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Executive Summary 

Positive Messengers – the Coalition of Positive Messengers to Counter Online 

Hate Speech Project – tackles the issue of online hate speech targeted against 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in seven EU countries. It addresses the 

need for a more effective civil society response to online hate speech through 

sharing and disseminating best practices and through the active engagement of 

local communities in creating and sharing powerful counter-narratives against 

xenophobic discourse. 

Section 1: Methodology 

This section of the report, talks about the methodology – research problem, 

justification of the research, definitions used and research methods (pp 4-6). It 

also explains why the key event for 2016 (the period of the EU Referendum) and 

that for 2017 (the period of the General Election), were selected and why (p.7). It 

goes on to mention the three media outlets – namely BBC News, The Guardian, 

and the Daily Mail – that were chosen for the media content analysis of online 

media covering these two periods, and the reasons for their choice. 

And finally this section mentions the fact that the methodology combines two 

methods: traditional media monitoring and automated data search algorithm, to 

research the levels of hate speech, the representation of migrants and refugees, 

the dynamic and shifting arguments.  

Section 2: The National Context 

This section starts by describing the UK media landscape (pp7-10) – for print, 

radio, television, telecommunications, the internet and social media - which is 

defined as ‘large, complex and mature’ by the European Journalism Centre. It 

highlights the fact that the growth of the internet and social media has had a 

qualitative and quantitative change in the extent and influence of hate crime. The 
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internet and social media now play an increasingly important role in people’s 

life. The media know it and use these channels to propagate their views, for 

example on the question of immigration. 

Section 3: Choice of Key-Words 

This section mentions the eleven key words selected (p.11) by the UK team for 

the purposes of the automated social media data search algorithm and the 

reason for their identification and selection. These eleven selected key words 

were verified and agreed by the members of the UK project’s Advisory Board 

(p.12). This section also mentions that the UK team discounted multi-word 

expressions (p.12) because the methodology did not allow the inclusion of multi-

word expressions.  

Section 4: Media Outlets 

Section 4 talks about the three online media outlets selected by the UK team – 

BBC News, The Guardian and The Daily Mail Online – and the reason they were 

chosen - active Twitter and Facebook accounts (pp.13-14). However the UK team 

felt it would be useful to monitor social media related to a political party 

associated with hostility towards immigration and refugees and thus chose 

Britain First (p.14), which describes itself as a “loyalist” party; its motto is 

“taking our country back!” 

Section 5: Research Findings 

The research hypothesis was that online hate speech increases around a relevant 

event and peaks immediately after the event (when it is unexpected), or 

immediately before the event (when it is a planned political event like elections).  

To test this hypothesis the UK team chose two key events for the UK – the EU 

Referendum of 23 June 2016 and the General Election of 8 June 2017. The 

periods analysed were a two-month period around the EU Referendum 23 May – 
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23 July 2016 (one month before and one month after the EU referendum) and a 

one-week period - 28 May-3 June 2017 - just before the 8 June General Election.  

The team conducted both the automated data search and the media content 

monitoring of the selected three media and their social media over the selected 

events.  

Through the wordclouds for both Facebook and Twitter, and for the 2017 event 

the team found that there was a significant difference in word correlations 

(pp.18-19) between Tweets associated with the news outlets of BBC News and 

the Guardian) where most of the key words were related to the event of the 

General Election, those associated with the Daily Mail online where there was 

not one key word relating to the General Election in particular or politics in 

general. However these readers used instead linked the key words to emotive 

language generally linked to terrorist attacks and finally those associated with 

the political party (Britain First), although they made some links to the General 

Election, mainly associated the key words with words such as Muslims, migrants, 

ISIS and terror.   

The team went on to consider ‘echo-chambers’ - clusters in which people sharing 

similar views congregate online, interact mainly with each other and less with 

those having different views (pp19-22). 

For the 2016 event around the EU Referendum period and again through the 

wordclouds for Twitter the team found that Tweets (pp26-27) related to our 

search terms were overwhelmingly associated with lexical fields implying 

controversial views within the political framework: the referendum itself, 

political leaders, political parties and other words related to politics. 

The Britain First group are the only one that made consistent associations with 

inflammatory words over the period under consideration. 
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Through the wordclouds relating to Facebook (pp28-30) the team found a clear 

link between our selected key words and particular demographic groups. 

Our research also found that there was some evidence among the 2016 Facebook 

wordclouds to support the theory that people following these accounts were 

making associations with migrants which mirrored the perceived editorial 

positions of these media. The followers of the Guardian are more likely to 

mention words associated with supporting migrants, whereas the followers of 

the Daily Mail are more likely to use vocabulary associated with alarmist rhetoric 

and to use emotive language and they were also the only group to use an overtly 

hate-speech related word from our list: vermin. As for the followers of Britain 

First, it is interesting to note more restricted lexical fields as a majority of posts 

made associations with anti-immigrant and islamophobic rhetoric. 

The team found a clear correlation between the EU referendum and the volume 

of social media posts overall (pp.30-31). It also found a significant rise in social 

media posts related to our key words when there was an event that triggered a 

reaction against migrants or refugees (e.g. a peak after the EU referendum, and 

another one after the terrorist attack in Nice (France) on 14 July 2016). 

The team then looked at any link between the media’s use of words in their 

publications and editorials and their readers/followers’ own words as seen in 

social media. For this a qualitative analysis of media stories and readers’ 

comments was carried out for the period 23 May – 23 July 2016. 

The team found that there were recurring themes in articles published in the 

three media mentioned above before (p.33) and after the 23 June Referendum 

(p.35). After the referendum the debate on immigration continued and resulted 

in a large increase in xenophobic hate crime (p.36). The team identified five 

significant types of readers’ comments: (i) overt hate speech; (ii) implied 

xenophobia; (iii) war footing language; (iv) twisted logic and mind games and (v) 

value judgments (pp.38-43). 
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The team noticed an interesting phenomenon in readers’ comments – that of 

alterations in spelling (pp.43-44) which seem to indicate that readers are aware 

that what they are writing may not be acceptable. These include the following: (i) 

insertion of a space to break up a word; (ii) insertion of several spaces; (iii) 

insertion of full stops; (iv) insertion of asterisks; (v) insertion of commas. 

However the team also noticed the emergence of hateful and intolerant 

comments from Remain-supporting readers in the days after the referendum 

and new schisms emerging e.g. London vs rest of the UK; Scotland vs. England 

and Wales; the ‘middle class’ vs. the ‘white working class’ (pp.45-46). 

And finally the UK team looked at possible links between editorial decisions in 

the news media and measurable word associations in publicly-generated social 

media (pp.46-48) through a specific story published in the Mail Online. The team 

concluded that there seemed to be some influence of editorials on the language 

used and associations made by the public on social media but what is of utmost 

interest are the associations that people then derive from such editorials e.g. 

equating foreign men (which appears in the story) with migrants (which 

doesn’t). 

The UK team’s conclusions contain ten points (pp.49-50). Perhaps the most 

significant ones are as follows: 

• Clear evidence of a strong link between negative attitudes towards

migrants and the Leave vote in the EU referendum; 

• The mobilisation and clustering of cyber hate around dominating

events; 

• Clustering of different groups of people in separate ‘echo chambers’ on

social media through the language used; 

• Erroneous associations being made and then easily becoming acceptable

and mainstream on social media; 

• Editorial decisions having some influence on public discourse on social

media and being able to facilitate online hate speech. 
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1. Methodology

1.1 Research problem and aim of the research 

The research problem is defined by the main project objectives, namely to 

research, analyze, classify and compare levels and trends in online hate speech 

against migrants in the media and particularly in the social media in the project 

countries. The research covers the period 2016-2017. The research uses diverse 

relevant public resources already produced in the participating countries: such 

as media monitoring reports, media content analysis surveys, etc., as well as 

specially developed tools: automated data search algorithm, the application of 

which is matched with own media monitoring.  

1.2 Justification of the research 

A number of studies on online media hate speech have been done in individual 

countries and across the EU, less attention has been devoted to the online hate 

speech “co-produced” by media and individual users: the forums with readers 

comments supported by the online platforms of media outlets, the social media 

content (with comments) of main media outlets. The increase of social media 

online hate speech instances against migrant and refugees in the last two-three 

years does not necessarily go hand in hand with increase in self-regulation, 

legislative and law enforcement efforts. The media content analysis is 

complementary to the 1.1 deliverable: Mapping out the national context with 

assessment of the prevention and responses to hate speech incidents in each 

country. It aims to deepen understanding of the links between occurrences like 

planned political events such as elections, terrorist attacks at home and abroad, 

waves of refugees and certain local reactions and the levels of online hate 

speech. It also tries to study a sample of different popular media outlets and the 

environment they create for eventual online hate speech. This study and data 
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collection has significant policy relevance for national and EU decision-makers 

regarding the implementation of anti-discrimination legislation and countering 

online hate speech initiatives. National research findings will be followed by 

recommendations in the comparative report targeted at the relevant 

stakeholders.  

1.3 Definitions used 

The research does not aim to engage in theoretical debates on the definition of 

the term “hate speech” or debates on the tension between freedom of expression 

and hate speech. For the purposes of this study, and given the lack of a common 

international definition of hate speech, the project partners have agreed to use 

the definition proposed by the Council of Europe: “The term ‘hate speech’ shall 

be understood as covering all forms of expression which spread, incite, promote 

or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-Semitism or other forms of hatred 

based on intolerance, including: intolerance expressed by aggressive nationalism 

and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility against minorities, migrants and 

people of immigrant origin.”1 The research will also take into account article 2.1 

of the Additional Protocol to the Convention on Cybercrime2, which states that 

"racist and xenophobic material" means any written material, any image or any 

other representation of ideas or theories, which advocates, promotes or incites 

hatred, discrimination or violence, against any individual or group of individuals, 

based on race, color, descent or national or ethnic origin, as well as religion if 

used as a pretext for any of these factors. Partners will also use as guidelines the 

definition of cyber hate and the forms and mechanisms used by those who 

spread or promote hate online proposed by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) 

“ADL defines Cyber hate as any use of electronic communications technology to 

spread anti-Semitic, racist, bigoted, extremist or terrorist messages or 

1 Appendix to RECOMMENDATION No. R (97) 20 of the Committee of Ministers on “Hate Speech." Adopted by 
the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on 30 October 1997 at the 607th meeting of the 
Ministers' Deputies 
2 Additional Protocol to the Convention on Cybercrime, concerning the criminalisation of acts of a racist and 
xenophobic nature committed through computer systems (Strasbourg, 28.I.2003).
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information. These electronic communications technologies include the Internet 

(i.e., Web-sites, social networking sites, “Web 2.0” user-generated content, dating 

sites, blogs, on-line games, instant messages, and E-mail) as well as other 

computer- and cell phone-based information technologies (such as text messages 

and mobile phones).”3 

1.4 Research methods

 Automated data search algorithm for monitoring social media

content of media outlets

 Media content monitoring

The methodology consisted of the following steps: 

1) monitoring the three selected online media, including their social media

(Facebook and Twitter) during a 2-month period around a selected event

in 2016;

2) monitoring the three selected online media, including their social media

(Facebook and Twitter) during the period monitored with automated

data search algorithm.

The automated data search algorithm includes the following techniques and 

phases: 

1/ Web scraping activity/Harvesting - computer science technique for 

extraction of big data. This step is conducted for keywords on Twitter and 

Facebook to extract relevant information (not only keywords) from national 

newspapers online Facebook and Twitter profiles.  

2/ Data Extraction with Storage and Warehouse - information is 

organized and saved for rapid access for analysis.  

3/  Data analysis with Text Mining techniques, relative outcomes and 

their interpretation. The main objective is to turn text into data for analysis, 

3 From Responding to Cyberhate, Toolkit for Action (ADL), http://www.adl.org/internet/Binder_final.pdf 
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trough application of natural language processing (NLP) and analytical methods. 

The Social Network Analysis method is also used as a technique that through 

matrix algebra and graphs theory highlights relationships (ties) between the 

statistical entities of a phenomenon. 

The software used for each step of the methodology (Webscraping activity, 

Warehouse and Text Mining and Social Network Analysis) is always R with 

several packages connected to it.  R is a language and environment for statistical 

computing and graphics, designed in the 1980s by Bell Laboratories (formerly 

AT&T, now Lucent Technologies). It includes data handling and storage facility, 

operators for calculations on arrays (matrices), integrated collection of 

intermediate tools for data analysis, graphical facilities for data analysis and 

display and a well-developed  programming language which includes 

conditionals, loops, user-defined recursive functions and input and output 

facilities. 

The media content analysis has two components: 

1) Quantitative based on frequency of the selected words in the media

content (in titles, in materials), and in the reader generated content

(comments, social media posts).

2) Quantitative based on the type of coverage the news or story containing

the selected words receives: positive, negative or neutral. One effective

approach is to use two sets of criteria in determining whether an item is

positive or negative: context and content. Context refers to the way in

which the story is framed. Content refers to the overt facts and tone of the

story. More commonly the framing and content coincide.

The combination of automated data search algorithm and the traditional media 

content analysis will both verify and validate findings and deepen understanding 

of media online hate speech. The methodology, collection and elaboration of 

automated data are provided by the Team of IULM University, whilst for 2016 

the data collection is provided by ELIFLAB.  
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Selection of a 2016 event 

As the automated search and analysis aims to find out the correlation between 

online hate speech dynamics and specific refugee/migrant related instances in 

the participating countries, the research methodology required each project 

research team to identify and select one significant event that took place in 2016 

related to immigrants and refugees.  

The UK selected an obvious choice: the referendum on membership of the 

European Union on 23 June 2016. Political and public discourse in the months 

preceding and following the referendum were dominated by debate over 

immigration (of both EU citizens and of immigrants and refugees from overseas 

who entered the EU). 

For the UK, the following time parameters were selected: 

 2016 event: the EU referendum (23 June 2016).

 2016 data period: 23 May – 23 July 2016 (one month before and

one month after the event).

 2017 data period: 28 May – 3 June 2017 (one year following the

above data collection period). This period happened to coincide

with the run-up to the 2017 parliamentary General Election in the

UK, in which ‘Brexit’ was also a major issue.

2. National context

According to the European Journalism Centre4 ‘the media landscape in the United 

Kingdom is large, complex and mature, arguably ranking second globally to that 

of the USA.’ The UK media landscape is a single entity, however there are 

distinctive English, Scottish, Irish and Welsh dimensions, reflecting the 

composition of the UK. 

4 http://ejc.net/media_landscapes/united-kingdom#link_755 
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The UK comprises a vast array of traditional electronic media, multi-television, 

multi-radio and multi-telephone. They are worth a total of about £100bn (about 

110m euros) a year. There is still a strong public service broadcaster - the BBC - 

supported by a compulsory license fee.  

Ofcom5 (the Office of Communications) is the communications regulator in the 

UK that regulates TV, radio and video-on-demand sectors, fixed-line telecoms, 

mobiles and postal services, plus the airwaves over which wireless devices 

operate. Its role is to make sure that people in the UK get ‘the best from their 

communications services and are protected from scams and sharp practices, 

while ensuring that competition can thrive’. 

Ofcom must operate and act under the Communications Act 2003, in other words 

within the powers and duties set for it by Parliament in legislation. It is 

accountable to Parliament. 

2.1 Print 

There are 10 daily newspapers and 10 Sunday editions. Newspaper ownership is 

concentrated in three corporations (News International, Trinity Mirror and Daily 

Mail and General Trust/Northcliffe/Associated). Between them these 

corporations own 360 titles (about a third of all newspapers in the UK). There is 

also a smaller number of regional and local daily and Sunday titles. Although 

national papers have steadily declined in circulation - for example the 

Independent is only to be found online – the big names (e.g. The Times, The 

Guardian) have kept a hard core of readers by embracing new technologies and 

providing an online delivery of their paper. Hardest hit by new technologies are 

the regional and local papers which have been in decline since the turn of the 

century. 

5 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/what-is-ofcom 
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According to Freedom of the Press, 20176 the UK magazine sector accounts for 

around 10,000 titles (estimates vary). About two-thirds are ‘business and 

professional’ titles, and the rest are ‘consumer’ magazines. As with the 

newspaper industry the magazine sector ownership is also concentrated in a few 

corporations. 

 

2.2 Radio 
 

The BBC operates ten national radio stations (5 analogue and 5 digital ones); the 

World Service; regional stations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

(including stations broadcasting in Welsh and Scots), and 40 local stations. There 

are three national commercial radio stations and also about 300 local 

commercial radio stations broadcasting across a number of platforms. And 

finally there are about 140 community radio stations which are not-for-profit 

organisations owned and manned by local people, mostly volunteers.   

 

A great majority of people over the age of 15 listen regularly to the radio. 

However, commercial radio advertising revenues have been declining since 

2003. They account for about 2.8 percent of total display advertising now. 

 

2.3 Television 
 

There are four main public service free-to-air broadcasters: the BBC [operating 

two services, One and Two], Independent Television [ITV], and Channel 4 and 

Channel 5) which attract about 60 percent of total viewing. Three of these (ITV, 

Channel 4 and Channel 5) carry advertising. There is also a subscription-based 

multi-channel provision across the UK.  

 

6 Freedom of the Press, 2017 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-
2017?gclid=Cj0KCQjw3MPNBRDjARIsAOYU6x_Iu26z1Lh1HOoMwCF7cNJrg5qFNAH0BO_O1lcSjniiEtlbV4kP
K6UaAqv0EALw_wcB 
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More than 90% of UK households have multi-channel television. Nearly 800 

channels are available, including 24/7 news channels, movie channels, sports 

channels, repeat channels (for the BBC, ITV and Channel 4) plus global offerings 

such as Cartoon Network, CNN, Discovery, DW-TV, Fox News, MTV, Nickelodeon, 

TCM and VH1. The dominant platform is Freeview terrestrial TV which has 60 

channels. Freesat has 142 TV channels. For Pay TV the dominant player is Sky TV 

which has around 600 TV channels but these depend on the package selected. 

 

2.4 Telecommunications 
 

The UK telecommunications sector is characterised by the development of new 

technologies and services based on them. For the first time, in 2009 personal use 

of mobile telephones was greater than the use of fixed line phones across the UK. 

This trend has steadily continued. There are now more mobile phones being 

used than fixed line phones and some experts predict the demise of fixed line 

phones as fees and charges for mobile phones services continue to drop in a very 

global competitive market. 

 

The big take-off, however, is in digital services. Nearly every household in the UK 

has broadband connections. Digital subscriber lines (DSL) remain more 

prevalent than cable connections. After a number of mergers, the combined 

market share of the five largest digital companies is 91 percent. A great majority 

of people now have access to the internet through their mobile phones, thanks to 

the availability of smart phones. 

 

As already mentioned, It is not an exaggeration to say that the growth of the 

internet and social media have resulted in a qualitative as well as quantitative 

change in the extent and influence of hate crime. The internet allows an 

individual to take on a new and anonymous identity and to bypass traditional 

editorial controls, to share their views with millions (College of Policing, 2014). 
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This was particularly vividly illustrated just before the 23 June 2016 Referendum 

and since then – when there was a polarisation of views for or against Brexit in 

which the media and in particular social media played an important role. 

Intertwined with whether or not the UK should stay in Europe was the question 

of immigration (from EU nationals) that was heightened by the influx into 

Europe of refugees fleeing war torn countries such as Syria. In the right-wing 

extremist press (such as the Daily Mail) the word ‘migrant’, which often carries 

negative connotations, was used as a synonym for ‘refugee’ or ‘asylum seeker’. 

Even the BBC, known the world over for its balanced views, took the 

unprecedented step of calling ‘a migrant’ any person on the move, thus not 

differentiating between political asylum seeker, refugee or economic migrant. 

However, as mentioned in the UK national report , it is at best not strictly correct 

and at worst misleading under United Nations definitions to use the term 

‘migrant’ to refer to an ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘refugee’. 

 

Added to this, terrorist attacks - in particular in Manchester7, in Westminster8 

and on London Bridge9 - have prompted the right-wing media to equate ‘Muslim’ 

with ‘terrorism’, unleashing a torrent of hatred, abuse, racism and xenophobia on 

the internet and social media directed mainly against British Muslims. 

 

The UK is amongst the 31% of countries (2016 statistics) enjoying freedom of 

the press. However, amid growing concerns over terrorism (as mentioned 

above), the UK (like for example France and Germany) has recently passed laws 

that tip the balance in favour of eavesdroppers and many believe that this lacks 

sufficient oversight mechanisms and safeguards against abuse. 

7 Manchester Arena bombing on 22 May 2017 during a concert by Ariana Grande attended by many young 
people where 22 people were killed. 
8 Westminster attack on 22 March 2017, near the Houses of Parliament where 4 people were killed and 46 
people were injured.  
9 The London Bridge attack on 3 June 2017, near the Houses of Parliament, where 8 people were killed and 
48 were injured. 
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3. Choice of key-words 
 

For the purposes of the automated social media data search algorithm the UK 

project team selected the following eleven words:  

1. invaders 

2. fakefugees  

3. gimmigrants 

4. #NoRefugees 

5. rapefugees 

6. Vermin 

7. Foreigners 

8. Romanians 

9. Deport 

10. Migrants* 

11. Immigrants* 

* These terms are especially prone to producing results which are not related to online hate speech. 

 

These words were identified based on a sampling of online user-generated 

media (reader comments, Facebook posts and Tweets) around the period of June 

2016, related to online hate speech and particularly that aimed at refugees, 

immigrants and asylum seekers. 

 

It should be noted that the appearance of a word in a social media post does not 

necessarily indicate online hate speech; indeed, research shows that even 

content which appears hateful is often propagated, or shared, by users ironically 

or in an effort to counteract it. 
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The think-tank Demos10 has conducted in-depth research on how algorithms can 

be trained to differentiate between Tweets which are genuine online hate speech 

and those which are not. Even after 3 years of training, algorithms are accurate 

only to about 80%. 

 

This is why the UK team selected words such as “fakefugees” and “gimmigrants” 

which have been coined with a specific, hateful intention. Even if they are being 

used ironically or in counter-narratives, they indicate some manifestation of 

online hate. Other words which should be neutral in principle (such as 

“Romanian”) were selected because a sample of social media posts indicated a 

high correlation between the appearances of these words in social media and 

negative connotations. Words such as “deport”, “foreigners”, “invaders” and 

“vermin” were selected as examples of recurring terms which appeared in many 

of the more hateful elements of the debate about immigration at the time of the 

EU referendum11. 

 

The UK team felt it was necessary to include the words “migrants” and 

“immigrants” themselves, even though these words are prone to producing 

results which are unrelated to hate speech. 

 

The UK team would have liked to include multi-word expressions in the search, 

for example: 

• “Breaking point” 

• “Close borders” 

• “Migrant scum” 

• “Britain is full up” 

• “Back to their own country” 

10 Centre for the Analysis of Social Media, Demos, Islamophobia on Twitter: March to July 2016 
Carl Miller, Josh Smith, Jack Dale 
11 The EU Referendum of 23 June 2016 

Coalition of Positive Messengers to Counter Online Hate Speech - JUST/2015/PRAC/AG/BEST/8931   
19 

                                                 



 
 

However, multi-word search was not possible with our methodology and these 

were therefore excluded. 

 

The selected words were verified and finalised with the agreement of members 

of the UK project’s Advisory Board. The UK’s Advisory Board consists of: 

Rachel Burlton, Charter School; Marian Carty, Goldsmiths University of London; 

Vicky Gough, British Council; Anny King, University of Cambridge; Itesh Sachdev, 

SOAS University of London; Gwanwyn Mason, MOPAC; Jaimin Patel, Newham;  

Language Shop; Pascale Vassie, National Resource Centre for Supplementary 

Education; Sara Wickert, Goldsmiths Community Association. 

 

4. Choice of media outlets 
 

For the automated social media data collection, three online media outlets with 

active Twitter and Facebook accounts were selected. 

 

The grounds for the selection were either the market share of online news 

consumption, or the different editorial political position relating to refugees and 

migrants (neutral; left wing; right wing). 

 

News outlets were selected as the most likely transmitters of the news, debate 

and controversies surrounding our selected even, the EU referendum, from 

different angles. 

 

As there are strict rules governing what can be published and broadcast in the 

UK and the event chosen was inherently political, the UK team felt it would be 

useful to monitor social media related to a political party associated with 

hostility towards immigration and refugees. We chose Britain First, which 

describes itself as a “loyalist” party; its motto is “taking our country back!” 
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The UK selection is as follows: 

 

 

Media name Facebook Twitter Description 

Guardian /theguardian 

 

7.4 million followers 

(August 2017). 

@guardian 

 

6.69 million followers 

(August 2017). 

National daily broadsheet 

generally regarded to be 

left wing and socially 

liberal. 

www.theguardian.com/uk  

BBC News /bbcnews 

 

42.9 million followers 

(August 2017). 

@BBCNews 

 

8.61 million 

followers (August 

2017). 

UK state broadcaster. 

Operates independently 

and impartially by statute. 

www.bbc.co.uk/news  

Daily Mail /dailymail 

 

21 million followers 

(August 2017). 

@dailymailUK 

 

193,000 followers 

(August 2017). 

National daily tabloid 

generally regarded to be 

right wing and often 

controversial in its 

editorial choices. 

www.mailonline.co.uk  

Britain First /OfficialBritainFirst 

 

1.7 million followers 

(August 2017). 

@BritainFirst 

 

263 followers (August 

2017). 

Nationalistic (“loyalist”) 

political party. 

https://www.britainfirst.tv  
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5. Research findings 
 

To test the research hypothesis that online hate speech increases around a 

relevant event and peaks immediately after the event (when it is unexpected), or 

immediately before the event (when it is a planned political event like elections), 

both the automated data search and the media content monitoring of the 

selected three media and their social media are conducted for a two-month 

period around the selected event in 2016. For the UK, this was 23 May – 23 July 

2016 (one month before and one month after the EU referendum). 
 

To observe whether online hate speech is declining or increasing by comparing 

monitoring periods in two consecutive years, a 1-week period in 2017 was 

selected: 28 May to 3 June 2017. The three media were subjected to automated 

data search and media content monitoring.   

 

5.1 Scope of the analysis 
 

The automated data search harvested and analysed 48170 Tweets in the period 

28 May – 3 June 2017. 

The number of tweets published through Android was 14797 compared to 

13890 through iPhones. This is in line with overall UK smartphone market share 

for each.12 
 

There were an estimated 15.8 million Twitter users in the UK in 201613 and over 

35 million Facebook users14. Demographically, Twitter users are younger and 

richer than the average population of the UK: 64% of users are 18-29, 57% 30-

49, and 33% 50-61.  More affluent citizens are also over-represented on Twitter, 

12 https://www.statista.com/statistics/262179/market-share-held-by-mobile-operating-systems-in-the-
united-kingdom/  
13 https://www.statista.com/statistics/271350/twitter-users-in-the-united-kingdom-uk/  
14 https://www.statista.com/statistics/553538/predicted-number-of-facebook-users-in-the-united-
kingdom-uk/  
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with 62% in the £48k+ household income bracket (UK median household income 

in 2016 was just over £26k).15 

 

5.2 Correlation of words 
 

Word correlations were carried out for both the 2016 and 2017 events on 

Twitter and Facebook; the 2017 event is analysed in the first place.  

 

5.2.1 Data for 28 May – 3 June 2017 period 

For the 2017 period we collected and analysed data from both Twitter accounts 

and Facebook accounts related to the Guardian, BBC News, the Daily Mail and 

Britain First. 

 
 

• 2017 Twitter Data 
 

 
Figure1. Wordcloud depicting most commonly-found words in selected Tweets, 28 May – 3 June 

2017. 

 

 

15 http://www.rosemcgrory.co.uk/2017/01/03/uk-social-media-statistics-for-2017/  
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Among the 48,170 Tweets, the most common words (foreigners; immigrants; 

migrants) are, perhaps unsurprisingly, among those in our list of search terms. 

However it is possible to identify possible associations being made between a 

negative attitude towards migrants and refugees (as defined by our search 

terms) and the following (which were not implied by our search terms): 

• Terrorism and war (bombing; Manchester; Paris; memorial; flowers). 

• Trumpism (MAGA [‘Make America Great Again’]; America; US; Trump; 

POTUS [President of the United States]) 

• Europe (Europe; EU; leaving) 

• Conflict and ‘war footing’ vocabulary (attacking; victims; stealing; caught; 

proof) 

  

Given the above association of anti-immigrant lexical fields, it might be argued 

that the appearance of women is associated with perceived misogyny amongst 

refugees. 

 

Looking at a breakdown of similar wordclouds from Tweets associated with the 

two of our selected news media, contrasted with the Britain First political party, 

further details emerge: 

 

 

Wordcloud related 
to the Guardian 
Twitter account,  
28 May – 3 June 
2017 
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Wordcloud related 
to the BBC News 
Twitter account,  
28 May – 3 June 
2017 

 

Wordcloud related 
to the Britain First 
Twitter account,  
28 May – 3 June 
2017 

 
 

There is a significant difference between Tweeters associated with the news 

outlets and those associated with Britain First.  

 

• The general election: News-related Tweets feature the general election 

strongly (election, GE201716, BBCdebate, May, Tim, Jeremy17, etc), whereas 

16 GE2017 = General Election 2017. Theresa May, UK Prime Minister held a general election on 8th June in 
the hope of increasing her majority in the House of Commons. It backfired as she was left short of 8 MPs to 
command a majority in Parliament.  
17 May refers to Theresa, UK Prime Minister and the Leader of the Conservative Party, right-wing party; Tim 
refers to Tim Farron, then the Leader of the Liberal Democrats, a Centre Party; and Jeremy refers to Jeremy 
Corbyn, the Leader of the Labour Party, a left-wing Party. 
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the election is almost absent in related vocabulary among Britain First-

related Tweets (some mentions of Jeremy Corbyn and Diane Abbott18).  

 

• Association with right-wing parties: the appearance of Paul Nuttall19 and 

UKIP indicates news-related Tweeters are making an association between 

negative attitudes to refugees and extreme-right parties; whereas the 

only political names in the Britain First wordcloud are related to the left-

wing Labour Party. 

 

• Terror: Britain First-related tweets predominantly associate xenophobic 

and alarmist language to our search terms: terror, death, ISIS, Islamic, 

Russian, terrorist. All three wordclouds include Manchester attack, which 

was a major news story at the time. 

 

• Video: this is the most-used word in the Britain First world-cloud and 

could be an indication of the difference in the spread of information 

between journalistic sources (written/broadcast television) and web-

based social media (viral videos); and an implied difference in how 

different audiences consume information. 

  

Echo chambers 

Research by the think tank Demos20 has shown that social media encourages 

“echo chambers” in which people sharing similar views congregate online, 

interact mainly with each other and less with others, who have different views. 

 

Our own data analysis may show some evidence of this; the following figures 

show how our Twitter users congregate into defined groups, and that this effect 

is even more pronounced when results are filtered by our keywords. 

18 Diane Abbott, a Labour Party Minister who suffered abuse and racist remarks online because she is black. 
19 Paul Nuttall, member of UKIP (UK Independence Party). A party that campaigned vociferously for Britain 
to leave the EU and that consistently played the immigration card. 
20 Krasodomski-Jones, A. Talking To Ourselves? Political Debate Online and the Echo Chamber Effect, Demos, 
London 2016. https://www.demos.co.uk/project/talking-to-ourselves/  
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For example, in Figure 2 below, one clear cluster (echo-chamber) is made up of 

the following twitter networks: 

BBCnews, Skynews, Libdems (Liberal Democrats), Timfarron (then 

Leader of the Liberal Democrats Party), Theresa May (UK Prime 

Minister), Conservatives, Jeremy Corbyn (Leader of the Labour Party), 

UKLabour (UK Labour Party), AnnabelActivist and Katy Hopkins (a right-

wing journalist known for her extreme views against Muslims and 

immigrants). It is clear that people interested in UK politics congregated 

within this echo-chamber to discuss the political issues of the day as they 

were broadcast by BBC news or Sky news. 

 

Another cluster - made up of 4US_workers, realdonaltrump, potus, 

mrfrankbaraan, prisonplanet and rodstryker – attracted those interested in US 

politics and in particular Donald Trump. 

 
 

Figure 2: Twitter networks (by account) 

Coalition of Positive Messengers to Counter Online Hate Speech - JUST/2015/PRAC/AG/BEST/8931   
27 



 
 

 
Figure 3: Twitter networks (by account + keywords) 

 
 

Figure 3 seems to suggest that the first ‘clustering’ made by the algorithm 

analysing Twitter accounts shows the relationship between people having 

retweeted/mentioned them. 

 

Then, adding our key-words creates an extra filter among these tweets and 

shows that these hateful tweeters are even more closely-knit. 

 

So, this implies an echo chamber phenomenon. 
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•    2017 Facebook Data 
 

Below we reproduce the wordclouds from Facebook related to the Guardian 

(left-wing/ liberal newspaper), BBC News (neutral/ impartial), Daily Mail (right-

wing newspaper) and Britain First (nationalistic/ loyalist party) and analyse 

their meaning and significance for the period being considered. 

 
 

 

Wordcloud related 
to the Guardian 
Facebook account, 
28 May – 2 June 
2017. 

 

Wordcloud related 
to the BBC News 
Facebook account, 
28 May – 2 June 
2017. 
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Wordcloud related 
to the Daily Mail 
Facebook account, 
28 May – 2 June 
2017. 

 

Wordcloud related 
to the Britain First 
Facebook account, 
28 May – 2 June 
2017. 

 
 
In the BBC News and Guardian groups: 

• Most words are related to Brexit and the General Election, implying that 

issues of migrants and hostility towards them are being discussed within 

the framework of the election and political debate.  

 

In the Daily Mail group: 

• There is no sign of the General Election or politics specifically.  

• Emotive language - such as horrifying, heartbreaking, shocking – is being 

used together with words such as police, death, girl, strongly implying 

that terrorist attacks were being discussed. 
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In the Britain First group: 

• Although some links are made to the General Election (poll, Labour) the 

wordcloud is mainly a free association of words such as Muslims, 

migrants, and terror/ISIS.  

• Once again the high profile of “video” may indicate the importance of viral 

social media to this group. 

 
 

 

5.2.2 Data for 23 May – 23 July 2016 period 
 
For the 2016 period we have collected and analysed data from both Twitter 

accounts and Facebook accounts related to the Guardian, BBC News, the Daily 

Mail and Britain First. 

 

• Twitter Accounts  

Below we reproduce the wordclouds related to the above from data collected 

over a two-month period surrounding our key event, the EU referendum in the 

UK on 23 June 2017. 

 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Guardian Twitter 
account, 23 May – 23 
July 2016. 
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Wordcloud related to 
the BBC News Twitter 
account,  
23 May – 23 July 2016. 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Daily Mail Twitter 
account,  
23 May – 23 July 2016. 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Britain First 
Twitter account,  
23 May – 23 July 2016. 
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Tweets related to our search terms are overwhelmingly associated with lexical 

fields which imply that controversial views are being discussed within the 

political framework: the referendum itself (Brexit, referendum), political leaders 

(Theresa, Corbyn, Cameron21, Trump), political parties (Labour, Tories) and other 

words related to politics (vote, MPs). 

 

The Britain First group are the only one to make consistent associations with 

inflammatory rhetoric over the period (making associations between words such 

as terror, ISIS, Muslim, army), which is consistent with evidence gathered from 

this group across other time periods and media. 

 

• Facebook Accounts 

Below we reproduce the wordclouds related to the Guardian, BBC News, the 

Daily Mail and Britain First from data collected over a two-month period 

surrounding our key event, the EU referendum in the UK on 22 June 2016. 

 

 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Guardian 
Facebook account,  
23 May – 23 July 2016. 

21 Cameron refers to David Cameron, UK Prime Minister at the time of the referendum, who campaigned for 
the UK to stay in the EU and who resigned when the country narrowly voted to leave by 52% to 48%. 
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Wordcloud related to 
the BBC News 
Facebook account,  
23 May – 23 July 2016. 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Daily Mail 
Facebook account, 
23 May – 23 July 2016. 

 

Wordcloud related to 
the Britain First 
Facebook account, 
23 May – 23 July 2016. 
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There is some evidence among the 2016 Facebook wordclouds to support the 

theory that people following these accounts are making associations with 

migrants which mirror the perceived editorial positions of these media. For 

example: 
 

Followers of the Guardian: 

• Are more likely to mention words associated with supporting 

migrants: racist, racism, human/rights; and possibly safety. 

 

• They are the only group not to make a link with Muslims. 

 

Followers of the Daily Mail: 

• Are more likely to use vocabulary associated with alarmist 

rhetoric: illegal, trying/ [to] come, stop, wakeup. 

 

• They are (as in 2017) more likely to use emotive language: furious, 

sorry, trying, need. 

 

• They are also the only group to use an overtly hate-speech related 

word from our list: vermin. 

 

Followers of Britain First: 

• Have less variety of lexical fields, with a majority of posts making 

associations between migrants/immigrants, Muslim/Muslims, 

attack/attacked, and illegal/deport/deported, which are a close fit 

to anti-immigrant and islamophobic rhetoric. 

 

All of the wordclouds make a link between our key words and particular 

demographic groups. The association with Muslims is particularly evident (for 

example, Sharia in the BBC News group; Ramadan in the Daily Mail group; and 

Muslim/Muslims in the Britain First group). The Guardian group does not make 

an association with Muslims, but there is an association made to Polish. 
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Finally, in the context of the EU referendum campaign it is significant (and 

perhaps unsurprising) that posts related to our search terms are associated with 

Leave (which appears in both the Guardian and Daily Mail groups); Remain does 

not appear. 
 

In conclusion, we see some indications of the following in Twitter and Facebook 

for both events: 

• Different groups of people cluster in separate ‘echo chambers’ 

which can be seen in the language used. 

 

• Erroneous associations are made (for example between migrants 

and Muslims) and that these associations with time seem to 

become acceptable and become mainstream. 

 

• A link between negative associations, the ‘Leave’ vote and the 

General Election. 

 

5.3 Correlation between online hate speech frequency 

measured through key words, and the selected event. 

 

The UK referendum on membership of the European Union took place on 23 

June 2016. Political and public discourse in the months preceding and following 

the referendum were dominated by debate over immigration (of both EU citizens 

and of immigrants and refugees from overseas who entered the EU). 

 

There is a clear correlation between the EU referendum and the volume of social 

media posts overall, as can be seen for example in the sample of overall 

Facebook posts related to the Guardian: 
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Graph showing the number of posts (left hand scale) over the time period. Posts peak on the day 

after the EU referendum. 

 

As expected, we can see a measurable rise in social media posts related to our 

key words when there is an event which triggers a reaction against migrants or 

refugees. This is most obvious in the BBC News Facebook data where there is a 

peak after the EU referendum, and another one after the terrorist attack in Nice 

(France) on 14 July 2016: 
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We also see indications of this in our 2017 data, where Manchester appears in 

several wordclouds – indicating that social media posts identified by our search 

terms are making the association of refugees and migrants with the Manchester 

Arena bombing on 22 May 2017. This may also be related to a controversial 

news story which reported that migrants were stealing flowers and children’s 

toys from the Manchester bombing memorial22. 

 

In the context of the EU referendum, however, it is difficult to measure the extent 

to which social media posts are indicative of online hate per se, or whether they 

are a reflection of news stories about offline hate crime which increased by 58% 

in the week following the referendum23 with many incidents widely covered in 

the press24. 

 

5.4 Material published by the media 
 

In order to look at any link between the media’s use of words in their 

publications and editorials and their readers/followers’ own words as seen in 

social media, a qualitative analysis of media stories and readers’ comments was 

carried out for the period 23 May – 23 July 2016. 

 

Methodology: 

We searched articles published on each of our media in the period 23 May-23 

July 2016: 

www.theguardian.com/ 

www.bbc.co.uk/news 

www.mailonline.co.uk 

22http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4558110/Angry-father-confronts-men-claims-took-
flowers.html#comments 
23 National Policy Chiefs Council, 7 September 2016 https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/tackling-hate-
crime-remains-a-priority Retrieved 10 August 2017 
24 For example: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36643213 Retrieved 10 August 
2017 

Coalition of Positive Messengers to Counter Online Hate Speech - JUST/2015/PRAC/AG/BEST/8931   
38 

                                                 

http://www.theguardian.com/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news
http://www.mailonline.co.uk/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4558110/Angry-father-confronts-men-claims-took-flowers.html%23comments
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4558110/Angry-father-confronts-men-claims-took-flowers.html%23comments
https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/tackling-hate-crime-remains-a-priority
https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/tackling-hate-crime-remains-a-priority
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36643213


 
 

We gathered qualitative information on online hate speech in the media itself 

(i.e. in the original article or text published by the media), and in readers’ 

comments. 
 

We checked articles themselves for hate speech content, coverage of hate speech, 

instances of ‘dogwhistle’ language, or other relevance. 

We then checked all reader comments in the first page of ‘high rated’ comments 

(in the Daily Mail we were also able to check the first 20 ‘low rated’ comments). 

 

Context 

 

(i) Before the Referendum 
 

The following is a list of recurring themes in articles published in the three 

media before 23 June 2016: 

• The murder of Jo Cox MP25  

• Immigration “limit”/“target” and whether it can be achieved 

• Immigration figures 

• Immigration issue in the Leave vote 

• Several stories playing on stereotypes (for example, an asylum seeker 

who walked through the Channel Tunnel26 or asylum seekers who “look 

18 or older”27). 

 

Editorial positions 

The editorial positions of the different media are clear through the tone and 

subject matter of the articles they publish in this period. For example: 

25 Jo Cox, Labour MP, was murdered on 16 June 2016 by a white supremacist just days before the 
referendum. 
26 For example: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3672627/Sudanese-refugee-walked-Channel-
Tunnel-UK-entitled-Job-Seekers-Allowance-housing-benefit-renting-room-100-000-house.html Retrieved 
11 August 2017 
27 For example: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2016/jun/20/home-office-loses-test-case-detention-child-
asylum-seekers-look-older-18 Retrieved 10 August 2017 
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BBC News, in an attempt to remain neutral on the controversies surrounding 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, implement a controversial policy on 

terminology: 

 

 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-36469264, published on 7 June 2016, retrieved 11 

August 2017 

 

The Guardian published a series of articles attempting to understand the 

controversy surrounding migration and its role in the Leave vote. For example: 

 

 

 
 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/22/migrant-parents-vote-brexit-british-

vote-leave, published on 22 June, retrieved 11 August 2017 
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The Daily Mail published several stories which can be argued act as an apologia 

for xenophobic positions: 

 

 
 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3650123/It-just-unfortunate-timing-Nigel-Farage-

insists-DIDN-T-pull-racist-poster-immigration-slammed-sides-referendum-paused-killing-Jo-

Cox.html, published 20 June 2016, retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

(ii) After the Referendum 

Immediately after the referendum, there was an inevitable rush of stories 

digesting the unexpected result. The following is a list of recurring themes across 

the three media in question during this period: 
 

• Analysis of the reasons for the Leave vote 

• “Immigration surge” – the ‘threat’ is still there 

• Immigration  - main reason for Leave vote given by individuals 

• False promises of the Leave campaign 

• Reports of post-referendum hate crime 

• Migrant deaths in the Mediterranean 

• Trump immigration ban 
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Examples: 
 

The immigration controversy continues 
 

Far from resolving the controversy around immigration, the referendum result 

led to many news stories exploring the issue further. There is evidence that anti-

immigrant views were published more freely than before the vote28. The 

following is an example of BBC News, which is normally very measured and 

balanced, making an editorial decision to publish an interview with a coastguard 

implying that 1.8 million refugees across the Channel could come to the UK. 

 

 
 

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-dorset-36641472, published 28 June 2016, retrieved 10 August 

2017. 

  
 

Surge in online and offline hate crime 
 

There was a large increase in xenophobic hate crime immediately after the 

referendum (see graph below) and examples were widely reported in the press. 

 

28 For example: View from Hartlepool: ‘The main reason I voted to leave was immigration’  
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/25/hartlepool-eu-referendum-leave-voters-
immigration-jobs Retrieved 11 August 2017 
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Number of racially or religiously aggravated offences recorded by the police, 31 forces, May to 

August 2016; UK Government (Home Office) Statistical Bulletin 11/16, 13 October 2016 
Retrieved from http://report-it.org.uk/files/hate-crime-1516-hosb1116.pdf 11 August 2017 
 

 

The following is an example of overt hate crime being published in the news 

media, but its publication does not constitute hate crime as the BBC is merely 

reporting what is happening. 
 

It is interesting to note that this news bulletin is accompanied by two posts 

lamenting this overt hate crime and objecting to it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Coalition of Positive Messengers to Counter Online Hate Speech - JUST/2015/PRAC/AG/BEST/8931   
43 

http://report-it.org.uk/files/hate-crime-1516-hosb1116.pdf


 
 

 

 
 

 

 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-36634786, published 27 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

The generosity of winners 
 

It is perhaps significant, given its strong anti-EU stance before the referendum 

and consistently anti-immigrant editorial position that in the days following the 

referendum the Daily Mail was able to publish news stories which were positive 

about migrants, having not published any beforehand. For example: 
 

 
 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-3664223/We-Europe-Picture-London-hospital-shows-
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surgical-team-three-scrub-nurses-Spain-Irish-radiographer-German-anaesthetist-Greek-urologist-
British-Pakistani-consultant-prove-immigration-backbone-NHS.html, published 28 June 2016. 
Retrieved 12 August 2017 
 

5.5 Readers’ comments 
 

In our sample, it is possible to identify five significant types of reader comments 

associated with hate speech towards migrants and refugees:  

 

• Overt hate speech 

• Implied xenophobia (tone / ‘dog whistle’) 

• ‘war footing’ language 

• Twisted logic and mind games 

• Value judgements 

 

There is also evidence in our sample of readers being aware that what they are 

writing can be problematic. 

 

Overt hate speech 

There are instances where readers post comments with overtly hateful or 

xenophobic content. For example: 

 

“I am commenting here because everybody needs to know what has just been 

announced. There will be an EU meeting on the 30 June to discuss accelerating 

Turkey into the EU. Cameron is still claiming that Turkey will not get in to 3000. He 

is lying again. He wants Turkey in as soon as possible. Vote remain and the Turks 

will be here promoting their 6th century religion in the blink of an eye!” 
 

Comment from Ecoman, Manchester in response to ‘Cameron insists immigration CAN be curbed 

within the EU despite near-record figures in bad-tempered interview as referendum campaign 

enters final stages’. Daily Mail, 22 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3653950/Cameron-insists-immigration-curbed-EU-despite-near-record-figures-bad-tempered-

interview.html#ixzz4pXVfta3I - Retrieved 12 August 2017 
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Implied xenophobia (tone/ ‘dog whistle’) 

These are examples of readers engaging in hateful rhetoric by insinuation or 

implication. For example, there were a lot of hostile responses to a 28 June 2016 

article in The Guardian entitled ‘Unaccompanied child refugees should be made 

to feel at home in the UK’ describing the lack of support for young refugees and 

asylum seekers being placed in foster families across the UK.29 One example is 

given below: 

 

“I find it slightly alarming that they're put in homes with other children, surely 

that's a potential safeguarding issue...I sincerely hope they perform adequate 

checks (must be difficult, given lack of ID/background).” 
 

Comment from bandstand bailliegillies, 28 June 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jun/28/unaccompanied-child-refugees-uk-home-

foster-carers-support. The Guardian, 28 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

In this case, another reader responds, clearly qualifying this comment as “dog-

whistle”: 

 

“Nice dog-whistle. 

On reflection, repugnant dog-whistle.” 
 

Comment by MrHubris in reply to bandstand bailligillies, 28 June 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jun/28/unaccompanied-child-refugees-uk-home-

foster-carers-support. The Guardian, 28 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

‘War footing’ language 

In this case, commenters write using military and war-footing language to create 

a sense of urgency and a feeling of being under attack (by refugees, in this case). 

For example, the Daily Mail published an article in which the leader of the UKIP 

29 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jun/28/unaccompanied-child-refugees-uk-
home-foster-carers-support. The Guardian, 28 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017. 
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party justified the publication of a pro-Leave poster widely regarded as racist (‘It 

was just unfortunate timing! Nigel Farage insists he DIDN'T pull his 'racist' 

poster on immigration because it was slammed by all sides but only because the 

referendum was paused after the killing of Jo Cox’30); several readers posted 

xenophobic comments including this example of ‘war footing’ language: 

 

“[…] We are under attack, we are a sinking ship. It is time to bail out and leave. 

That poster was spot on. Farage probably knew how the EU brown noses would 

react, but did it anyway in an effort to save our country.[…]” 
 

Comment by grumpy ol git, 20 June 2016. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3650123/It-

just-unfortunate-timing-Nigel-Farage-insists-DIDN-T-pull-racist-poster-immigration-slammed-

sides-referendum-paused-killing-Jo-Cox.html, Daily Mail, 20 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 

2017 

 

Twisted logic and mind games 

This is the use of sophistry and misleading statements to attempt to justify hate 

speech through a perceived logical argument. For example: 

 

In response to the same article in the Daily Mail about the racist poster, one 

reader posted the following: 

 

“Racist poster? What's racist about telling the truth?” 
 

Comment by Billynomates01, 20 June 2016 - http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3650123/It-just-unfortunate-timing-Nigel-Farage-insists-DIDN-T-pull-racist-poster-

immigration-slammed-sides-referendum-paused-killing-Jo-Cox.html, Daily Mail, 20 June 2016. 

Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

In this case, another reader responded to provide a counter-argument: 

30 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3650123/It-just-unfortunate-timing-Nigel-Farage-insists-
DIDN-T-pull-racist-poster-immigration-slammed-sides-referendum-paused-killing-Jo-Cox.html, Daily Mail, 
20 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017. 
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“It is a poster of Syrian refugees, NOT EVEN ENTERING THE UK......... So absolutely 

nothing to do with the EU and the referendum...” 
 

Comment by Shelly0508, in reply to Billnomates, 20 June 2016. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3650123/It-just-unfortunate-timing-Nigel-Farage-

insists-DIDN-T-pull-racist-poster-immigration-slammed-sides-referendum-paused-killing-Jo-

Cox.html, Daily Mail, 20 June 2016. Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 
There are several good examples of this in the readers’ discussion of an article in 

The Guardian exploring the phenomenon of Leave voters who were themselves 

from an immigrant background.31 What is interesting here is that there is clearly 

a kernel of justifiable debate about immigration criteria. 

 
“[…] the EU's policy of free movement for predominantly white Europeans and 

movement restrictions for predominantly non-white others is transparently racist.” 
 

Comment by MrJoe, 22 June 2016 -

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/22/migrant-parents-vote-brexit-

british-vote-leave Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 
“My Commonwealth South African family cannot come here without a visa, even 

though they have family here and speak English and their country was British in 

living memory. But anyone at all from the whole EU can. How is that fair exactly?” 
 

Comment by Treflesg, 22 June 2016 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/22/migrant-parents-vote-brexit-

british-vote-leave - Retrieved 12 August 2017. 

 

 

31 Why do some of us with migrant parents want to vote for Brexit?’, The Guardian, 22 June 2016  
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/22/migrant-parents-vote-brexit-british-vote-
leave - Retrieved 12 August 2017. 
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“[…] As you rightly suggest, if either of the two positions are racist, it's remain32 - 

EU immigration rules discriminate in favour of Europeans. Yet it's Brexit that is the 

"racist" position and remain "anti-racist".” 
 

Comment by Leftphobe, in reply to Treflesg, 22 June 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/22/migrant-parents-vote-brexit-

british-vote-leave Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 
 

Value judgements 

This phenomenon is apparent when a newspaper publishes a story which elicits 

a positive response towards refugees or immigrants. In contrast to the high level 

of hostility shown toward migrants in most of the Daily Mail reader comments, in 

these cases many of the comments are supportive; but they appear to be 

conditional on the refugee proving their moral worth. 

 

For example, on 28 June 2016 the Daily Mail published an article entitled ‘Syrian 

refugee hands in 150,000 euros to police - after finding the cash in a wardrobe 

that had been donated to him by a charity in Germany’33. 

 

“I commend his honesty and his integrity and wish him well in his future” 
 

Comment by coldwar, 28 June 2016. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3664410/Germany-Man-finds-166-000-old-cupboard-hands-back.html Retrieved 12 August 

2017 

 

One reader who posted a cynical, negative response to the story, which would 

typically be up-voted by other readers on some of the other articles in our 

32 Remain – short for those who wished to remain in the EU. 
33 ‘Syrian refugee hands in 150,000 euros to police - after finding the cash in a wardrobe that had been 
donated to him by a charity in Germany’ Daily Mail, 28 June 2016. 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3664410/Germany-Man-finds-166-000-old-cupboard-hands-
back.html Retrieved 12 August 2017. 
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sample, was met with criticism from other readers and was the most down-voted 

comment on the message board (162 down-votes vs 55 up-votes): 

 

“Yes, it does very much sound like a PR stunt. Even if it wasn’t9unlikely) [sic], it’s 

clear that the guy was afraid of being caught and jailed – by simply handing it in, 

he gets 4,500 euros plus the free accommodation, free food, free healthcare, etc. he 

is already getting. Clearly, he did not want to jeopardise the free stuff by 

committing an obvious crime.” 
 

Comment by StrontiumDog, 28 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3664410/Germany-Man-finds-166-000-old-cupboard-hands-back.html Retrieved 12 August 

2017 

  

Another reader berates him (115 up-votes, 10 down votes): 

 

“No need to analyse this… He might actually be a decent, law abiding, kind man!” 
 

Comment by Karen Breakspear, in reply to StrontiumDog, 28 June 2016 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3664410/Germany-Man-finds-166-000-old-

cupboard-hands-back.html Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

In contrast, another story published the next day in the Daily Mail, covering the 

drowning of 700 migrants in the Mediterranean34, elicits a much more mixed 

response from the readership. 

 

“Why is Italy spending money on this? More to the point why is the Italian taxpayer, 

already on the hook to support the thousands rescued by the Italian Navy when 

they purposely sink their own boats as soon as the Navy shows up, being asked to 

pay? These people drowned in international waters, partly because of their own 

stu-pidity [sic]. Let their relatives pay for the recovery and funerals.” 

34 ‘Shipwreck from worst migrant disaster is raised from the deep: More than 700 bodies expected to be in 
hold of boat that sank in Mediterranean last year’ 29 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
3665869/Shipwreck-worst-migrant-disaster-raised-deep-700-bodies-expected-hold-boat-sank-
Mediterranean-year.html Retrieved 12 August 2017. 
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Comment by Miserable old Phart, 29 June 2016. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3665869/Shipwreck-worst-migrant-disaster-raised-deep-700-bodies-expected-hold-boat-sank-

Mediterranean-year.html Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

Some readers do react: 

 

“What an absolutely horrible, abominable thing to say!!!! Each & every person on 

that ship is someone’s child, mother, father…someone loved each of them. You could 

at least show respect to the deceased. Your name TRULY describes you!!!!!!” 
 

Comment by Bougie Flaps, in reply to Miserable old Phart, 29 June 2016. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3665869/Shipwreck-worst-migrant-disaster-raised-

deep-700-bodies-expected-hold-boat-sank-Mediterranean-year.html Retrieved 12 August 2017 

 

However, the hostile messages are among the highest-rated by the readership 

(886 up-votes vs 145 down-votes) whereas the response gets just one up-vote, 

against four down-votes. 

 
Readers’ awareness 

A further phenomenon can be observed in our sample: alterations in spelling 

which seem to indicate that readers are aware that what they are writing may 

not be acceptable, and that their posts can be monitored. Examples in our sample 

of readers’ comments include: 

 
Insertion of a space to break up a word 

 

“France has a ban on the bur qa, unlike the UK” 
 

Comment by pm2, 22 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3654037/Sudanese-

migrant-walked-Channel-Tunnel-reach-Britain-pleads-guilty-obstructing-traffic.html ) 
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Insertion of several spaces 

 

“Because we won't have to adhere to the EU Human Rights laws anymore; they 

insist we take anyone claiming to seek a s y l u m from anywhere in the world.” 
 

Comment by KB, 22 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3654037/Sudanese-

migrant-walked-Channel-Tunnel-reach-Britain-pleads-guilty-obstructing-traffic.html  

 

 

Insertion of full stops 

 

“[…] [Merkel] is going to start a war, and wait until the millions of imm.igrants that 

have arrived in the EU are able to cross borders freely” 
 

Comment by Clair Voyant, 22 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3654063/We-control-immigration-Soaring-migrant-numbers-independent-Norway-says-s-

better-without-EU-meddling.html 

 
Insertion of asterisks 

 

“[David Cameron] untrustworthy and he has no morals even turning Jo. C*x demise 

into a political emotional. Bla*kmail. Campaign.” 
 

Comment by thetruth, 22 June 2016 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3653950/Cameron-insists-immigration-curbed-EU-despite-near-record-figures-bad-tempered-

interview.html 

 
Insertion of commas 

 

“The C,oudenhove-Kaler,gi plan. Look it up folks.” 
 

Comment by JennyJones85, 29 June 2016. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
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3666511/Merkel-s-open-door-policy-caused-Britain-leave-EU-German-leader-blamed-Brexit-

failure-deal-migrant-crisis-open-arms-immigration-policy.html#comments  

 

Interestingly, only some of these examples are clearly hate speech: the reference 

to the Coudenhove-Kaler,gi plan is; but thetruth’s comment about David 

Cameron is not necessarily so. 

 

These edits would appear to indicate a certain state of paranoia among some 

commenters, and furthermore gives an indication of the significance they load 

onto certain words. For example, the word “asylum” is not inherently 

derogatory, but the poster clearly believes it is, or certainly believes it will 

inherently attract the attention of moderators. 

A majority of such instances appear in comments in the Daily Mail. 

 
The bitterness of losers 

It is important to note the emergence of hateful and intolerant comments from 

Remain-supporting readers in the days after the referendum. We have examples 

of new schisms emerging including: 

 
• London vs rest of the UK: 

 

“[…] UK farmworkers labelled as lazy and racist by London elite dining out 

(cheaply!) at our expense.[…]” 
 

Comment by TheGreatRonRafferty, 24 June 2016 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/how-did-uk-end-up-voting-leave-

european-union 

 

“Wrong as usual.” 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/3106532/Londoners-2000-tax-subsidy-for-rest-of-

UK.html” [Links to an article arguing that Londoners pay £2000 each year to subsidise the rest of 

the UK] 
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Comment by huzar30, in reply to TheGreatRonRafferty, 24 June 2016 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/how-did-uk-end-up-voting-leave-

european-union 

 
• Scotland vs England & Wales: 

 

“The Scots did not want to go the racist mindless way the English and Welsh did, 

they used reasoning instead of prejudice and voted to remain.” 
 

Comment by mustspeak, 24 June 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/how-did-uk-end-up-voting-leave-

european-union 

 
• The ‘middle class’ vs the ‘white working class’: 

 

“I am not proud to be British. Why should I be proud of a country that is populated 

by ignorant, knuckle-dragging xenophobes? And yes, in case there is any mistake, I 

am referring to the ‘traditional white working class’, who hopefully will reap the 

whirlwind now and start really suffering.” 
 

Comment by CaroleB999, 24 June 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/24/how-did-uk-end-up-voting-leave-

european-union 

 

Case study: Possible link between editorial decisions of news media and 

publicly-generated online hate speech 
 

Our data analysis shows a possible link between editorial decisions in the news 

media and measurable word associations in publicly-generated social media. 

In the aftermath of the Manchester bombing, a story circulated that immigrants 

were stealing flowers and soft toys left at the memorial for the victims of the 

bombing at Manchester Arena. The reporting was inflammatory at times, for 

example the Daily Mail headline includes swearwords (f***ing), emotive 

language (angry) and use of the word foreign (see below). 
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Daily Mail, 31 May 2017 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4558110/Angry-father-confronts-men-claims-took-
flowers.html  

 

Our data analysis identifies word associations which are clearly associated with 

this news story: 

 
Tweets: cluster dendogram  
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The dendogram above shows a correlation between these words: 

 

 

Manchester 

Memorial 

Victims 

Bombing 

 

Caught 

Flowers 

Soft 

Toys 

 
 

Another semantic cluster tool shows the correlation between key words 

appearing in our sample: 

 

 
 

Looking at the Daily Mail article, all of the above words appear in the article 

except for caught, soft, stealing, or migrants; the online article contained a video 

of the incident. 

 

It is possible that we are seeing some influence of editorial decisions on the 

language and associations made by the public on social media i.e. the newspaper 

is giving people the associations, which they are adopting and repeating, but we 

also have evidence that people are then making their own associations, for 

example, equating foreign men (which appears in the story) with migrants 

(which doesn’t). 
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This would imply that even if they are not producing hate speech directly, news 

media editors may have some influence on how the general public goes on to 

produce hate speech based on news stories. 

 

5.6 Comparing OHS in 2016 and 2017 
 

Although the basis for both events is somewhat different and therefore difficult 

to compare – the 2016 event was a referendum, whilst the 2017 was a general 

election –they had in common the fact that people were asked for their opinions 

and votes in both events, and that immigration and Brexit were major focal 

points in both cases – in that sense the comparison is justifiable. 

 

For both events social media and the press online played a vital role in not just 

reporting people’s views but also in somehow influencing or even shaping them. 

For both events a key issue appeared to be immigration. For both events online 

hate speech messages surged before and after the events. For both events 

islamophobia, xenophobia, racism and antisemitism came vividly to the fore. For 

both events OHS indiscriminately identified ‘Muslims’ with ‘migrants’, ‘refugees’ 

and ‘asylum seekers’ to attack them. One major difference was that the 2016 EU 

referendum also singled out Poles as being an issue and OHS relentlessly 

targeted them. 
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6. Conclusions 
 

• There is clear evidence of a strong link between negative attitudes 

towards migrants and the Leave vote in the EU referendum. 

 

• Erroneous associations are made (for example between ‘migrants’ and 

‘Muslims’) and these associations easily become acceptable and then 

mainstream on social media. 

 

• In particular, people who follow news media are more likely to be 

responsive whereas people following Britain First appeared relatively 

isolated from current affairs in their reactions. 

 

• Different groups of people cluster in separate ‘echo chambers’ on social 

media, which can be seen in the language they use. 

 

• There is evidence that videos are a powerful tool for ideas to spread via 

social media. 

 

• The mobilisation and clustering of cyber hate around dominating events 

as shown in King and Sutton’s (2013) 35  research were clearly 

demonstrated in our own research. Both the automated and the 

traditional monitoring research showed that certain events have the 

potential to trigger online reaction and online hate speech. 

 

• There is evidence to show that editorial decisions in news media can be 

influenced by perceived public mood. 

35 King, R. D., & Sutton, G. M. (2013). High Times for Hate Crime: Explaining the Temporal Clustering of Hate 
Motivated Offending. Criminology, 51(4), 871–94.  
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• Furthermore, there is evidence in our sample that editorial decisions in 

news media influence public discourse on social media and can therefore 

be seen to  facilitate the generation of online hate speech by the general 

public. 

 

• People use a range of linguistic, lexical and rhetorical tactics to perpetrate 

online hate, or facilitate it. 

 

• Some people who express themselves to be against online discrimination 

towards migrants can show themselves to be intolerant of other 

demographic groups instead.  
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