as platform-controlled. Some participants
expressed skepticism about platforms’ motivations, suggesting that automated moderation tools
might serve commercial interests rather than creators’ needs. As P5 described, “From the platform’s
point of view, they have no real reason to go against cyberbullying, because that would hurt engagement.
The only time they step in is when something blows up so badly they can’t control it anymore.” Others
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echoed this distrust, questioning whether social platforms would genuinely invest in tools for
counterspeech as a public good, given that their business models rely on monetizing engagement
and selling exposure for profit. “I pay so more people see my videos. . . Now AI is part of that, buying
and selling traffic. It’s not about helping creators. . . it’s just business. You pay, they deliver, whether the
attention is good or bad.” (P10). As P2 concluded, “Nobody asked you [platform] to offer this service. . .
and you did it anyway. In the end, it just makes me not want to use the platform anymore.”

Taken together, these perspectives underscore that creators want tools that align with their goals,
not ones that override their agency or serve opaque platform agendas.

5.2.2 Preserving content creator’s voice. As content creators, participants viewed self-expression
as central to their role, not just in producing content, but also in how they interact with their
audiences. Many expressed concern that AI tools, if not carefully designed, could interfere with
this core aspect of their identity. Rather than replacing their voice, they wanted AI to support their
expression in ways that remained subtle and flexible.
In discussing C2, participants appreciated AI support for drafting responses but emphasized

that it must preserve the creator’s authorship and tone. They valued the ability to tailor messages
and maintain a personal voice, which they believed was essential for genuine engagement. As P5
related, “If I have any concern, it’s whether I can choose the tone. . . like if I want to praise someone
or clap back, can I decide that? I still want to be the one directing the AI.” P3 warned against overly
generic replies: “Eventually, it might all start sounding the same. . . That’s the problem. It might not
feel personal enough. Like, if every comment is just ‘good job, good job,’ then yeah, something feels off.”
Others stressed that suggestions should remain unobtrusive and avoid feeling like instructions or
judgments about what they should say. “If it’s just polishing, that’s fine. . . but if AI steps in before I
even reply, like flagging comments or warning me, that actually makes me feel worse. . . It feels like the
platform is judging me before I’ve even said anything.” (P4). This preference extended to interface
design: P14 proposed that AI suggestions should not appear inside the input box to avoid overriding
the creator’s own wording, explaining, “I don’t want other people’s words, or what the system wants
me to say, showing up in my own comment box.”
More broadly, participants saw replying to comments, especially technical or nuanced ones, as

part of their creative expression and community-building. Fully automated tools like C1 were seen
as potentially diminishing both their motivation and sense of authorship:“Here’s the thing: creators
post online because they have something they want to say. . . You can’t let AI speak for them. That
completely goes against the point. The drive to create comes from people wanting AI to shut up, not
speak for them. . . It’s not about freedom of speech, it’s about respecting the value of human expression.”
(P14) One participant also worried that relying too much on AI could lead to dependency and
weaken their ability to express themselves—something they were unwilling to trade as creators
(P15).

Overall, participants made it clear that AI should empower—not replace—their voice. Preserving
authentic authorship, emotional nuance, and intentionality in communication was essential not
only for maintaining credibility, but also for sustaining their creative purpose and sense of agency.

5.2.3 AI as a buffer against harm. Participants frequently described these AI-driven counterspeech
tools as a form of protection that could shield creators from direct emotional harm and reduce
the risk of reactive conflict. Creators, they noted, are uniquely exposed on social platforms and
face heightened scrutiny compared to typical users: “The creator is out in the open, but commenters
are hidden. . . You’re the one in the spotlight, the one being consumed” (P14). Within this dynamic,
AI tools were seen as capable of intercepting aggressive comments before they reach the creator
directly, either by responding on the creator’s behalf or by shifting and reframing the tone of public
conversation. By posting empathic or reasonable replies in response to harmful comments, AI could
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model healthier dialogue among the audience. As P6 suggested, “I think AI can draw on algorithms
and suggest healthier ways to talk. . . maybe even help people say things others will agree with. It
might be better at helping resolve conflicts between people.”
Some participants also viewed this protective function as a way to strategically shift public

attention from the individual to the topic, helping reduce personal attacks and ease the emotional
burden on creators (P1). For many, this buffering role was not only about immediate relief but also
long-term sustainability—helping creators conserve emotional energy and stay focused on content
creation (P3).

5.2.4 The cognitive load of counterspeech. While participants acknowledged the value of AI-
supported counterspeech, many questioned whether it aligned with their need to manage interac-
tions efficiently and preserve energy for content creation—their primary focus. Some participants
found C2 potentially burdensome rather than helpful. As P7 noted, “Basically, you still have to
deal with each comment manually. . . So in terms of time, it might not actually make our work more
efficient.” Compared to simpler moderation actions like reporting or deleting, crafting thoughtful
counterspeech—even with AI assistance—demanded greater effort. P3 described the cognitive load
involved: “You have to read what they [audience] give you, take it in, understand it, and figure out
the right way to reply.” Others worried that AI-generated replies could initiate ongoing exchanges
that creators would feel obligated to continue. “If AI helps me craft replies, of course there’s some
expectation. . . You want to see if it works, if it has an effect. . . And once you care about the outcome,
you’re stuck in it. If the other person keeps going, you have to keep creating, right?” (P13). This
potential for prolonged back-and-forth made some participants hesitant, given the emotional and
time-related costs.

More broadly, participants worried that overanalyzing hate comments—especially with constant
AI monitoring—could become a psychological burden. “Sometimes AI becomes a burden. . . Like
before, I might just glance at comments and move on. But with the tool, I have to check what the AI
filtered or flagged every day. . . ” (P9). For the sake of mental well-being, some suggested that creators
should focus more on genuine, positive interactions rather than harmful ones (P11, P14).

5.2.5 Balancing authenticity and efficiency. Beyond handling online hate, participants emphasized
that these AI tools could also shape their relationship with followers, something they deeply valued
as creators whose careers rely on audience trust and engagement. Participants saw potential for
AI to strengthen these relationships by helping them respond more frequently, especially during
periods of high comment volume. A few noted that timely, appropriate replies—even to negative
comments—could boost engagement and foster stronger community ties (P4). One participant
shared, “If I receive a hate comment and reply like, ‘Yeah, sorry. . . ’ that actually feels powerful. . . Like,
‘wow, I’m not even a fan and they still took the time to respond.’ Even if it’s AI-assisted and just a quick
reply, for the user, it still feels like real attention” (P3). C1, in particular, appealed to participants
managing large followings. Many appreciated its potential to improve communication efficiency
by automating replies while staying engaged with followers.

However, deeper discussion revealed a tension between efficiency and authenticity. Participants
worried that responses written by AI might feel insincere or overly formal, especially in emotionally
sensitive situations. One creator explained, “I don’t know if the AI can match my personal tone or
not. . . It might come off a bit stiff” (P1). This concern was especially prominent when evaluating C1;
several compared it to frustrating experiences with AI-driven customer service (P3, P4). At the heart
of these concerns was authenticity. Many stressed that audiences want a real connection. “When
people comment, they’re talking to you. They want to hear from you, not something else,” said P14. P15
described this as a lack of emotional connection: “The comments are supposed to be people talking to
people. . . so why are we talking to a bot? It’s like getting some auto-reply. . . there’s no feeling in it.”
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No matter how logical AI responses might be, they lacked emotional presence. Over-relying on AI
risked damaging the trust creators worked hard to build and reducing the audience’s willingness
to engage. As P9 warned, “If people notice, they might think, ‘Wow, even your replies are from AI?
What’s the point?’. . . If this becomes common, it could even attract sarcasm, like ‘Did AI write this?’”

In short, participants saw AI as a double-edged sword: helpful for scaling engagement, but only
if used with care and transparency. Preserving authenticity and a human touch was essential to
maintaining audience trust.

5.3 Impact on Community Dynamics
5.3.1 Counterspeech as an additional layer of moderation. Participants commonly believed that
AI-driven counterspeech tools could complement existing platform moderation by addressing
moral issues beyond legal violations. As P10 observed, "Platforms only care about what’s legally
banned. . . They use the law as the line, because of free speech. So anything that’s morally wrong, they
usually ignore. . . and there’s still a lot of that kind of harmful content out there."

In this context, C1 was seen as a promising addition—offering neutral, timely interventions that
could defuse tensions without the severity of punitive measures like bans or content removal. In
parallel, participants viewed C2 as a more humanized approach to moderation. By supporting
creators in crafting empathetic responses, it enabled gentle interventions that could encourage self-
reflection among offenders. As P14 explained, “gives them space to reflect,” fostering opportunities
for behavioral change and, over time, contributing to a less toxic community dynamic.

5.3.2 Concerns about escalation and manipulation. While participants acknowledged the potential
of AI-driven counterspeech tools to support healthier online discourse, they also raised significant
concerns regarding the risks of abuse. Without thoughtful design and oversight, these tools could
inadvertently exacerbate online harm and disrupt platform dynamics.
A key concern centered on how tools like C2, despite being designed to support empathetic

responses, could be exploited to generate harmful or sarcastic counterspeech with minimal cognitive
effort. Some participants worried that the ease of response generation might encourage users to
escalate minor provocations (P6), explaining, “You don’t even have to think, just copy and paste
replies. . . That could make things spiral even more.” They expressed parallel concerns about C1,
particularly the risk that automated counterspeech agents could be repurposed to efficiently carry
out large-scale, coordinated antagonistic attacks.

Others emphasized the possibility of users manipulating AI to produce inappropriate tones. As
they warned, “Think about it—are people smarter, or algorithms? They are written by people. . . If AI
replies are public, they’ll be tested by thousands of users who might outsmart the system. . . There’s a
risk it could get twisted. . . like, trained by bad actors to sound sarcastic or even toxic” (P13). Similarly,
some participants questioned whether AI could maintain consistent judgment in the face of strategic
manipulation. P12 raised questions: “Can it really think like a human during a conversation? Like, is
there a chance it might actually get convinced by the other person?” These concerns reflected broader
skepticism about AI’s capacity to uphold normative boundaries in high-conflict environments.

5.3.3 Overstressing toxicity can hinder engagement. Participants agreed that addressing harmful
content is important, but cautioned that overemphasizing toxicity—especially through AI-driven
counterspeech—could ultimately dull the vibrancy of online communities.

Several noted that not all provocative or critical comments are inherently harmful; playful teasing,
cultural humor, and direct honesty are often central to the character of online discourse (P1, P8,
P11). However, participants expressed concern that AI, lacking cultural nuance and contextual
understanding, may misinterpret such expressions as toxic. P9 warned that overly strict moderation
could suppress casual joking and humor, making the online environment feel “cold and dull.” “Our
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language has all kinds of things—sarcasm, humor. . . That’s where the beauty of language comes from.
You can’t just label things as good or bad, black or white. That’s the end of art, the end of humanity.”
(P11)

Beyond misclassification, participants also raised concerns that excessive AI intervention might
discourage authentic participation, leading to sanitized, overly positive exchanges. As P1 remarked,
“You end up only seeing the nice comments, but miss the ones that are actually helpful.”

These concerns extended to C3, where participants questioned whether users invited to counters-
peak would be willing—or feel comfortable—engaging in argument. P7 pointed out the challenge of
accurately identifying users who are both relevant and motivated to respond, while P4 emphasized
that frequent exposure to conflict may lead to disengagement: “It could have some negative effects. . .
Some people just don’t want to be dragged in. If there’s always drama, they might avoid getting
involved at all.”
Altogether, participants suggested that overstressing toxicity—particularly without sensitiv-

ity to context—risks undermining the openness, spontaneity, and authenticity that make online
communities meaningful and engaging in the first place.

6 Discussion
6.1 Integrating Creators’ Perspectives
Creators, as influential figures in digital spaces, face heightened exposure to toxic comments [83],
making their experiences and moderation goals distinct from those of typical users. By examining
the perspectives of 15 creators across various platforms, experience levels, and audience sizes, our
study fills a gap in counterspeech research, which often overlooks the voices of creators as key
stakeholders.
The objectives creators described for engaging in counterspeech align with those identified in

prior work: to promote open dialogue, reduce prejudice, or clarify their stance to influence public
perception and prevent misunderstandings [9, 66]. Some creators shared examples of successfully
changing a commenter’s mind by appealing to empathy, echoing findings from existing research
on empathy-based strategies [8]. However, they also emphasized unique motivations tied to their
public roles, particularly, safeguarding their reputation and maintaining audience trust.
Our findings reveal that creators avoid counterspeech not only due to time constraints but

also because of their shifting identity as public figures. While smaller creators often behave like
typical users, those with larger followings grow increasingly cautious. They described avoiding
direct responses to minimize reputational risk, citing peers who were repeatedly targeted for old
comments. Some feared their replies would be overanalyzed or taken out of context. As creators
gained influence, many saw themselves less as individuals and more as facilitators, responsible for
maintaining a welcoming environment. This shift led them to refrain from engaging even when
bystanders defended them, as they feared “taking sides” might escalate conflict. These concerns are
supported by prior research showing that individuals with perceived authority are more likely to
influence others’ behavior [79]. This dynamic may also help explain why volunteer counterspeakers
often feel their efforts go unnoticed when the creator remains silent [54, 72].
We found that creators also adapted their engagement strategies based on platform norms. On

platforms where heated discussions are penalized, they avoided counterspeech to protect their
reach; on others that reward engagement, some even leveraged controversy to attract attention.
Another common reason for avoiding counterspeechwas the desire to prioritize positive interactions
and reduce the visibility of hate. Across the board, creators highlighted the emotional burden of
counterspeech. Crafting thoughtful responses is time-consuming, often ineffective, and may lead
to prolonged conflict, echoed prior research [24, 72]. Without support from the platform or their
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audience, creators viewed counterspeech as emotionally taxing—if not invasive—particularly when
weighed against their broader goals of content creation and community building.

Understanding creators’ motivations and challenges covering both personal and professional
aspects can inform future research and practices in counterspeech. Implementing counterspeech
without considering creators’ perspectives risks escalating conflict and undermining their goals,
making such interventions feel intrusive rather than supportive.

6.2 AI-Mediated Counterspeech and Design Implications
In this section, we highlight how content creators assess AI-driven counterspeech tools through
the lens of their role as communicators and public-facing figures. Creators valued AI’s potential
to improve the quality and efficiency of responses to online hate, but they also expressed strong
concerns about preserving authenticity, agency, and emotional well-being. They emphasized the
importance of maintaining control over their voice, ensuring transparency in AI involvement, and
minimizing unintended harms to themselves and their communities.
To situate these findings within the broader CSCW community, we structure the discussion

in two parts. First, we engage with the literature on AI-Mediated Communication (AI-MC) to
explore how creators perceive AI’s role in shaping social interaction across four dimensions: self-
presentation, human agency, transparency and trust, and mitigating online harm with AI assistance.
Second, we draw on research in content moderation to offer design considerations for future tools,
focusing on complementing platform moderation, contextual and cultural nuance, and avoiding
overmoderation.

6.2.1 AI-Mediated Communication (AI-MC) in the context of counterspeech.

Augmenting, not replacing, creator agency. Our study revealed a consistent preference among
creators for counterspeech approaches that augment human agency rather than replace it with
autonomous AI responses. This preference stems from the belief that effective counterspeech relies
on authentic interpersonal connection, something AI alone cannot provide. This aligns with prior
work showing that users seek genuine human communication when navigating online conflict [29].

However, creators expressed concern about how followers might interpret such AI-augmented
communication. If audiences became aware of AI involvement, creators feared it could appear
insincere, undermining the authentic human connection that followers value. This echoes with the
claim that when users suspected AI authorship, perceived trustworthiness declined [39].

In the context of AI-mediated counterspeech, we found that audiences may see AI involvement
as augmenting, rather than diminishing, the sender’s agency, potentially assigning greater respon-
sibility to creators. This finding contributes to ongoing discussions in AI-Mediated Communication
about how agency is perceived when AI assists in interpersonal messaging [32]. However, these
interpretations are based on creators’ own assumptions, shaped by their professional identities and
reputational concerns. Future research should examine audience perspectives directly to understand
whether AI assistance in creator–audience interactions undermines or reinforces trust.

In addition to interpersonal concerns, creators also highlighted the need to preserve their creative
voice and authorship. This expectation shaped their vision for AI-MC tools: suggestions should be
helpful but non-intrusive, and never dictate how they respond. If AI oversteps by pushing fixed
templates or overly assertive phrasing, creators feared it would erode their sense of control and
long-term creative identity due to potential overreliance. These concerns are validated by prior
research showing that AI systems can influence how people write and think. For example, one
study found that Google Smart Reply systems shape users’ linguistic behavior [37], while another
demonstrated that opinionated AI outputs can steer user expression and beliefs [40]. In the context
of content creation, such influence is particularly sensitive because creators depend on their distinct
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tone and presence to sustain their audience and brand. This desire to preserve authorship also
reflects creators’ broader concern with managing their public image, a theme we explore further in
the next section.

Optimized self-presentation. Several participants noted that AI could help scale up audience
engagement, allowing them to acknowledge more comments and show attentiveness to a wider
following. This was seen as a way to strengthen relationships and convert casual viewers into
followers, aligning with Tong and Walther’s finding that visible communicative effort supports
intimacy and relationship maintenance [85].

Content creators’ careers rely heavily on strategic self-presentation, carefully shaping how they
are perceived by their audience. In our study, participants evaluated AI-driven counterspeech tools
primarily through the lens of how such tools might affect their image. Most viewed AI assistance
as acceptable and even beneficial. Some saw it as a way to improve response quality and tone,
optimizing their public persona. Others valued AI’s role as an emotional buffer, helping them avoid
impulsive replies that could damage their reputation. In both cases, AI was seen as supporting, not
undermining, their career goals.

Participants also stressed the importance of language content and stylistic nuance in conveying
intent and identity, verbal cues that people carefully rely on to manage impressions and build
relationships in computer-mediated settings [85]. They felt that AI-assisted responses should allow
for variation in tone and expression, enabling them to maintain their own communication style.
One key concern was that AI might misrepresent them, either through tone mismatch or biased
outputs, potentially offending others or causing unnecessary harm.

Transparency, manipulation, and trust. While participants did not explicitly state whether they
would disclose the use of AI in crafting responses, many acknowledged already using AI to assist
with content creation. In evaluating AI-assisted counterspeech tools, they appreciated features like
tone customization and the ability to train AI to match their voice, suggesting that full transparency
about AI involvementmay not be preferred. Prior work shows that strategic self-disclosure can foster
trust, such as sharing professional experiences [44] or selectively revealing personal details to build
credibility [13]. Yet, how disclosing AI use affects trust in content creators remains underexplored.
Participants expressed concern that revealing AI involvement might undermine trust. They

feared that audiences, once aware of AI’s role, might question the authenticity of all responses, even
those written personally. In other words, creators worried that AI-mediated communication could
weaken the reliability of social signals [23], casting doubt on both the message and the messenger.
Though speculative, this concern may discourage creators from disclosing their use of AI tools.

At the same time, creators demanded transparency when AI agents operate autonomously in
public spaces. One reason was accountability. If AI-generated messages offend or misfire, audiences
may assume the creator is responsible. Another concern was manipulation: participants suspected
platforms might deploy AI under the guise of moderation to shape discourse or suppress dissent.
This aligns with findings that the boundary between persuasion and manipulation in AI systems
is often blurred and context-dependent [32]. While creators welcomed independent AI agents as
a mediator when clearly framed, they warned that unclear attribution or platform misuse could
erode trust and compromise their voice.

Mitigating online harm with AI assistance. Our findings suggest that creators see potential in AI
agents to mitigate online harm by stepping into conflicts with reasonable responses. Participants
believed that such interventions could prompt reflection, particularly in factual disputes, where AI
might serve a fact-checking role. This aligns with the design intent behind tools like Mediation-
Bot [61], which uses structured dialogue to support conflict resolution, and highlights a shared
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interest in using AI to facilitate civil discourse. It also resonates with Auntie Meiyu [49], a chatbot
that counters misinformation in private chats. While effective in providing factual corrections, its
detection errors often undermined user trust. Similarly, our participants noted that fact-checking
responses are only effective when the source is perceived as trustworthy, highlighting the need for
counterspeech tools that maintain both accuracy and credibility.
Beyond reactive counterspeech, participants also imagined AI-assisted writing tools nudging

users toward more polite or less biased language during comment drafting. They speculated this
could reduce harmful content at the source. This aligns with findings by Levy and Barocas [51],
who observed that AI-mediated cues of trustworthiness can counteract interpersonal bias, and
echoes the suggestion by Naaman et al. [32] that AI-Mediated Communication (AI-MC) might
enable pragmatic interpersonal adaptation in social interactions. Still, creators acknowledged these
are assumptions, not proven effects. While AI may offer scalable solutions for harm reduction, its
actual impact requires further study.

6.2.2 Design considerations for AI-driven counterspeech tools.

Complementing platform moderation with AI-assisted counterspeech. Our findings suggest that
creators favor a moderation strategy that integrates both proactive and reactive approaches, rather
than relying on one type alone. While participants appreciated counterspeech as a more socially
intelligent and human-centered response to online harm, they also expressed concern about treating
it as a substitute for proactive moderation tools such as filtering, nudging, or pre-posting comment
warnings. These tools were viewed as essential for preventing harm, especially when dealing with
high comment volume or emotionally charged interactions.
Participants described AI-assisted counterspeech as a meaningful complement to existing plat-

form moderation. It was seen as less punitive than automated enforcement, yet more intentional
than ignoring harmful content. Creators felt it was particularly effective for addressing moral mis-
conduct that falls outside of formal policy violations. This perspective contributes to and extends
Seering et al.’s concept of layered moderation, which calls for a combination of automated systems,
community engagement, and interpersonal strategies to manage harm more effectively [78].

At the same time, creators raised concerns about the emotional labor and time-related burden of
engaging in counterspeech. Even with AI assistance, they noted that responding to harm can be
draining and may reduce their energy for content creation. These concerns build on prior work on
invisible labor in content moderation [70], highlighting how such burdens extend to public-facing
users. By centering creators’ experiences, this study underscores the need to design moderation
systems that consider both scalability and the emotional cost of participation.

Toward contextually and culturally adaptive AI for moderation. Our findings highlight creators’
concerns that current AI moderation systems lack sensitivity to context and culture, both in detect-
ing harmful content and generating appropriate responses. Participants pointed out that hate often
appears in subtle forms, such as sarcasm, indirect phrasing, or culturally specific references, which
are difficult for general-purpose AI models to detect accurately. When moderation thresholds are
too rigid, they risk over-policing benign content or failing to catch harmful expression, undermining
both creator trust and community norms. This echoes prior work on moderation misalignment and
detection failure in nuanced contexts [42].
Beyond detection, participants emphasized that counterspeech generation must also reflect

cultural communication styles. Several creators noted that Eastern communication tends to be more
indirect than Western norms, suggesting that counterspeech designed with a Western rhetorical
style may be perceived as confrontational or inappropriate in other contexts. This reflects long-
standing distinctions in high- and low-context communication [31], where high-context cultures
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(like many East Asian cultures) rely more on implicit cues and shared understanding, while low-
context cultures (such as the U.S.) favor direct, explicit communication. These differences highlight
the need for AI-generated responses to adapt to social expectations across cultures.

Altogether, our findings point to the need for moderation systems that are not only accurate, but
socially and culturally intelligent, supporting both detection and intervention in ways that align
with diverse communicative norms.

Risks of over-moderation and the loss of community vitality. Our findings show that creators are
concerned about how over-moderation can suppress authentic interaction and weaken community
dynamics. Participants noted that humor, sarcasm, and dissent may be misread by AI systems,
leading to overly sanitized spaces that lack spontaneity. As one creator put it, platforms can become
“too clean to be interesting.” This aligns with research showing that heavy-handed moderation may
discourage participation and disrupt social cohesion [24, 78].
Creators also cautioned against the overuse of counterspeech. While they saw it as a useful,

non-punitive strategy, many worried that repeated or poorly contextualized interventions could
backfire. One major concern was that counterspeech might surface comments that otherwise would
have been ignored, giving harmful content greater visibility. This, in turn, could create a combative
atmosphere, discourage positive contributions, and reduce user willingness to engage.
Our study suggests that moderation should not equate to constant correction. Designers must

consider how and when to respond to harm without overwhelming the comment space. AI tools
should not only support counterspeech but also recognize when inaction, or subtle intervention,
may better preserve the tone and vitality of online communities.

6.3 Limitations
While this study offers valuable insights into creators’ perspectives on counterspeech and AI-
powered moderation tools, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the sample size of 15
participants—though varied in platform use and experience—may not fully capture the breadth
of creators’ experiences across different social media environments. All participants were also
recruited from Chinese platforms, which may limit the transferability of findings to other cultural
contexts.
Additionally, our study focused solely on creators as the senders of counterspeech, without

incorporating perspectives from those on the receiving end. Understanding how audiences interpret
and respond to creator- or AI-generated counterspeech is equally important, and future research
should explore this dynamic.
Finally, the concept testing was based on hypothetical tools, and participants engaged with

speculative scenarios rather than functioning AI systems. Their responses might differ in real-world
contexts involving live interactions. Future work could involve longitudinal studies with deployed
tools, as well as cross-cultural comparisons, to provide a more holistic view of counterspeech in
practice.

7 Conclusion
This study highlights the unique challenges creators face in responding to online hate and how
these challenges shape their expectations for AI-mediated counterspeech tools. Unlike typical users,
creators must navigate public scrutiny, manage audience relationships, and maintain a consistent
personal brand, factors that influence how they interpret and use counterspeech. Our findings
show that creators prefer AI tools that augment their voice, support strategic self-presentation,
and respect the emotional and cultural dimensions of online interaction. By centering creators’
perspectives, this research offers design implications for building AI moderation systems that are
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not only effective but also context-sensitive and creator-centered, ultimately contributing to more
supportive and sustainable digital communities.
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A Concept Test Script
This appendix includes the script used during the concept testing portion of our study. The original
script was written in Chinese and later translated into English by one of our bilingual authors to
ensure accuracy and contextual relevance.

Script
Next, we’ll move into a concept testing section. We’ve designed three AI-powered counterspeech
tools and would like to hear your thoughts on them. Please imagine that one of your usual posts
has received a hateful comment and how you might feel and respond.

Scenario 1. Imagine you receive a harmful comment on one of your regular posts. In this concept,
an AI steps in as a third-party participant in the comment section. It joins the conversation on its
own, like another user, after detecting the harmful comment, or when someone invites it. The AI
might post a message to encourage empathy, help others understand each other’s views, or flag
the comment as inappropriate. It acts like a chatbot trained in counterspeech strategies, aiming to
calm things down and support healthier dialogue in your comment section.

Follow-up question: What do you like or dislike about this concept?

Scenario 2. Imagine you receive a harmful comment on one of your usual posts. This tool suggests
replies or helps you revise your own, aiming to improve your response for counterspeech purposes.
It’s a co-writing assistant that supports you in crafting replies using different counterspeech
strategies.

Follow-up question: What do you like or dislike about this concept?

Scenario 3. Imagine you receive a harmful comment on one of your usual posts. In this concept, the
AI detects the hurtful comment and sends a prompt to your followers or other active users, inviting
them to help you respond. Those who are notified can choose whether or not to reply, offering
support or counterspeech voluntarily.

Follow-up question: What do you like or dislike about this concept?

Post-test ReflectiveQuestions
• What do you think about AI participating in the comment section to address harmful com-
ments?

• Do you have any concerns about using AI for counterspeech?
• How do you think these AI tools might affect your experience as a content creator?
• Do you think using AI for counterspeech could lead to more constructive online discussions
and reduce online hate?

• Do you have any other questions or anything else you’d like to share with us?
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