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Social media platforms offer flagging, a technical feature that empowers users to report inappropriate posts
or bad actors to reduce online harm. This feature, available now on all major social media platforms, is
enacted through deceptively simple interfaces that disguise complex underlying interactions among users,
algorithms, and moderators. Through interviewing 25 social media users with prior flagging experience, we
examine end-users’ understanding of flagging procedures, explore the factors that motivate them to flag, and
surface their cognitive and privacy concerns. We found that a lack of procedural transparency in flagging
mechanisms creates gaps in users’ folk theories about how the mechanisms operate, yet users recognize the
importance of platforms providing flagging options. Our analysis highlights how flags raise critical questions
about distributing labor and responsibility for addressing online harm between platforms and users. We
recommend innovations in the flagging design space that enhance user comprehension, ensure privacy, and
reduce cognitive burdens.
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1 Introduction

End-users have several options to take action when encountering inappropriate posts on social
media platforms, from regular interactions built into a platform (e.g., replying to the post, unfol-
lowing the poster) to content moderation-specific interactions. Of these options, only through
flagging can end-users directly request platform administrators to take site-wide actions against
any content. Platforms maintain content regulation systems, comprising a coordinated deployment
of automated tools and human reviewers [34, 41], that regularly review flagged items and trigger
sanctions, such as removing flagged posts or banning flagged accounts [32, 35]. Thus, the flag
potentially serves as a powerful and empowering tool for user-driven moderation.
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(a) The report button for flagging (b) Categories for flagging con- (c) “Thank you” pop-up after
content on YouTube. tent on YouTube. users flag content on YouTube.

Fig. 1. YouTube’s flagging interface pages.

Though at first glance, flag implementations may signal platforms’ commitment to enacting
democratic governance and fostering user communities, in practice, flags are often designed
without adequately considering the needs of users who rely on them. As Crawford and Gillespie
describe, flagging is a “complex interplay between users and platforms, humans and algorithms, and
the social norms and regulatory structures of social media” [17]. While their work theorized the
conceptual significance of flags as critical socio-technical mechanisms, there remains a need for
more empirical research examining how users—the primary stakeholders in the flagging processes—
perceive flagging mechanisms and why they choose to engage in flagging. This lack of focus
on user perspectives is particularly striking, given that flagging processes across platforms vary
significantly in the input required of flag submitters and post-flagging review and notification
procedures.

For instance, when a user flags a video on YouTube, they see a quick pop-up that thanks users for
flagging content with no other contact from the platform about the outcome of their flag (Fig. 1). In
contrast, when users flag content on Facebook, the platform typically tells them they will be notified
when a decision is made. It provides them with additional safety options such as blocking, muting,
and hiding the flagged content. Facebook also offers users a centralized interface where they may
revisit past flags to check their review status (Fig. 2). Although such varied implementations are
not inherently problematic, limited transparency about design decisions and the lack of empirical
insight into user perceptions make it difficult to judge whether current flagging processes meet
user needs or how they might be improved.

In this study, we analyze user experiences with flagging mechanisms on widely used social
media platforms, such as Facebook, X, and TikTok, and ask three key research questions. First,
prior research has shown that platforms’ opaque flagging processes may lead users to develop “folk
theories” (i.e., “socially constructed conceptions of how a platform works” [18]) about moderation
decisions. These folk theories raise concerns about potential censorship and silencing through
practices like shadowbanning [3, 64, 70, 98]. While prior work has mostly examined users as content
creators who are flagged [92], less is known about users who flag others’ content. Flagging interfaces
reveal differing amounts of information about how reports are processed, review timelines, and
reviewer identity, yet it is unclear how users interpret these signals or what else shapes their
understanding of flagging affordances and review processes. Therefore, we ask:
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Fig. 2. Facebook’s support inbox dashboard showing posts a user has flagged.

RQ1: What are users’ understandings of how social media platforms implement flagging
mechanisms, and what factors influence this understanding?

Next, we examine why users choose to flag content on social media platforms. While scholars
have previously examined users’ motivations for using personal moderation tools [49], such as
word filters [45] and blocking [46], there is limited understanding of what motivates users to
flag harmful content on social media platforms. Further, it remains unclear when and why active
flaggers disengage from flagging. Flagging mechanisms have been studied in gaming contexts,
where users may flag for reasons unrelated to platform-defined toxicity [54]. However, social media
platforms serve as central hubs for public discourse, making it critical to understand the factors
driving users to flag or abstain from flagging harmful content. Thus, we ask:

RQ2: What motivates users to engage (or not engage) in flagging on social media plat-
forms?

Submitting a flag is a form of anonymous, voluntary labor that asks users to navigate multi-step
interfaces and fit their concerns into platform-defined labels of inappropriate conduct. Prior work
has documented the physical and emotional burdens of moderation on end-users and content
moderators [49, 58, 75, 100] and shown that people weigh privacy risks and protections when
reporting harassment on messaging platforms [96]. Yet we know little about how these cognitive and
privacy burdens manifest in flagging on mainstream social media platforms. To better understand
these challenges, we ask:

RQ3: What are users’ cognitive and privacy concerns about engaging in flagging on social
media platforms?

To answer these questions, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 25 social media users
who had recently flagged content. Applying interpretive qualitative analysis [65] to our interview
data, we organize our findings around users’ understandings of flagging, their motivations for
engaging with it, and their cognitive and privacy concerns. We show that the lack of transparency
in flagging creates substantial gaps in users’ folk theories. Given this lack of transparency, users
develop incomplete and uncertain interpretations of how flags work. Yet, they develop strategies to
leverage these interpretations, using flags alongside other site mechanisms, such as blocking and

, Vol. 1, No. 1, Article . Publication date: October 2026.



4 Qian, et al.

private messaging, to address online harms. A belief in generalized reciprocity motivates users to
flag inappropriate content—they expect a collective flagging effort would help keep online spaces
clean, yet this also exposes tensions between flagging as a civic right and as an obligation that
shifts unpaid digital labor onto users. We surface the reservations users have about the cognitive
burdens of flagging and examine their privacy concerns when discussing potential innovations to
flagging mechanisms.

Our main contributions to the HCI literature on content moderation mechanisms include:

(1) Empirical data on user experiences and perspectives about flagging on social media platforms. We
extend Crawford and Gillespie’s conceptualization of flagging [17] with findings organized
around users’ understandings of flagging, their motivations for engaging with it, and their
cognitive and privacy concerns. Our findings surface tensions between viewing flags as a
right and as an obligation, and illuminate critical concerns about the labor of flagging from
the perspective of flaggers.

(2) Design opportunities. We provide empirically informed design recommendations for inno-
vating the current flagging systems in three crucial areas: (1) improving literacy regarding
the purpose and benefits of flags, (2) enhancing user interaction during flag category selec-
tion, and (3) offering satisfactory post-reporting feedback. We describe how our proposed
innovations to flagging mechanisms can address user needs while attending to their privacy
and cognitive burdens. We explore how incorporating seams [25] into flagging interfaces
can help users understand their operations and ensure transparency throughout the flagging
process.

2 Related Work
2.1 Content Moderation Affordances on Social Media

Most contemporary platforms hosting user-generated content offer a mechanism for users to
provide feedback on the content they see that violates the platform’s guidelines. This mechanism is
usually called “flag” or “report.” Platforms use flags to collect instances of potentially inappropriate
content, which human moderators or bots subsequently review [54]. If this review determines that
the content in question indeed violates the platform’s guidelines, the flagged user may face direct
consequences, such as content removal or account suspension [40, 42].

We contextualize flags as part of a collection of mechanisms that let users express their voice
in content moderation systems. Flags are often accompanied by a variety of personal moderation
tools, which have been defined as “tools that let users configure or customize some aspects of their
moderation preferences on social media” [49]. These personal moderation tools include account-
based tools that let users mute or block specific accounts [29, 46, 63] and content-based tools that let
users hide comments containing configured keywords [45] or set up content sensitivity controls [50].
Together, these mechanisms allow users to express dissatisfaction about norm-violating content (e.g.,
hate speech, violence, spam) [5, 55, 82] or behaviors (e.g., harassment, bullying, scamming) [86].

We focus on flagging, one of the most conspicuous content moderation mechanisms available
to general end-users. While personal moderation tools change only the configuring user’s news
feed, flags enable site-wide content regulation, provide higher granularity in letting users express
their dissatisfaction, and prompt users to justify their actions. Appeal mechanisms [94, 95], which
let moderated users report their dissatisfaction with content moderation sanctions (regarding
content posted by themselves) and request that they be reversed, are often used to contest platform
moderation actions on flagged content or other content removed by administrators. Users may also
utilize the above moderation mechanisms in combination with regular platform interactions that
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demonstrate positive or negative feedback (e.g., like and dislike buttons) [52] or other social signals
(e.g., unfollowing accounts, engaging in counterspeech) [80].

Users with special roles (e.g., community moderators) usually have access to a wider range of
moderation tools [37, 89]. For example, Reddit moderators may independently program Automod, a
bot, to automatically identify and take action against content that infringes upon their community’s
guidelines [41, 101]. Similarly, Twitch streamers and YouTube creators rely on third-party applica-
tions for harmful content detection [12, 45]. We do not focus on such specialized tools because this
study is examining regular end-users who lack access to them. However, we draw from literature on
accountability and division of labor involved in the deployment of such tools [2, 14, 41] to examine
how end users perceive the use of automation and human moderators to review flagged content.

2.2 User Perspectives on Content Moderation

Prior work has emphasized the importance of attending to user perspectives to inform platform
practices and policymaking, especially since content moderation practices can shape public dis-
course [56, 72]. Inspired by these calls, our research on users’ perceptions of flagging mechanisms
highlights existing user needs to inform changes to how platforms design and administer these
systems. Discussions of user perspectives often center on who owns the responsibility for plat-
form governance. Gillespie argues for a collective civic responsibility to govern platforms [31],
yet specific stakeholder roles remain unclear. Prior research shows that users tend to attribute
responsibility for detecting and intervening on inappropriate content to platforms [72] or human
moderators [67] rather than themselves. However, Jhaver and Zhang [50] found that users prefer
personally configurable moderation tools to platform-enacted bans of hate speech, violent content,
and sexually explicit content. On the whole, this literature suggests that users expect platforms
to offer a baseline level of safety from online harms, but still desire to further shape their feeds
themselves. We build on this work by examining how end-users perceive their responsibilities to
flag, fitting in with how they assume the obligations to regulate inappropriate content are divided
among all stakeholders.

Prior research also documents the physical and emotional burdens that moderation places on
regular users [49], volunteer moderators [23, 41, 58, 78, 100], and commercial moderators [76, 88],
as well as tensions around how volunteer labor contributes to platform profit [59, 100]. While
emotional burdens on volunteer and hired moderators have been examined in detail [23, 76], little
prior work has considered the additional burden on regular users who report content. Our study
addresses this gap.

People with marginalized identities are more likely to experience harm on online platforms [3, 24].
For example, Black and female identifying users disproportionately experience a range of unwanted
behaviors such as hate speech and doxxing [66]. To address these disparities, researchers have
prioritized the needs and perspectives of vulnerable groups [3, 36, 60, 92]. For instance, Blackwell et
al. examined HeartMob, a platform built for people facing severe online abuse, and argued that design
and moderation must integrate vulnerable users’ unique needs to fully address harassment [8]. This
motivates our focus on diverse users, including those from marginalized groups, and on fears of
retaliation, privacy concerns, disproportionate labor, and apprehensions about misuse of flagging
mechanisms.

Finally, when examining the design of moderation systems, it is also important to consider
end-users’ preferences for control and transparency. Most social media platforms do not offer
adequate visibility into the rules and decision processes behind moderation decisions [91], and
interfaces often obscure what is done by automated tools versus human reviewers [51, 68]. Some
researchers have examined how different configurations of moderation tool design shape the control
that users perceive over their social media feeds [45, 49]. Additionally, prior research shows that
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when moderation systems indicate the reasoning behind content regulation decisions, user attitude
toward those decisions may improve, resulting in higher-quality user posts [40, 43, 53] or generally
increased trust [10]. Building on this literature, we examine users’ transparency needs regarding
flagging and offer empirical insights about how they seek individual agency in flagging processes.

2.3 Flagging Mechanisms on Social Media Platforms

While it is unclear when flags were first implemented on social media platforms, the notion of raising
a concern to a community leader or administrator has long been used to express dissatisfaction
civilly [21]. Flags are a crucial means for users to express such dissatisfaction in online environments.
In this section, we provide an overview of prior research on flagging to better situate the context of
our study.

Previous research examined flagging from end-users’ perspectives as creators of sanctioned
content, especially in the context of how users develop “folk theories” [19] about moderation
decisions when platforms fail to provide adequate or any explanations for those decisions [92].
The opaqueness of flagging has led to speculations about platforms making controversial decisions
about flagged content without the flagged user’s knowledge, such as with shadowbanning (where
platforms hide a user’s content from others’ feeds without removing it entirely) [64, 98]. This has
raised concerns about the use of flagging to silence [3] or otherwise censor users [70]. Our study
expands on this work by examining users’ perspectives when they are flagging others’ content
rather than being flagged themselves.

The definition of how “flaggable” a post is, or its “flaggability,” for users may differ from platforms’
definitions of what is inappropriate. For example, users on gaming platforms utilize flags to report
what they defined as toxic content but also flag teammates to whom they attributed game losses [54].
Zhao and Chen [102] presented a case study of mass reporting on Weibo where fans of Chinese
celebrities publicly coordinated to report content critical of those celebrities in an effort to take
it down. Prior scholarship has also documented that users differ in what content they interpret
as harmful enough to flag [44, 61], and platforms have differing guidelines on what is deemed
inappropriate and thus flaggable [69]. However, there exists a gap in our understanding of how
users navigate conflicts between their values and platform guidelines for flagging. Thus, we examine
the decision-making process behind how users choose to flag (either appropriate or inappropriate)
content online. Drawing from prior literature, we refer to inappropriate content as a multitude
of undesirable behaviors [82] that include but are not limited to trolling [30, 71], invasion of
privacy [1, 9, 16, 79], public shaming [33, 77, 95], and interpersonal harm [73, 96].

From end-users’ point of view, engaging in flagging involves a range of emotions and safety
considerations. Wang et al. [96] examined users’ privacy concerns when reporting messages or
accounts perpetrating harassment on end-to-end encrypted messaging platforms. They found that
users make nuanced decisions about whether and how much to report based on their perceived
trade-offs between privacy risks and protections. Further, these decisions are influenced by their
trust in messaging platforms and community moderators. We build on this work to examine social
media users’ privacy concerns when they consider reporting inappropriate content. Riedl and
Newell [73] reported a case study of Taylor Swift fans reporting nonconsensual pornographic
deepfakes of the pop superstar on X. They noted that such reporting is motivated by fans’ strong
sense of responsibility to protect Taylor Swift online. We add to this research by examining how
users perceive their versus platforms’ flagging obligations more broadly.
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3 Methods
3.1 Participant Recruitment

We recruited participants by posting on X, NextDoor, and Craigslist. In selecting these platforms to
place our recruitment calls on, we aimed to reach out to a diverse set of potential participants. We
asked candidates to submit an online form that included questions about whether they use social
media daily, which social media sites they use, whether they have encountered toxic content on
social media, whether they flagged a post in the past week, and their demographic information. The
IRB at Rutgers University approved this study for recruitment and data collection. We developed
the above questions to recruit participants who could recall experiences where they chose to flag or
refrain from flagging in detail and used these experiences to ground our interviews, enabling more
specific feedback on the purpose and operation of flags, motivations for flagging, and concerns
about the process.! We included an option to attach a screenshot of a post the user recently flagged.
We also posed an open-ended question: “What is your perspective on how social media platforms
can improve flagging mechanisms?”

We screened all submissions for thoughtful and legitimate responses, and although our re-
cruitment strategy targeted a diverse pool of potential participants, we ultimately received an
overwhelming response from individuals identifying with underrepresented groups (e.g., Black
and LGBTQ+ users). This outcome is consistent with previous research, which indicates that users
from marginalized communities are more likely to encounter harmful content and thus engage
with content moderation mechanisms [24, 46]. Given that our study focuses on qualitative insights
from individuals with recent flagging experience, our goal was not to achieve broad population
generalizability, but rather to gain a deep understanding of the perspectives of active flaggers. This
approach also aligns with previous content moderation studies that have oversampled individuals
with marginalized identities to ensure their perspectives on experiencing and addressing online
harm are robustly represented [36, 49]. Table 1 presents the demographic details of our participants.
Although our recruitment spanned several countries, we note that all members of our research
team were based in the United States at the time we conducted this study.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

In total, we collected data through 25 semi-structured interviews with social media users. Partici-
pants were compensated with $20 USD for their time, irrespective of the interview duration. This
amount was above minimum wage at the interview time. Interviews lasted between 30 and 90
minutes and were all conducted remotely over Zoom. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.
At the start of each interview, we asked participants for explicit verbal consent for their audio
and/or video to be recorded for us to conduct analysis. We purposely did not use any flagging
interfaces as probes to avoid the focus on a single platform. Instead, we grounded our discussions
in users’ prior interactions with flags on the platforms they use. We also attended to the similarities
and differences in flagging experiences across platforms whenever these comparisons seemed
theoretically potent. Taking this platform-agnostic approach allowed our participants to speak
broadly about their experiences and concerns with flagging, which included issues with specific
flagging interfaces, but also frequently went beyond them.

During our interviews, we asked participants about the platforms they used and why they
used them to understand the contexts in which they perform flagging. Next, we requested that

Note that while our participant sample consisted entirely of recent flaggers (rather than non-flaggers), even these flaggers
presumably may not flag every objectionable post. As such, we sought to gather insights from them regarding factors that
not just motivate them to flag but also demotivate their flagging (RQ2). Still, the never-flaggers’ motivations may present
additional nuances and require an independent investigation.
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# Age  Gender Race Occupation Country Social Media Platforms Used

P1 35 Non-Binary ~ White Digital Content Producer USA Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok, Snapchat
P2 32 Female Black Fashion Designer USA Facebook, Instagram, X

P3 53 Female ‘White Professor USA Facebook, X, Reddit

P4 27 Female White PhD Researcher France X, WhatsApp

P5 33 Non-Binary Native American Editor USA Facebook, Instagram, X, Tumblr

P6 22 Female Black Waitress Canada Facebook

P7 24 Male Black Artist USA Facebook, Instagram

P8 27 Male Black Carpenter USA Facebook, X, Snapchat

P9 22 Male Black Fashion Designer USA Facebook, X

P10 30 Male Black Electrician USA Facebook, Instagram

P11 26 Male Black Plumber USA Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat

P12 20 Female Asian Student Canada Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Reddit
P13 24 Female Black Student USA Instagram, X

P14 27 Male Black Uber Driver The Netherlands Facebook, Instagram, X

P15 26 Male Black Sales Representative Belgium Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest

P16 35 Male Black Engineer UK Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, X
P17 27 Male Black Accountant UK Facebook, X, Reddit

P18 25 Male Black Sales Agent USA Facebook, X

P19 25 Male Black Manager USA X

P20 34 Female Black Nurse USA Instagram, X, TikTok

P21 26 Female Black Assistant USA Facebook, Instagram, X

P22 25 Male Middle Eastern Recent Graduate USA Facebook, Reddit, LinkedIn

P23 22 Female Asian Student USA Instagram, Facebook, Reddit

P24 21 Male Asian Student USA Instagram, X, Reddit

P25 24 Female White Unemployed USA X, Instagram

Table 1. Participants’ Demographic and Platform Use Information

participants describe at least one instance of flagging content and explain their understanding of
how flagging mechanisms work. We also inquired about instances when participants hesitated to
flag. To delve deeper into participants’ perceptions and potential concerns, we introduced a set of
hypothetical scenarios that described specific modifications to flagging designs. These scenarios
were only verbally described in discussion with participants so as to inspire participant ideas
without constraining them to one specific interface. For example, we asked participants to consider
a scenario in which the visibility of their flagging activity was altered—such as making flags visible
to friends—and to discuss the implications of such a change. These discussions were intended to
elicit participant perspectives on the implications of further exploring or potentially implementing
such designs and to open up the flagging design space by encouraging ideation beyond current
popular implementations. Lastly, we explored participants’ experiences with the cognitive load
involved in flagging, aiming to uncover any challenges or frustrations associated with the process.
While we did not focus on a specific platform during recruitment, our participants often discussed
flagging experiences on widely used platforms, i.e., platforms listed in the top 10 most popular
social media platforms.? Specific details about which platforms each participant frequented are
provided in Table 1.

We read and uploaded interview transcripts to NVivo,® a cross-platform app for qualitative
research. We applied interpretive qualitative analysis to all interview transcripts [65], reading and
coding each interview soon after it was conducted, and adopting an experiential approach to data

Zhttps://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/
3https://lumivero.com/
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interpretation. The first two authors “open-coded” [15] interviews in multiple iterative rounds,
beginning on a line-by-line basis with codes sticking close to the transcript data, and prioritizing
semantic (over latent) codes. This first round of coding generated codes such as “wanting to
understand platforms’ timeline for taking action with flags” and “platforms should prioritize
by quantity of flags.” In subsequent rounds, we merged related codes to generate higher-level
themes (e.g., a need for platform transparency about flagging processes and the necessity of
flags) and identified connections between themes. Throughout coding, all the authors engaged in
regular discussions and memo writing, which helped us achieve deeper reflections and stay alert
to emerging themes. We treated coding as a collaborative analytic process aimed at developing a
shared interpretation grounded in our data. After we finished processing twenty interviews, we
reassessed our data and conducted five more interviews to better flesh out some themes, such
as the “value of flagging” and “responsibility for flagging” We stopped recruiting when ongoing
analysis suggested that additional interviews were no longer yielding new themes, indicating data
saturation [13, 28].

4 Findings

In this section, we begin by exploring how our participants learned about flagging and their
understanding of its mechanisms (RQ1). Next, we discuss key motivations for flagging, such as
preventing harm, social pressure, and civic duty, and how participants navigated tensions between
flagging as civic empowerment and as an obligation that shifts responsibilities to users, as well as
factors that discourage flagging (RQ2). Finally, we report participants’ concerns about the burdens
of flagging and potential privacy risks (RQ3).

4.1 RQ1: What are users’ understandings of how social media platforms implement
flagging mechanisms, and what factors influence this understanding?

While participants shared a common understanding of the main steps involved in flagging content,
they had varied interpretations of how to approach flagging due to ambiguity in platform categories
and their personal preferences. Participants’ descriptions of their interactions with flags usually
noted three temporally discrete steps: determining if content should be flagged, categorizing the
content and explaining why they are flagging, and receiving notifications about the outcome of
their flag. P23 described her understanding of this process through her experiences on Facebook,
Instagram, and Reddit:

“You stumble upon a post that you deem violates the community standards, from there
platforms have a dropdown menu [that] shows the different reasons why you would report
such content. Once you submit that, usually, you’d get a notification saying ‘Thank you
for reporting this. We’ll let you know if this violates our community guidelines,” and then
you wait and see.”

In this subsection, we examine how participants learned that flagging exists and how they came
to understand what it does, often inferring its workings from the interface and the feedback they
received.

4.1.1 Discovery of the option to flag content. We found that participants became aware of the option
of flagging through varied information channels rather than explicit platform instruction. This
occurred in both social settings (e.g., when with friends) and while being alone (i.e., exploring site
functions while on a social media platform). Some participants began flagging after watching friends
flag (P9, P11, and P17). Others were introduced to the option in differing social settings: P8 and P15
were taught about flagging in school, as P15’s teacher told him: “you could take action apart from just
talking and nobody listening, you can actually flag.” Such anecdotes show how information about
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flagging often derives from offline relationships users have. Several other participants discovered
flagging only when they actively explored platform options for addressing harm. These participants
expressed a common sentiment that, once they noticed it, on most platforms, the user interface for
flagging mechanisms made it easy for them to figure out what the function was for.

Participants also heard about the option of flagging through social media posts and news articles.
For instance, they learned through posts directly on the platform (P2, P7, and P14) or from creators
who mentioned flagging while discussing negative experiences with platforms moderating their
content (P4 and P12). While these were the most common ways for our participants to hear about
flagging, platform policies could also inform users of their choice to flag. However, only P3 revealed
that she read platform policies to learn about flagging. Together, these accounts suggest that users
tend to discover flagging in ad hoc ways through social ties, interface exploration, and public
discourse, rather than through systematic onboarding by platforms.

4.1.2  Review process for flagged content. Our participants held fragmented and often speculative
theories of how platforms review flags. Participants’ understanding differed in terms of whether
they believed flagged content was automatically removed, whether there was human involvement,
and if so, when it occurred and at what stage in the flagging process. While a few participants
believed platforms fully automated removal decisions (P2 and P7), others imagined different mixes
of automation and human judgment, and many assumed that a group of people reviewed all flagged
content. P19 explained: “[platforms] have people that work on the community guidelines...[these
people] determine if posts should be taken down or not. [They] investigate such posts.” While some
participants shared P19’s sentiment (e.g., P4 and P20), P22 instead believed moderators mainly
“confirm” or “quality check” automated removal decisions given the sheer volume of content.

Participants developed folk theories about how platforms prioritize reviewing flagged content.
For instance, P15 stated that platforms “prioritize some content over others...they base it off categories
like severity,” while P17 believed platforms used Al to determine review priority by looking at
comments and other accounts interacting with a post. When encouraged to suggest solutions
for greater transparency, participants described a system similar to package tracking, where they
would receive confirmation that a flag was submitted, see its current review stage, and be notified
of the final decision. As P3 shared: “Tell me at what point there’s automated decision-making. Tell me
what point there are humans. Tell me what the overall policy is. Tell me the percentage. Give me data
about how many things were reported.” These suggestions reflect a desire for review processes that
are not only fair, but also legible in terms of which actors—human or automated—are involved at
each stage.

4.1.3 Updates on flagged content from platforms. Participants experienced platform updates on
flags as inconsistent, opaque, and often incomplete. After participants submitted their flags, they
described a range of outcomes and an equally wide range of feedback from platforms. In successful
cases, some participants reported being notified that the platform agreed with their flags and
that the flagged content was removed (P4, P6, and P7). However, several participants noted that
platforms often failed to communicate removal decisions, leaving it unclear whether flagged content
was actually taken down; for example, P6, P12, and P17 only assumed posts were removed when
they stopped seeing them in their feeds despite receiving no notification. P12 reasoned that the lack
of follow-up from platforms could be due to the high volume of reports, stating that “the comment
Jjust went away for me. It disappeared, and YouTube never followed up with me. I can’t imagine they
would because they must get hundreds of reports.”

Participants expressed frustration with the inconsistency of where notifications were placed on
different platforms, as some platforms notified users as part of their typical notification feed, while
others did so in a separate portal specific to flagging. P1 felt that “a lot of times when I flag things,
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they get ignored.” What it means for a flag to “get ignored” varied. Sometimes participants received
no notification and saw no action on the content; in other cases, platforms promised follow up but
never responded, as when X indicated it would update P16 about a decision but did not do so even
weeks later. As a result, several participants began informally tracking their own flags, repeatedly
checking whether the content was still visible because they did not trust platforms to communicate
outcomes. These experiences suggest that the absence and ambiguity of feedback around flags can
create an additional burden on users, who must do extra work to infer whether their reports led to
any action.

4.1.4 Moderation actions performed alongside flagging. After flagging content, participants often
took additional steps before or alongside reporting, revealing diverse and sometimes unconventional
uses of flagging shaped by their roles, values, and perceptions of platform dynamics. P16 preferred
to directly message the poster before resorting to flagging: “What I wanted to do first was inform the
person nicely. Since I didn’t get a reply...it’s then time I see the effect of the flag.” P15 used an even
more proactive strategy informed by his activist identity. After flagging content on Facebook, he
and a friend confronted members of the organization in person, securing an apology and removal
of the post. For P15, flagging was just one tactic in a broader repertoire of activism, complementing
offline collective action and positioning platforms as only one tool among many for combating
harm. These accounts also demonstrate how preexisting social roles and personal values can shape
what participants see as an appropriate sequence of actions around harm.

Others mobilized social features to amplify visibility and pressure platforms to act, using existing
interaction tools to raise community awareness of inappropriate content and draw faster platform
attention to their flags. For instance, P21 commented on a Facebook video depicting the sexual
assault of a young woman to draw more user and platform attention to how to speak out against
assault: “the consequences of [me] speaking out are not as bad as those people tolerating the incidences
[of abuse] that are happening.” Similarly, P19 ‘liked’ offensive posts because he believed they would
go viral, so others would flag them, hoping this would pressure the platform to review his reports
faster. At the same time, many participants described deliberate moves to withdraw once they
felt they had fulfilled their responsibility by flagging. For example, P20 opted to block accounts,
explaining that this action would “prevent them from coming up in [her] For You page.”

4.1.5 Misuse of flags. Participants recognized that flags can be weaponized against others, even
though none reported misusing them personally. P5 noted learning about cases where users of
marginalized identities who spoke out had their accounts flagged and subsequently suspended.
From these anecdotes, she became worried that flagging could be an avenue for exacerbating biases
against marginalized people:

‘I’ve had friends and colleagues who have been targeted by hateful people who all report

the poster’s account for spam or something else fake, and then that person gets their

account suspended...so it [flags] can be weaponized against marginalized people.” (P5)

P3 also recounted problematic past occurrences where groups of “trolls” on platforms such as
Reddit banded together to suspend accounts they felt did not ‘belong’ in a certain online community.
Flags in these accounts emerge as double-edged mechanisms: they can help protect and hold others
accountable, yet are equally available as tools of exclusion, placing marginalized users at greater
risk.

4.1.6  Concerns about platform motivations to provide flagging mechanisms. Dissatisfying experi-
ences led some participants to question both the effectiveness of flags and platforms’ motivations for
offering them. For example, P4 shared that platforms have so much content to moderate that they
have little choice but to outsource the work to their users: “There is so much data there that’s being
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posted, that it’s impossible to have like a team that moderates everything.” Similarly, P10 speculated
that platforms benefit from flags by using them as feedback to improve recommendations and
moderation, while P1 and P3 suspected that legal pressures and scrutiny from entities such as
Congress also motivate platforms to offer flagging tools. These views fed into mixed levels of trust
in whether flagging truly safeguards end-users. At one end, P20 thought that platforms offered
flags as a smokescreen: ‘T feel like they want us to feel like we can regulate what you see. They want
to make us feel like we have an option in what we see and what we interact with. We have a say in
the company.” Along this line, P16 speculated that platforms may be motivated to ignore flags that
could benefit their business models, such as not taking offensive content down because keeping it
up may help “generate a lot of user traffic.” Conversely, some participants reasoned that platforms
offer flags to genuinely protect and empower users, and keep the spaces they created safe (P1, P6,
P12, and P18). Overall, these findings suggest that users hold both skeptical and hopeful views of
platform motivations.

4.2 RQ2: What motivates users to engage (or not engage) in flagging on social media
platforms?

Our participants framed flagging as a choice shaped by both internal commitments (such as
ethical values and personal tolerance for harm) and external prompts (including social pressure
and others drawing their attention to problematic content). Regardless of what influenced their
decision, participants consistently emphasized that they made the final decision to flag on their
own, highlighting a strong sense of individual responsibility and agency in whether to act, even
as some described this responsibility as ambivalent, oscillating between civic empowerment to
protect their communities and an obligation that shifts moderation responsibility onto users.

4.2.1 Moral outrage against inappropriate content. Moral judgment and a sense of personal wrong-
doing were central to why participants flagged. When deciding whether to flag, participants leaned
on their own ethical judgments rather than on platform-defined guidelines. For many, flagging
reflected a clear prior belief that certain content should be removed. P10 and P19 relied on their
own values to decide what was “right or wrong” to flag; as P19 put it, “as long as it’s up to my
conscience that this is right or this is not right...I flag because, according to me, this post is bad.”

In practice, flagging served as a way to align participants’ objections with the categories provided
in the platforms’ flagging interfaces, rather than clarifying their own judgments. Few participants
consulted community guidelines or platform policies (P3 and P15), instead opting to select cate-
gories that best matched their personal judgments. Commonly selected categories included sexual
harassment (P16, P18, P21), domestic abuse (P19), impersonation (P24), spam (P12, P16, P20), nudity
(P20), racism (P2, P3, P15), and sexism (P1, P25). These choices reflected participants’ ability to
identify harmful posts using platform-imposed categories. Despite this, participants were often
uncertain about how platforms interpreted their categorizations, especially in ambiguous cases. For
instance, P20 wondered how platforms distinguish between harmful content classifications, such
as teasing versus outright harassment, when reviewing flags to decide what content to remove.

4.2.2  Demands of social pressure. Prompts from friends and communities often drew participants
into flagging decisions, whether through others’ comments, direct messages, or offline conversations.
P1 said, “So my friend had messaged us in the group thread and was like, hey, this is really bothering
me. Can you all please report and join me?” Participants responded to these requests in different
ways: P6, P15, and P16 flagged content when contacted directly by people they knew, while P12
did so only when she agreed with others’ rationale. P19 was less strict when deciding whether
to flag, claiming, “I might flag the post without even checking it” when someone asks him to flag
something. Thus, participants showed varying degrees of compliance with social pressure in their
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flagging behaviors. Requests from communities that shared participants’ identities were especially
compelling, motivating some participants to flag content when requested by others who shared
their identity characteristics. For example, P5, who identified as Native American and Non-Binary,
said: ‘T have been encouraged particularly by other natives and other queer people and trans people to
go ahead and report something.” Even when others prompted them to flag harmful content, most
participants agreed to examine it but emphasized that the final decision to flag was theirs alone.
Overall, requests from friends and communities shaped which posts participants considered, while
the decision to flag remained something they treated as their own responsibility.

4.2.3 Collective duty of upholding community norms. Flagging was often framed as a shared
responsibility: participants saw platforms as responsible for detecting harmful content, but also
believed individual users should help by flagging inappropriate content. More than half of our
participants believed that every user is responsible for flagging norm violations. This belief was
strongly tied to their reasoning to flag content to protect others. Several participants compared the
act of flagging as analogous to the collective duty of cleaning public spaces. P22 said:

“If everyone does it, then the world would be a better place...If there are some plastic bottles
in the street and someone picks them up and puts them in the recycling, it’s not going to
remove all the plastic from the environment, save the turtles, whatever. But it’s a start,
and everyone should do their part no matter how small it is.” (P22)

Moreover, some participants described flagging as part of a norm of mutual care. P9 recognized
a norm of generalized reciprocity [99]—he flagged content to protect others with the expectation
that he would receive the same protection. This sense of responsibility was often guided by values
of protecting loved ones. As P20 explained, “It’s coming to protection. I'm protecting my kids, those
people that I know.” This sense of responsibility extended to the broader community, as participants
flagged content they saw as harmful to vulnerable groups such as children, depicting flagging as
everyday work they owed both to close others and to the wider public.

4.2.4  Flagging as an avenue for user expression within content moderation systems. Among available
moderation tools, participants described flagging as the only mechanism that allowed them to
object to content for the entire platform, rather than simply curate what they personally saw.
They valued flagging as a mechanism to express their views and offer feedback within platform
moderation systems. In fact, several expressed that flagging was a “right” they had as users on
social media platforms (e.g., P12). Despite not knowing the outcome of their flags or finding that
flagged content was not removed, participants remained optimistic and confident about the value of
flags in expressing their voices. P3 stated: “maybe it’s not really helpful, or maybe it’s merely making
me feel better. But if something is done about the fake posts...then I'm probably helping others avoid
potentially very dangerous information”. As such, flagging was not just a complaint mechanism,
but a way to draw a line around what should be allowed on the platform and to help protect other
users from harm.

4.2.5 Inadequate platform responses to users’ flagging efforts. As mentioned in sec. 4.1.3, in many
cases, participants felt that platforms’ responses did not match the effort they put into flagging. This
mismatch gradually undermined their willingness to report content. Without any feedback from
platforms, participants created their own folk theories about the effects of flagging. P4 suspected
that X automatically blocks flagged accounts so their posts no longer appear in her feed, which left
her feeling blindsided about the outcome of her reports: ‘T don’t know if it’s working well...I have no
idea what happened to that account...I have no means to actually see the status of my reporting.” These
experiences also reshaped what participants considered flaggable, leading some to equate that with
content they were confident the platform would actually remove. Several participants developed a
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grimmer, fatalistic take on flagging, expecting platforms to ignore most flags (e.g., P2, P3, and P9).
As such, we find that when platforms provide little feedback or visible action, participants may
become less willing to flag, only report cases they think might succeed, and fill in the gaps with
their own theories about how moderation works.

4.2.6 Strategies to flag posts versus accounts. Participants drew a clear line between reporting
individual posts and reporting entire accounts. They treated account-level reports as a higher-stakes
action that demanded stronger justification, since it could lead to suspension or a ban (P16, P19, and
P20). In fact, participants used specific strategies to determine when they should flag a post versus
an account. Many flagged an account (as opposed to just individual posts) when they encountered
extremely inappropriate singular utterances from that account and/or when they saw that account
repeatedly posting inappropriate content. As P19 said: “if it’s racist content, I'll definitely report the
content and the owner.” In contrast, P20 reported an account whenever she realized she was flagging
too many inappropriate posts by that account. Some participants also tried to infer the intentions
behind seemingly inappropriate posts. P19, for example, said that he did not flag an account posting
ostensibly controversial content because he believed that account was raising awareness about
sexism toward female athletes, but he flagged a post depicting spouse abuse immediately because
he perceived bad intentions on the part of the poster.

4.3 RQ3: What are users’ cognitive and privacy concerns about engaging in flagging on
social media platforms?

In this subsection, we examine participants’ concerns about the cognitive effort and privacy risks
associated with flagging. Cognitive load was a recurring issue, especially for participants with
marginalized identities who felt repeatedly exposed to harmful content and felt responsible for
reporting it. We also present participants’ ideas for how platforms could lessen this burden, such as
prioritizing certain flags for review. Finally, we describe their privacy worries, including fears of
retaliation from flagged accounts, and uncertainty about how visible their reports are.

4.3.1 Identity-based harms and cognitive load of flagging. Participants were distinctly aware of how
flagging as a mechanism places the burden of moderation on them. Those with underrepresented
identities in our sample especially emphasized the additional burden of flagging they face. For
example, P1, who is non-binary, observed that they end up seeing more harmful content due to
their identity characteristics: ‘T will flag things because, unfortunately, if you’re a queer person, if
you’re a trans person, if you’re a person of color, if you’re a woman, you will regularly encounter really
heinous comments.”

Several participants noted that flagging takes more effort than it should. As described in Section
4.2.1, categorizing harmful content can be confusing when the categories of inappropriate content
platforms provide fail to cover all types of norm violations. This burden is exacerbated by platforms’
differing flagging policies, resulting in different categorizations. As P25 proposes: ‘T wish you could
Jjust click a button, report it, and it would just go to whatever algorithm or software that determines
this does or doesn’t meet our requirements [and] maybe you could have the option to comment.” The
cognitive load of flagging is further exacerbated when platforms fail to act on flagged content.
Participants expressed frustration that their efforts often feel futile when inappropriate content
remains on the platform. P12 emphasized that platforms should at least “follow their own policy” and
be transparent in their flag review processes. Such transparency could reduce users’ uncertainty
about whether their reports are taken seriously. Similarly, P16 speculated that using automated
systems or bots could reduce the strain on both users and human reviewers by handling initial
reviews of flagged content. These solutions highlight the importance of reducing the effort users
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expend in flagging harmful content, especially for those disproportionately affected by identity-
based harms.

4.3.2  Prioritization order of reviewing flags. Given the cognitive toll of flagging, particularly for
users with marginalized identities who are disproportionately exposed to harm, prioritization
strategies emerged as a key concern in our study. As noted in Section 4.2.5, much participant
frustration stemmed from perceived delays and inadequate responses to flagged material. With
platforms tasked with reviewing vast volumes of reports, improving flag review prioritization order
could result in more just distributions of benefits and burdens across flag submitters.

To examine this, we prompted participants with the question: should users be considered equally
when flagging? When presented with the idea of a “super-flagger status,” i.e., individuals given
higher priority for review when they flag content, most participants said that all users should not
be considered equally, though not all agreed on the details of that prioritization. Some participants
argued that platforms should prioritize reviewing the posts flagged by influential figures such as
celebrities and political leaders because their popularity suggests that many users would trust their
flagging actions. P15 said: “Basically, they have a large audience, so they should be given priority”.
Other participants argued that platforms should prioritize flags based on users’ histories and
engagement. For example, they suggested deprioritizing reports from people who abuse flagging or
giving more weight to flags from users who spend more time on the platform (P19). In contrast,
some participants felt all flag contributors should be treated equally, invoking equal rights for
all and arguing that having more followers should not grant extra flagging privileges. Others
questioned whether prioritizing certain users’ flags was effective or fair. P20, for example, framed
it as a business issue: ‘I feel like we are all promoting Instagram by using it. So we are all consumers,
and we are all adding revenue to the company. So they should consider us equally.”

We further explored this topic with our participants by inquiring: should types of flags be considered
equally? Their responses revealed sharp disagreements about how different categories of rule
violations ought to be prioritized. Some argued that not all categories should be equal: P1 and P9
wanted potentially life threatening content reviewed first, while P15 placed racial discrimination at
the top of the list. Others opposed any prioritization at all and argued that all flags should carry
the same weight. As P18 put it: “if something is not good for the community, it’s not good for the
community.” Still others felt that establishing a priority order was untenable; for example, P20
could not see how a system could rank racism versus sexism, given her experiences of facing both
discriminations together as a Black woman. These views highlight that any attempt to prioritize
flags must grapple with deep disagreements about what constitutes the most urgent harm and
whose experiences should anchor those decisions.

4.3.3  Privacy for personally identifiable information. Beyond cognitive burden, participants worried
about how platforms handle their personal information when they flag. They questioned where
reports are sent, who can view them, and whether their identity might be exposed to the people
they reported, and several said they did not want any personally identifiable information attached
to their flags. P21 expressed concern about human moderators or staff at platforms seeing her
information. P5 speculated that those with ill intentions could get an entry-level position and
“pass the background check” to become a moderator. Not all participants shared these worries. For
example, both P18 and P22 had few to no concerns about their personal information being leaked
when they flagged content. Indeed, P18 preferred that the platform keep information about past
content he flagged so that similar content would not show up in his feed in the future. These views
show that while some participants see flagging data as a privacy risk and worry about insider
misuse or retaliation, others are comfortable with platforms retaining this information when it
clearly improves their experience.
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4.3.4 Retaliation from flagged users. Although in the minority, some participants also related
negative experiences where owners of accounts or content they flagged retaliated, causing them to
feel unsafe. P12 developed a habit of blocking accounts after receiving hateful comments when
speaking out against a post and then flagging its content: “They (account owner of flagged content)
messaged me privately, and they called me names. So I ended up having to block and then report them.”
P12’s experience shows that retaliation fears persist even with anonymous flagging and should be
carefully considered before introducing features that reveal more about who flagged what.

To further explore this topic, we prompted our participants with the question of: who should
see flags? Several participants wanted everyone to see when they flag content and to see others’
flags as well, based on a belief that the more visibly a post is flagged, the more likely it is to be
taken down. Per P4: “With only one flag...maybe moderators will not pay attention to it, but with
other people flagging it means some action will be taken.” As such, P7 added that public flags would
make platforms more accountable for promptly reviewing the flagged posts. He claimed, “If a
post is being flagged, I think everybody has the right to know.” Other participants suggested more
limited visibility. P3 preferred that only a few close friends see what she flags, to avoid conflict
with followers who hold “very different views.” P19 liked the idea of followers seeing his flags but
wanted a setting to toggle this on and off, while P21 preferred that people see only some of what
she flags, admitting she could be “petty” about certain posts. Together, these preferences point to a
desire for fine-grained control over who can see flag-related activity, balancing potential benefits
of visibility with ongoing fears of retaliation and social friction.

5 Discussion
5.1 The Need For and Importance of Flags

Our analysis suggests that users interact with flagging mechanisms in complex ways, with diverse
ideas for improvement. Although our participants often found flagging outcomes disappointing,
we uncovered a strong sentiment that flagging mechanisms are vital to their experience on social
media platforms [17, 67]. Our participants described flagging as one of the few core avenues for
users to express dissatisfaction with content they deemed inappropriate [48, 49]. In addition to
flagging, our participants noted using personal moderation tools, such as blocking mechanisms
and word filters, to protect themselves from exposure to inappropriate content [46, 49]. We found
that they distinguish between flagging and personal tools like blocking: participants often flag to
protect others from exposure to inappropriate posts, but they may primarily deploy blocking to
protect just themselves [49]. Notably, participants often described blocking as a step taken after
flagging, once they considered their reporting obligation discharged, suggesting these tools operate
in sequence rather than as parallel alternatives. Thus, flagging is not an isolated tool but a key
component of the sociotechnical assemblages that users rely on to address harm online. Future
research should examine in greater depth how and when users deploy it alongside or in place of
other moderation mechanisms and actions.

Our analysis shows that the anonymity built into flagging mechanisms allows users to avoid
retaliation by not having to confront perpetrators who post inappropriate content. This extends
prior findings on privacy trade-offs in reporting [93] and informal pre-reporting responses [85]:
our participants often treated direct contact as the first resort and flagging as the anonymous
fallback once that contact failed, positioning flagging as an escalation. In some cases, when our
participants attempted to avoid flagging by commenting on an inappropriate post or messaging a
user (requesting the outright removal of another user’s content), they were met with inappropriate
comments or no response. They then resorted to flagging as their only option for content removal.
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These insights extend our prior understanding of how users leverage commenting affordances and
content moderation tools [49, 101] together to address online harms [81, 82].

We also found that flagging is a critical part of users’ social media experiences because it is
embedded in many social interactions users have on and offline. While prior work traces users’ folk
theorization of moderation to interface encounters and algorithmic experiences, our participants
learned about flagging via additional means like word-of-mouth experiences [19, 26, 90] and by
observing others. These examples show flagging decisions are shaped by influences beyond platform
interactions.

Additionally, our findings about how our participants were often encouraged to flag in an effort
to protect others or to “team up” by mass-flagging inappropriate content further demonstrate how
flagging is actively employed by users for critical social functions. Notably, we found that this
coordination differs in scale and intent from documented cases of mass reporting driven by fandom
or censorship [60, 72, 101]; our participants describe coordination at the scale of a friend group, in
which they retained individual judgment over whether to comply, pointing to a distinct, smaller-
scale form of collective flagging. These social dynamics were also not limited to direct interactions
with the original poster. Some participants described multi-step strategies that circumvented
direct confrontation, such as contacting an organization and peers who shared similar concerns.
These layered interactions illustrate how users move between their roles as targets, bystanders,
advocates, and community members, and how flagging is embedded in broader constellations of
care, relationships, and responsibility rather than a simple dyadic exchange between a reporter
and the platform [8, 17, 73]. This suggests a productive direction for future work examining how
individuals with different roles and identities coordinate responses to harm through and beyond
flagging interfaces.

5.2 Platform Versus User Responsibilities for Regulating Inappropriate Content

Our analysis reveals a novel ‘rights-obligation’ tension in digital governance: users simultaneously
demanded flagging as a democratic right while experiencing it as a moral burden. Prior work has
found that users tend to locate responsibility for addressing harm in platforms [71] or human mod-
erators [66] rather than themselves, or has called for a model of collective civic responsibility [31];
our findings show the same individual user holding both the rights framing and the obligation
framing simultaneously, which means design changes that strengthen one framing, such as adding
tracking dashboards to support the rights claim, may simultaneously deepen the perception of
flagging as unpaid, ongoing work. Many users view flagging as a right that platforms should uphold,
as it is the only avenue for users to request that content be removed for everyone on the platform
(see Section 5.1). However, the sentiment of generalized reciprocity, along with users’ inclination to
take on nurturing and supportive roles in their communities [84], also leads users to view flagging
as an obligation. This obligation becomes onerous when flagging requires extensive time and effort
from end-users. Prior research has documented the cognitive burdens that engaging with other
user-enacted moderation mechanisms (e.g., blocking, configuring word filters) also places on end
users [29, 49, 63, 97]. Thus, design efforts to uphold users’ rights in moderation systems, e.g., by
enhancing control and transparency [38, 45, 91], must also address the additional obligations they
may entail, especially the emotional and cognitive labor they require.

Participants also emphasized that what counts as inappropriate or high-priority harm is not
uniform across users but shaped by their identities and prior experiences of abuse. For example, one
Black woman in our study struggled to imagine how a platform could prioritize racist versus sexist
content because she regularly encountered both kinds of attacks together. This resonates with work
showing that people from marginalized groups are more likely to experience online harassment and
disproportionate emotional labor in moderation processes [3, 8, 24, 36, 60, 66, 92]. When platforms
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define a single priority order for reviewing flags, they risk flattening these differences. Design
efforts that set review priorities should therefore attend to which communities are most affected
by particular harms and involve those communities in articulating what should be treated as
urgent [3, 8, 72].

Our findings suggest that users’ obligations to flag often derive from their ethical judgments—our
participants were driven more by a desire to protect others than to enforce platform rules. They
expressed motivations rooted in broader community care, such as protecting children and family
members, which sometimes led them to become activists for issues such as sexual violence. This
is in line with prior research showing that individuals consider other users’ vulnerabilities and
safety needs when determining their own moderation preferences for a wide variety of moderation
measures [39, 50, 74].

In order to ensure the potency of flagging as a user right, it is crucial that flag designs are
grounded in users’ motivations and needs regarding flagging rather than just platforms’ needs to
crowdsource [3] the detection of rule violations. As we found, flagging mechanisms often overlook
the nuances of user motivations. Participants sometimes acted on their understandings of platform
logic through seemingly paradoxical behaviors, such as liking posts they considered offensive in
hopes of influencing how the platform would treat that content. This reflects the folk theories
users develop about algorithmic visibility and moderation outcomes, and aligns with prior work
on how flawed or incomplete folk theories can create unnecessary additional labor [19, 47, 92].
Platforms like YouTube? prioritize users who flag with the most “accuracy,” framing flagging as
annotation rather than community care. This approach aligns with the metaphors of “custodians”
or “janitors” applied to content moderators [31, 84] but ignores the equity and control needs of
regular end-users.

In contrast, our findings liken user conceptions of flagging to a civilian picking up street trash.
They may feel obligated to do so to keep their community clean and may even be encouraged by
those around them, but it should ultimately be their choice to do so. We urge that improvements in
flagging designs strive to align with users’ model of flagging. If flagging designs are not consistent
with users’ motivations or do not mitigate their burdens, they risk placing disproportionate re-
sponsibility on users without support, risking the exploitation of users’ unpaid labor. This concern
echoes prior documentation of volunteer moderator labor and its uncompensated value [58, 99],
but extends it to a population that did not choose a moderator role and receives little recognition
or standing in exchange.

5.3 Design Implications for Improving Flags

Our study revealed challenges across multiple dimensions of the flagging experience. We use these
findings to offer design opportunities, related considerations, and examples of feature innovations
in Table 2. These opportunities foreground core values from our analysis, including transparency
and user agency.

5.3.1 Flagging Literacy and Prioritization. Our analysis showed that the consistent flagging inter-
faces across platforms helped users locate icons and submit reports. Platforms may build on this
familiarity by adopting similar iconography, placement, and terminology, while also minimizing the
effort and time required to find and complete flag submissions so that flagging remains accessible
even to users with limited time, attention, or technical literacy.

Some social media users may be unaware of how to use flags or not fully understand their value
in addressing online harm. This lack of guidance can lead users to misuse flagging, such as by using
it to simply express that they dislike content or show animosity to a user [54]. Since users often

“https://blog.youtube/news-and-events/growing-our-trusted-flagger-program/

, Vol. 1, No. 1, Article . Publication date: October 2026.



Understanding Motivations, Folk Theories, and Concerns of Users Flagging Social Media Content

#

[ Design Opportunities

[ Considerations

[ Examples of Feature Innovation

Flagging Literacy and Prioritization

1

Enhancing flagging literacy

The purpose of flagging (i.e., to report inap-

propriate content) should be clearly com-

A pinned post with clearly defined types

of inappropriate content to flag.

flagged content

users to include too much information (e.g.,
free response) and not providing enough
options to indicate nuanced opinions.

municated.

2 Prioritizing flags from trusted users Further experimentation of prioritizing | Flags from active users with 3+ months of
flags from certain users based on different | community membership with no violation
metrics of positive behavior in a commu- | of platform guidelines are prioritized.
nity should be carefully conducted.

3 Conveying information about flagged con- | Further exploration of innovations to | Display that “15 other users reported this

tent flags that decrease the anonymity of flags | post” or personalized display of “your
should be carefully explored while attend- | friend Sally Wang reported this post.”
ing to users’ privacy concerns.
Classification and Burden Reduction
4 Classification schemes for types of inap- | Offer greater clarity about the meanings of | Examples of content that fits in each cate-
propriate content included categories; ensure transparency | gory.
in additions or changes to the classification
scheme.
5 Providing nuanced objections about | The design must balance overburdening | Scales for severity of content (e.g., scales

from 1-5 of inappropriateness).

Transparency and Post-Report Feedback

6

Visualizing flag review status

This system should be integrated within

the platform for easy accessibility.

A package-tracking-like system to show-

case what review stage a flag is at.

Visualizing platform statistics about flag-

ging

To preserve privacy, we may urge plat-

forms to provide aggregate statistics about

A common dashboard or monthly report

sent to users.

the types of content that are flagged and

subsequently removed or kept.

Table 2. Design opportunities with corresponding considerations and examples of feature innovations,
organized around flagging literacy and prioritization, classification and burden reduction, and transparency
and post-report feedback.

learn about flagging through peers or educators (Section 4.1.1), platforms should collaborate with
schools, media sources, and content creators to promote accurate understanding and responsible use.
This aligns with findings that youth consider reporting processes discouraging without adequate
guidance [6], reinforcing that literacy interventions may need to reach users before their first
flagging interaction rather than at the interface itself. Such efforts can help users recognize when
flagging can meaningfully protect others. These educational efforts can also counter misuse, such
as coordinated flagging against marginalized users [3, 64]. In this way, flag literacy becomes a
principle for equitable flagging design: it supports users who are targeted by harm while making it
harder for bad actors to weaponize flags. We encourage both platform-led and community-based
strategies to raise awareness and deter bad actors.

Crawford and Gillespie raise the question of whether “some flags are worth more than others,
such as flagged extremist content or content flagged by a selected group of individuals [17]. Programs
like YouTube’s 2016 Heroes initiative prioritized content flagged by “trusted users,” selected for their
past flagging accuracy.* While this system aimed to improve moderation efficiency, our findings
reveal tensions between platform definitions of inappropriate content and evolving user norms.
Over-reliance on accuracy overlooks the contextual, community-specific nature of harm and fails to
account for flag misuse [71]. It also raises questions of equity, since giving extra weight to a narrow

>
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set of trusted users can sideline communities that experience disproportionate harm. Community-
specific moderation infrastructure has been explored for volunteer moderators [4, 14, 88], but
our participants proposed competing criteria for prioritization, including audience size, platform
tenure, and strict equality, with no single metric commanding consensus, suggesting that any
prioritization scheme will read as illegitimate to some portion of the user base. As such, instead of
a one-size-fits-all model, platforms should explore what trusted flaggers look like within specific
communities. For example, highly up-voted or active community members might be well-positioned
to recognize locally inappropriate content (see Section 4.2.1), and giving them more influence can
align flagging systems more closely with local norms of justice and accountability.

Decisions about what flagged content should be prioritized remain unclear. Some users expected
that content flagged by many people ought to receive more urgent attention and expressed interest
in flag designs that display how often any content has been flagged. However, when probed about
more specific disclosures such as showing who flagged the post (e.g., “your friend Bill flagged
this”) or demographic breakdowns (e.g., “50% of flaggers were Asian”), they raised concerns about
privacy and potential retaliation. Indeed, participants who engaged in public forms of flagging,
such as commenting that a post was inappropriate before formally flagging it, sometimes faced
threats in response. These findings highlight the need to approach flag transparency with careful
consideration of user safety and to treat anonymity protections as a core principle of equitable
flagging design, especially for users who already face disproportionate risk.

Some platforms have tested public-facing flag systems. For instance, on Zhihu, users can flag
content as “controversial” and engage in follow-up discussions [57]. Yet only users with high
“yan” scores—based on prior activity and platform impact—can post in these discussions, raising
concerns about equity and voice. We recommend that any public or semi-public flagging features
be developed with careful attention to user privacy, equity expectations, and audience management
goals [62], so that the ability to contest harmful content is not limited to already powerful or highly
visible users.

5.3.2  Classification and Burden Reduction. While prior research [3, 36] shows that minoritized
users get disproportionately flagged, our participants expressed concern that individuals from
marginalized groups face a greater burden of reporting inappropriate content. Therefore, we
recommend that platforms invest in creating accurate ex-ante identification [35] and regulation of
activities that harm these groups. Platforms could partner with these groups to better understand the
nuances of online harms (e.g., the use of offensive slang words that outsiders may not recognize [46])
and the moderation challenges they face.

Addressing the gap between users’ perceptions of inappropriate content and platform-defined
flaggable content is a critical design goal supported by our findings. Instead of a top-down tax-
onomy led by platform definitions, flagging interfaces could deploy bottom-up taxonomies of
inappropriate content developed in collaboration with communities. Additionally, for any given tax-
onomy, flagging interfaces could provide examples to illustrate the meanings of content categories
within that taxonomy, similar to what has been explored in the design of personal moderation
mechanisms [45, 49]. Clearer descriptions through examples or other means can guide users in
better identifying and reporting harmful content and ensure that definitions of harm reflect the
lived experiences of communities who are disproportionately targeted. In this sense, participatory
taxonomies may serve as a principle for equitable flagging design, giving affected users a greater
voice in how moderation standards are articulated.

Platforms such as Facebook post generalized statements about their commitment to users, but
have yet to elaborate on how user perspectives are actually taken into account. For example, Face-
book’s moderation team determines whether to remove flagged content based on its Community
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Standards,® which it claims are “based on feedback from people and advice from experts.” However,
it remains unclear how this feedback is gathered—particularly whether users with marginalized
identities, who are more likely to experience harm, receive any attention. Additionally, our findings
suggest that users lack a concrete understanding of how such community standards are opera-
tionalized to make content moderation decisions. Offering insights into such procedures could help
platforms build trust with flag submitters and make moderation decisions more accountable, rather
than appearing as opaque, top-down judgments.

No aspect of flag design should overlook the critical importance of reducing the burden of labor
placed on users. Flagging not only interrupts social media use but can also be time-consuming,
e.g., X requires flaggers to click through multiple options and free-response explanations as well as
flag additional posts from the account they are reporting—all this to provide the platform more
context for flag evaluation.® For users who are repeatedly exposed to emotionally taxing content
such as slurs, harassment, or graphic content, this process also demands revisiting and describing
material that is upsetting or even traumatizing. Recent research reveals the psychological burdens
volunteer content moderators face [83, 100]. Marginalized users in particular may shoulder this
work more often, because they are more frequently targeted and feel a stronger obligation to report
what they see. As our findings confirm, users view the act of flagging as a form of labor and may
be less inclined to flag content if they view the task as too labor-intensive. This is in line with prior
results by Baumler et al. [6] that the German youth consider the time required for reporting as
discouraging and desire a more streamlined process. Thus, we recommend that labor-intensive
options that require long-form answers or the uploading of information, e.g., screenshots, are
optional and implemented with a clear purpose. In fact, designing for equitable flagging during the
reporting process should involve providing avenues for reporting that do not require repeatedly
revisiting or elaborating on harmful material. Platforms could, for instance, borrow exposure
reduction interventions from research on protecting content moderators [87, 88].

5.3.3 Transparency and Post-Report Feedback. Transparency in flagging procedures becomes in-
creasingly critical as platforms rely more heavily on automation or related technologies (e.g., LLMs)
to manage the overwhelming volume of flagged content. While users are open to the use of automa-
tion, particularly when their flags receive little attention or follow-up, they strongly prefer clarity
about how automated systems and human reviewers collaborate. Our findings reveal curiosity
about the division of labor within the flagging pipeline, including who determines whether content
is flagged in the correct category when humans oversee automated decisions and how sanctions
are applied. Greater transparency into these processes can help users better understand platform
constraints, manage their expectations, and potentially reduce flag misuse. Additionally, given
the greater trust users tend to place in human review, there is a need to explore how platforms
may balance automation with human oversight in ways that are accountable to communities most
affected by harmful content.

This emphasis on transparency extends to the broader experience of flagging. We found that at
the moment, users’ lack of ability to track the flagging status on most platforms meant that even
after flagging a post, they have to repeatedly check the removal status of posts they reported (see
Section 4.2.5 and Section 4.2.6). Some platforms promise to notify users when an action is taken on
their flags but fail to do so. Users can become disillusioned with the flagging process and doubt
that platforms would take any action in these cases, a concern echoed in previous findings on
platforms gaslighting or silencing users with other moderation mechanisms [3, 22]. Users’ repeated
monitoring of submitted flags adds to the ongoing cognitive and emotional labor, particularly

Shttps://transparency.meta.com/policies/community-standards/
Shttps://help.x.com/en/rules-and-policies/x-report-violation
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for those who already face disproportionate exposure to harmful content, and erodes trust that
platforms will uphold their side of the responsibility.

We recommend that platforms institute information and visualization systems that allow users
to easily monitor the status of their flags. This need for systems enhancing procedural visibility
aligns with prior research emphasizing the importance of transparency in platform processes.
For instance, the lack of transparency has been noted as a critical concern in content removal
decisions [10, 40, 43] and broader platform moderation practices [51]. However, most platforms
either lack post-flagging dashboards entirely or rely on rudimentary interfaces, with Facebook
being a notable exception—though even Facebook’s system is limited in transparency and hosted
separately from the main platform. We also note that YouTube’s Heroes program mentioned earlier
also provided users with tools to “track their own contributions and see their overall impact.”’
However, access to this dashboard is limited to those who volunteer and are selected for the program.
While there are complexities in other tools provided in the Heroes program (e.g., mass-reporting
tool), it is unclear why YouTube or other platforms could not simply provide a dashboard to track
flag status to a broader selection of users, as this program was launched several years prior to our
study. Making such tools broadly available would not only acknowledge users’ unpaid moderation
work but also give them clearer evidence that their reports lead to action, which is central to
perceptions of fairness and accountability. Overall, we find that these examples of inconsistent
implementation with a lack of evaluation of such dashboards present significant opportunities
for innovation in the design of post-flagging mechanisms. We recommend that such innovations
incorporate principles of equitable design, and ensure procedural visibility and user agency.

In addition to technological and design improvements, the push for transparency ties into broader
calls for policy reform. Scholars have highlighted the need for regulating content moderation
practices [11, 56] and explored how existing policies, such as the EU Digital Services Act, address
problematic platform behaviors like shadowbanning [20, 98] and unjust moderation standards [20].
The scope of these transparency requirements varies by jurisdiction; for instance, the EU’s Digital
Services Act mandates a statement of reasons for content removal decisions, while comparable
requirements remain less developed in regions such as Canada and the US [27]. This suggests that
improvements to flagging transparency would need to be paired with region-specific regulatory
advocacy efforts. Moreover, such legal and regulatory attention should extend to flagging reforms,
ensuring that platforms are held accountable for transparent and equitable content moderation and
that users have enforceable rights to information about how their reports are processed and acted
upon.

Finally, privacy concerns remain central to discussions about increasing transparency in flagging
mechanisms. To balance these concerns with the need for transparency, we propose the design
opportunity of providing visualizations for aggregated statistics about flagged content, which offers
users meaningful insights while safeguarding individual privacy. For example, aggregate statistics
can surface patterns in what types of content are removed and whose reports tend to be acted on,
supporting public scrutiny of potential biases in enforcement without exposing individual flaggers
to retaliation.

5.4 Limitations and Future Work

In this study, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 25 social media users who recently
engaged in flagging. Though our data helped us examine nuanced user experiences and tensions
with flagging in depth, the qualitative nature of our study design and the size of our sample

"We were unable to find any documentation of what the dashboard looks like aside from a screenshot of flagging forum
questions.
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limited us from generalizing our results and learning about the relative popularity of various
design choices in flagging interfaces. Our platform-agnostic approach means our findings reflect
flagging experiences across several platforms, which limits our ability to attribute participants’
views to the flagging design of any single platform. Future work could compare flagging experiences
across platforms to examine how specific interface and feedback designs shape users’ folk theories.
Relatedly, while our participants were from several countries, our data collection and analysis did
not focus on yielding inter-country differences in flagging perceptions; future work could seek to
address this limitation. Our data could have recall bias; studies that gather participant insights at
the moment of flagging could offer additional valuable insights. We also acknowledge potential
desirability bias in our interviews, as participants may have avoided discussing the misuse of flags
to present themselves more favorably [7]. Moreover, our findings may be limited because online
behaviors and perceptions may change over time.

Future research could investigate factors not addressed in our study, such as the influence of
education and digital literacy on the folk theories of flagging. Additionally, we recruited participants
with prior flagging experience on widely used social media platforms such as Facebook and X, and
included those with underrepresented identities that may have further motivated them to engage
in flagging. Population-wide survey studies are better suited to explore the distribution of flagging
awareness levels among users and across a wider range of platforms beyond the most widely used
ones. Further, longitudinal methods may provide additional insights into how factors such as the
volume of inappropriate content, demographic characteristics, and the experiences users have with
flagging shape their perceptions of flagging over time.

We focused on the perspectives of end-users who have engaged in flagging in this work in our
effort to provide empirical data that contributes to Crawford and Gillespie’s existing conceptu-
alization of flagging [17]. It would be valuable to examine the dynamics and challenges of flag
processing from the perspective of platform administrators and moderators. For example, it might
be insightful to learn how false flagging is identified and sanctioned and design solutions that
discourage users from submitting flags in bad faith.

6 Conclusion

At a time when user participation in social media moderation is increasingly recognized as vital [45,
49, 95], our study serves as a starting point for exploring how users report inappropriate content and
how mechanisms such as flags can be designed to better facilitate these interactions. Our research
examined why end-users flag, their experiences with flagging mechanisms, their folk theories of
the flagging pipeline, and reasons why they may stop flagging. We found that users perceive flags
not as a stopgap solution that compensates for platforms’ limited moderation resources, but as an
essential avenue for voicing their disagreements with curated content. Our participants’ willingness
to contribute their time, even going so far as to personally contact the people who post content
they flag to take it down, shows users’ investment in addressing content-based harms. However,
we found that a lack of procedural transparency in flagging implementations undermines users’
trust in the flagging process. We call for further exploration of how flagging interfaces can be better
designed, with consideration of other available moderation mechanisms, potential misuse, and user
needs for more transparent and effective ecosystems to address online harm.
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