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COPINGWITH RACISM THROUGH DIGITAL SOCIAL SUPPORT
We argue that any discussion about digital wellbeing is incomplete if it doesn’t account for the
unique challenges to wellbeing experienced by members of underrepresented racial minority groups.
Experiences with racism can have a direct negative effect on both physical health (e.g., heightened
blood pressure due to chronic stress [4]) as well as mental wellbeing (e.g., withdrawal, fatigue,
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heightened paranoia [8]). Even being the target of microaggressions, subtle acts of discrimination such
as exclusions or slights, contribute to these cumulative, negative impacts on the target [11].
Considering digital wellbeing through this lens, technology in its current state falls short. It

facilitates frequent exposure to incidents of racism in online contexts, as well as introduces barriers for
the target to restore their wellbeing post-incident. While both of these processes are of importance,
in this position paper and in our research we focus on the coping process. In designing for digital
wellbeing, we advocate for a framework that empowers users in dealing with the aftermath of racist
experiences.
One way in which the current state of digital tools can address the wellbeing needs of targets of

racism is by increasing the availability and accessibility of outlets for social support. When coping
with experiences of racism, a person’s social resources (e.g., family, community, etc.) provide stress-
suppressing effects [13]. In many cases, digital technologies are necessary for this support as many
people are physically separated from their intimate networks. Digital and online tools also provide
unique capabilities for social support around traumatic events. Online and sometimes anonymous
forums have been examined as one way to facilitate technology-mediated coping [9] as well as a
space to navigate ethnic-racial identity with shared group members [7]. In sharing stories with others
online and narrativizing one’s own experience, targets of harassment can reframe and transform
their own cognitive and emotional relationship with those experiences [6]. These forums also benefit
lurkers, or people who read information without commenting or interaction with other users [5].
While digital tools are already being leveraged for social support, we have a long way to go in

truly supporting targets of racism and other traumas. The burden is largely put on targets to bend
these tools to their particular needs. In order to design digital tools responsibly, we must extend the
capabilities of these tools and actively design supportive, anti-racist, anti-harassment technologies.
We reflect on designing digital systems that center the wellbeing of users from racial minority groups.

DESIGNING THE FUTURE OF DIGITAL WELLBEING
In imagining digital wellbeing through future digital technologies, we advocate for prioritization of
the user’s agency as a co-designer of the experience. As a speculative exercise, we explore how this
approach might play out with users defining how and when they engage with content as well as
defining the structural elements of their online social networks.

In taking responsibility as designers and researchers, we aim for a future where digital technologies
prioritize the wellbeing of users by providing them with more agency in negotiating their relationship
with those technologies (e.g., whose content do I see, how and when do I interact with people in
different social groups, etc.). For one thing, it is commonly known amongst users that if they want
to be happy, avoid the comments and keep on scrolling - in other words, don’t feed the trolls [1].
Instead we might take the lead from feminist writers on the subject to take a more pro-active and at
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times even absurdist approach [12]. In an extreme example modifying one of Stratton’s suggestions
that produced the best results in stopping online trolls from responding in comment sections, future
technologies might identify posts that harass or ‘troll’ racial minorities with racist language and
prompt targets of that abuse to cycle through versions of the comment where words are replaced
Mad-Libs-style to create increasingly ridiculous versions of the comment or even allow the user
to create their own edited versions of the comment. Though this example may seem frivolous at
first glance, the underlying premise is that when abusers of the system are so used to operating
without censure, creating tools for targets to quickly and easily respond without engaging directly
(and opening themselves up to further attack) alters the power dynamic drastically.

We can further amplify the positive impact of digital tools by focusing on coping with racism and
other forms of harassment whether or not the incident occurs online. As discussed earlier, social
support with close ties is an integral part of the coping process in dealing with racism. While it may
promote some sense of positive subjective wellbeing, increased connections on social networks (e.g.,
large number of ‘friends’ on Facebook) may discourage honest self-disclosure and thus block those
social support strategies [10]. Lack of control over audience can inhibit communication of experience
or increase the risks associated with self-disclosure, especially around sensitive topics such as racism.

Part of empowering users is supporting and amplifying their existing processes and workarounds.
While some users address this issue by crafting their own smaller ecosystems (e.g., private group text
message) in which to have more sensitive conversations, digital technologies have far to go in providing
the ability to identify and differentiate particular audiences. Systems designed with wellbeing in mind
should design for flexibility in both structure and privacy. Users have their own schemas for who may
be deemed as ‘safe’ when it comes to self-disclosure and support-seeking, but even within a group
of safe close ties, it may not be desirable to have such a sensitive conversation publicly across that
group. We might imagine a tool that allows a user to signal that they are struggling to a select group
of individuals, but that allows responses to come in privately to the individual. We foresee a future
where users construct and model social structures that best reflect their unique real-world networks
and desires to interact with those networks.

As the call for this workshop proposes - abstinence is not a solution as many people rely on digital
technologies to maintain important social ties. In the current state of the world, people who are
targeted by racism are forced to curate their own private spaces and constantly consider how best
to protect themselves from viable threats while racist harassers are free to use hate speech, harass,
and dox people with little possibility of repercussion [3]. While HCI and other researchers have made
strides in for example, developing tools for detecting harassment and hate speech - there is still
great inconsistency in definition and enforcement of moderation policies. Slow progress is not an
option as legitimate threats to safety cause vulnerable populations to flee online spaces in droves.
Our shortcomings in building anti-racist technologies in this and many ways actively support racists
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and racist behaviors. As academics, we need to prioritize research in this space; in the entirety of the
ACM digital library, the search term ’microaggression’ yields results in the single digits (only one of
which is a paper). Prioritizing and centering the needs of vulnerable populations is a necessary first
step in doing this work [2].
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