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PART | = FRONT MATTER

Digital environments have become central spaces for socialisation, self-expression,
learning, and civic participation among young people across Europe. For adolescents
and young adults, online platforms are not merely tools for communication but integral
arenas in which identities are formed, relationships are negotiated, and societal norms
are encountered and reproduced. At the same time, these digital spaces increasingly
mirror and amplify broader social tensions, including prejudice, discrimination, and
hostility directed at individuals and groups perceived as “other”. Online hate speech
and hate crime thus represent not only isolated harmful behaviours but structural
challenges affecting young people’s safety, wellbeing, and participation in democratic
life.

Against this background, the UNITY — Uniting Youth Power Against Intolerance project
recognises the need for evidence-based, youth-centred responses to online hate
speech and hate crime. Work Package 2 (WP2) focuses on strengthening knowledge
and educational foundations by producing a series of national country studies that
document the prevalence, forms, drivers, and impacts of digital hate speech and hate
crime affecting young people. These studies also examine the adequacy and
effectiveness of existing legal and policy frameworks, with a particular emphasis on
how they function in practice for youth and vulnerable groups.

This report brings together six country studies conducted in Belgium, Bulgaria,
Greece, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Romania. While each country presents a
distinct social, political, and legal context, all face common challenges linked to rapid
digitalisation, increased youth exposure to online hostility, and persistent gaps
between formal legal standards and lived realities. The purpose of this consolidated
report is to provide a coherent comparative overview of national contexts, highlight
cross-cutting patterns and divergences, and establish a shared analytical foundation
for subsequent project activities.

Objectives and Scope of the Country Studies

The country studies were designed to achieve four interrelated objectives.
First, they assess the prevalence of digital hate speech and hate crime among youth,
focusing on how frequently young people encounter such content, the forms it takes,
and the online environments in which it most commonly occurs. Particular attention is
paid to social media platforms, messaging applications, gaming environments, and
comment sections, reflecting the everyday digital ecosystems of young people.

Second, the studies analyse underlying attitudes and risk factors associated with
young people’s exposure to, participation in, or reproduction of hateful behaviour
online. This includes examining peer dynamics, group norms, platform design features
(such as anonymity and algorithmic amplification), exposure to polarising or extremist
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narratives, levels of digital and media literacy, and the interaction between online
behaviour and offline experiences of exclusion or marginalisation.

Third, the country studies explore the impact of hate speech and hate crime on victims,
with a strong qualitative component. Through testimonies and lived experiences, the
research documents emotional, psychological, social, and educational consequences
for young people, particularly those belonging to groups that are disproportionately
targeted, such as migrants and refugees, ethnic minorities, LGBTQI+ youth, and
young women. This victim-centred perspective is essential for understanding harm
beyond statistical prevalence and for identifying gaps in existing support mechanisms.

Finally, the studies examine national legal and policy frameworks, including criminal
law provisions, anti-discrimination legislation, policy measures, and institutional
responses relevant to hate speech and hate crime in digital contexts. Beyond mapping
formal legislation, the research critically assesses enforcement practices, reporting
mechanisms, institutional capacity, and levels of trust among young people. This
approach allows for an evaluation of not only whether protective frameworks exist, but
whether they are accessible, effective, and credible from a youth perspective.

Methodological Approach

To ensure comparability while allowing sensitivity to national contexts, the country
studies were developed using a shared methodological framework, refined during a
dedicated workshop at the project kick-off meeting. Each study combines desk
research, qualitative fieldwork, and stakeholder engagement, enabling triangulation of
data and perspectives.

Desk research draws on official statistics, reports from equality bodies and law
enforcement agencies, academic studies, NGO monitoring, and European-level
sources. However, recognising the widespread underreporting of online hate speech
and hate crime, particularly among young people, desk research alone was insufficient
to capture the scale and lived impact of the phenomenon.

Therefore, all country studies incorporate focus groups and interviews with young
people, professionals working with youth (such as educators, psychologists, youth
workers, and legal practitioners), and representatives of civil society organisations. In
addition, a common questionnaire was used across countries to gather indicative
guantitative data and comparative insights. While the qualitative findings are not
statistically representative, they provide rich, contextualised evidence of how online
hate is experienced, interpreted, and navigated by young people in different national
settings.

All studies were produced in English, ensuring accessibility at project and EU level,
and were also made available in the relevant national language(s) to support
dissemination and stakeholder engagement at local and national levels.
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Cross-Cutting Relevance

Taken together, the six country studies reveal both diversity and convergence.
National differences exist in legal definitions, institutional arrangement%pgolitical
discourse, and dominant target groups. However, several common ﬁattf__ Fgl@merge
across all contexts: high levels of youth exposure to online hate; the hor nalidation of
hostile language in everyday digital interactions; low levels of reporting and limited
trust in institutional responses; and significant gaps in prevention, education, and
victim support.

By consolidating these findings, this report provides a shared evidence base that
directly informs the next phases of the UNITY project. The insights generated here
underpin the development of educational tools and training resources, the design of
victim support mechanisms, the strengthening of multi-actor coalitions, and the
creation of targeted awareness and prevention campaigns. More broadly, the report
contributes to ongoing European discussions on youth, digital safety, and democratic
resilience by foregrounding the voices and experiences of young people themselves.

PART Il = COUNTRY STUDIES
Belgium

Study done by Open Education Hub
1. Introduction and National Context

National Context of Digitalisation

Belgium is a highly digitalised country with widespread internet access and a well-
developed digital infrastructure, particularly in urban and metropolitan areas. As a
founding member of the European Union and host to major EU institutions, Belgium
occupies a central position in European debates on digital policy, online regulation,
data protection, and fundamental rights. These debates increasingly intersect with
concerns about online safety, social cohesion, and the protection of vulnerable groups,
including children and young people. Over the past decade, national and regional
digitalisation strategies have placed growing emphasis not only on connectivity and
innovation, but also on digital skills, responsible online behaviour, and the prevention
of online harm.

Internet access in Belgium is among the highest in Europe. According to Statbel,
Belgium’s national statistical office, internet connectivity is nearly universal among
households with children and young people. Fixed broadband penetration is high, and
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mobile internet coverage allows for constant connectivity across most of the territory.
Smartphone ownership among adolescents and young adults is widespread, making
mobile devices the primary gateway to online content, social media, and
communication platforms. This high level of access means that for young people,
being online is not an occasional activity but an integral and continuous part of
everyday life.

Digital technologies are deeply embedded in multiple dimensions of young people’s
lives. In education, digital tools are routinely used for learning, homework,
communication with teachers, and access to information. In social life, online platforms
facilitate peer interaction, identity exploration, and participation in cultural trends.
Entertainment, including video streaming, gaming, and social media content creation,
occupies a significant share of young people’s online time. Digital spaces also
increasingly function as arenas for civic and political engagement, where young people
encounter news, opinions, and public debates. This pervasive integration of digital
technologies amplifies both the positive potential of online participation and the risks
associated with exposure to harmful content.

At the same time, digitalisation in Belgium is not experienced uniformly. Significant
differences persist across regions, socioeconomic backgrounds, and educational
pathways. While Flanders, Wallonia, and the Brussels-Capital Region all benefit from
high overall connectivity, variations remain in terms of digital infrastructure quality,
access to devices, and availability of digital support services. Young people from
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds may face constraints related to device
sharing, limited private space for online activity, or reduced access to guidance on
safe and critical internet use. These disparities influence not only how frequently young
people go online, but also the types of platforms they use and the contexts in which
they engage.

Educational inequalities further shape digital experiences. Young people with stronger
educational support and digital literacy skills are generally better equipped to navigate
online environments, assess information critically, and respond to harmful content.
Conversely, those with fewer opportunities to develop such skills may be more
vulnerable to manipulation, misinformation, and exposure to hate speech. This uneven
distribution of digital competencies has important implications for prevention
strategies, as it affects young people’s ability to recognise and challenge harmful
online behaviour.

The intensity of digitalisation also blurs the boundaries between online and offline life.
For many young people, experiences in digital spaces directly influence offline
relationships, school environments, and emotional wellbeing. Online interactions do
not remain confined to screens but shape peer dynamics, reputations, and feelings of
belonging. As a result, exposure to online hate speech can have consequences that
extend far beyond the digital realm, reinforcing exclusion or insecurity in everyday
settings.

10
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In this highly connected context, digitalisation acts as both an enabler and a risk factor.
While it offers unprecedented opportunities for communication, learning, and
participation, it also increases the likelihood that young people will encounter polarised
discourse, discriminatory narratives, and hate speech. Understanding Belgium’'s
national context of digitalisation is therefore essential for situating the analysis of
online hate speech and hate crimes that follows, particularly in relation to young people
who are active, visible, and often vulnerable participants in digital spaces.

Youth Demographics and Internet Use

Belgium has a population of approximately 11.7 million people, with young people
aged 15-29 representing roughly 18-19% of the total population. This age group
encompasses a wide range of life stages, including adolescents in secondary
education, students in higher education, and young adults transitioning into the labour
market. Despite their different educational and social positions, these groups share a
high reliance on digital technologies for communication, learning, entertainment, and
participation in public life. For many young people, digital environments function as
primary spaces for socialisation and identity formation.

Belgium’s youth population is also characterised by significant cultural, linguistic, and
ethnic diversity, particularly in urban areas. A substantial proportion of young people
have migrant backgrounds or transnational ties, which shape both their online
networks and the content they encounter. These demographic characteristics are
important for understanding exposure to online hate speech, as young people from
minority backgrounds are both more visible in digital spaces and more frequently
targeted by discriminatory narratives.

Internet penetration among young people in Belgium is close to universal. According
to data from Eurostat and national surveys conducted by Statbel, daily internet use
among those aged 16-24 approaches 100%, with the vast majority accessing the
internet multiple times per day. Smartphones are the dominant access device,
enabling continuous connectivity and rapid switching between platforms. This constant
access increases the intensity of digital engagement and reduces temporal boundaries
between online and offline activities.

Research consistently shows that Belgian youth spend a substantial amount of time
online each day. Estimates suggest an average of three to five hours per day,
excluding time spent on mandatory educational activities such as online learning or
school-related tasks. This figure varies by age, educational status, and individual
circumstances, but overall reflects a high level of digital immersion. Online time is
distributed across several key activities, most notably social media use and
messaging, streaming of video and music content, online gaming, and information
seeking, including news consumption.

Social media and messaging applications occupy a central place in daily routines,
facilitating peer interaction, group communication, and self-expression. Streaming
platforms and online entertainment contribute significantly to leisure time, while

11
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gaming environments represent important social spaces for many young people,
particularly younger adolescents and young men. Information seeking and news
consumption increasingly occur through social media feeds rather than traditional
news outlets, exposing young people to a mix of professional journalism, opinion, and
user-generated content.

Patterns of online activity are shaped by geographic context. Young people living in
urban areas—especially in Brussels and other large cities—tend to report more
intensive and diversified online engagement than those in rural regions. Urban youth
are more likely to participate in online discussions, follow influencers, and encounter
politically or culturally diverse content, reflecting broader and more heterogeneous
social networks. However, improvements in connectivity and mobile internet access
have significantly narrowed the urban—rural gap in recent years, making high levels of
digital engagement common across the country.

Socioeconomic factors further influence youth online activity. Young people from more
advantaged backgrounds often benefit from better access to devices, private digital
spaces, and guidance on online safety and critical use. Conversely, those from
disadvantaged backgrounds may rely more heavily on smartphones as their sole
access point and may have fewer opportunities to develop advanced digital literacy
skills. These differences affect not only how young people use digital platforms but
also their ability to navigate risks, respond to harmful content, and seek support when
problems arise.

The intensity and diversity of youth online activity have important implications for
exposure to online hate speech. Frequent engagement with social media, gaming
environments, and algorithmically curated content increases the likelihood that young
people will encounter discriminatory narratives, even unintentionally. Given that online
activity is deeply integrated into everyday life, such exposure is rarely isolated and
often cumulative, reinforcing the relevance of a youth-focused analysis of online hate
speech within the Belgian context.

Internet and Social Media Use Among Young People

Social media plays a central role in the social lives of young people in Belgium.
According to surveys conducted by EU Kids Online, Mediawijs, and the European
Commission, the most popular platforms among youth include:

e Instagram: widely used for social interaction, self-expression, and following
influencers

e TikTok: particularly popular among adolescents and younger youth, with
algorithm-driven content discovery

12
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e Snapchat: commonly used for private communication among peers

e YouTube: used for entertainment, learning, and following content creators

e WhatsApp: dominant for group communication, family contact, and school-
related exchanges

Platform preferences vary by age group. Younger adolescents are more likely to
engage with visual and short-form content platforms, while older youth tend to combine
social media use with messaging apps and professional or informational platforms.

Urban-rural differences are less pronounced in platform access but may affect content
exposure and peer networks, with urban youth more likely to engage in multilingual
and multicultural online environments. This diversity can enrich digital experiences but
may also increase exposure to polarised debates, discriminatory narratives, and online
hate speech.

National Debates on Online Hate Speech and Youth Safety

Belgium has witnessed growing public, political, and institutional debate on online hate
speech, freedom of expression, and the protection of young people in digital
environments. These debates have intensified in recent years as digital platforms have
become central arenas for social interaction, political expression, and public discourse.
While online spaces offer opportunities for participation and pluralism, they have also
amplified discriminatory narratives and exposed structural tensions between the
protection of fundamental rights and the prevention of harm.

One of the most visible drivers of these debates has been the increasing presence of
racist, xenophobic, antisemitic, Islamophobic, homophobic, and transphobic content
online. Such content is no longer confined to fringe platforms but frequently appears
in mainstream social media feeds, comment sections of news outlets, and viral content
formats. The scale and speed with which hateful narratives circulate online have raised
concerns among policymakers, educators, parents, and civil society actors,
particularly in relation to young people who are highly exposed to digital environments
and often lack effective protection mechanisms.

Political polarisation has further contributed to the intensification of public debate.
Discussions around migration, identity, security, and social cohesion have become
increasingly charged, with online platforms serving as spaces where polarised
positions are articulated and reinforced. In this context, hate speech is often framed
as political opinion or freedom of expression, complicating efforts to challenge harmful
narratives. Youth are directly affected by this polarisation, as they encounter political
discourse not only through traditional media but also through social media influencers,
peers, and algorithmically curated content.

Another central concern relates to the role of social media algorithms in amplifying
extremist, sensationalist, or discriminatory narratives. Public debate in Belgium
increasingly recognises that algorithmic systems prioritising engagement can
inadvertently promote content that provokes strong emotional reactions, including

13
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anger or fear. This dynamic raises questions about platform responsibility and the
extent to which online environments actively shape public discourse rather than merely
reflecting it. For young users, whose online experiences are heavily influenced by
recommendation systems, this amplification effect increases exposure to hostile or
polarised content even in the absence of deliberate searching.

Concerns about the mental health and wellbeing of young people have also become
more prominent in national discussions. Educators, youth workers, and health
professionals have drawn attention to the cumulative impact of online hostility,
harassment, and hate speech on emotional wellbeing, self-esteem, and sense of
belonging. These concerns have been reinforced by broader debates about youth
mental health, digital overload, and the pressures of constant connectivity. Online hate
speech is increasingly understood not as an isolated issue but as part of a wider digital
ecosystem that can exacerbate vulnerability and distress among young people.

High-profile cases of online harassment, coordinated hate campaigns, and threats
directed at journalists, politicians, activists, and members of minority communities
have further shaped public awareness. Media coverage of such cases has contributed
to a heightened sense of urgency, illustrating how online hate can escalate into
intimidation, silencing, or offline harm. While these cases often involve adults, they
play a significant role in framing public understanding of online risks and indirectly
influence how young people perceive the safety and legitimacy of digital participation.

Civil society organisations and equality bodies have repeatedly warned about the
normalisation of hate speech in online environments. Particular concern has been
expressed about content framed as humour, satire, or “just an opinion,” which can
obscure harmful intent and lower social barriers to discrimination. This normalisation
is especially problematic in youth contexts, where peer dynamics and social pressure
can make it difficult to challenge harmful language without risking exclusion. Public
debate increasingly reflects these concerns, highlighting the need for prevention
strategies that address cultural norms as well as legal thresholds.

Belgium’s multilingual and multicultural context adds an additional layer of complexity
to these debates. Hate speech circulates across different linguistic communities and
platforms, sometimes with distinct narratives or targets depending on language and
region. This diversity complicates moderation, enforcement, and policy responses, as
harmful content may not be equally visible or interpreted in the same way across
contexts. At the same time, Belgium'’s strong legal traditions surrounding freedom of
expression require careful balancing, ensuring that measures to counter hate speech
do not undermine fundamental democratic rights.

As a result, national debates on online hate speech in Belgium are characterised by
tension rather than consensus. While there is broad agreement on the need to protect
young people and vulnerable groups, views differ on the appropriate role of regulation,
platform responsibility, and legal intervention. These debates form the broader societal
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backdrop against which young people navigate digital spaces and against which
institutional responses to online hate speech are developed.

Media Coverage and Public Narratives

The media plays a crucial role in shaping how online hate speech and hate crimes are
perceived, understood, and debated in Belgium. Traditional media outlets, including
television, newspapers, and radio, regularly report on incidents of hate crime, online
harassment, and discriminatory behaviour, often situating them within broader societal
discussions on migration, security, identity, and social cohesion. Through agenda-
setting and framing, the media influences which forms of hate receive public attention,
how victims and perpetrators are portrayed, and which responses are considered
legitimate or necessary.

Investigative journalism and in-depth reporting have contributed positively to public
awareness by exposing patterns of online hate, highlighting the experiences of victims,
and scrutinising institutional responses. Media coverage of legal cases, policy
developments, and reports published by equality bodies and NGOs has helped bring
the issue of online hate speech into mainstream public discourse. Such reporting can
legitimise victims’ experiences and signal societal condemnation of discriminatory
behaviour, creating space for public reflection and debate.

At the same time, research by media monitoring organisations and civil society actors
indicates that media coverage can be ambivalent in its effects. Sensationalist framing,
selective reporting, or disproportionate focus on extreme cases may unintentionally
reinforce stereotypes or contribute to moral panic. When hate speech is primarily
presented as the product of individual deviance or isolated incidents, structural factors
and everyday experiences—particularly those affecting young people—may remain
underrepresented. This can obscure the cumulative and normalised nature of online
hate speech and limit understanding of its broader social impact.

Media narratives also influence how responsibility for online hate is framed. In some
cases, attention is directed primarily toward perpetrators, platforms, or legal
enforcement, while the perspectives of young people and affected communities
receive less sustained attention. Young people’s voices are often mediated through
adult interpretations rather than presented directly, reinforcing a gap between lived
experiences and public representation. This gap is particularly relevant in debates on
youth protection, where young people are frequently portrayed as passive recipients
of harm rather than as active agents navigating complex digital environments.

The rise of social media has further transformed the media landscape, blurring the
boundaries between news, opinion, and user-generated content. Young people
increasingly encounter information through algorithmically curated feeds rather than
through editorially selected sources. As a result, news about hate speech and hate
crimes circulates alongside personal opinions, memes, and commentary, often without
clear distinctions between verified reporting and biased or inflammatory material. This
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hybrid information environment accelerates the spread of misinformation and
polarised narratives, while also amplifying emotionally charged content.

In this context, hateful narratives can gain visibility not only through deliberate
extremist messaging but also through repeated exposure in comment sections, shared
posts, or viral content. The speed and scale of dissemination make it difficult for
corrective information or nuanced perspectives to keep pace. For young people,
distinguishing between credible journalism, opinion, and harmful content requires
skills that are not automatically acquired through digital immersion alone.

Public broadcasters and media literacy organisations in Belgium have increasingly
recognised these challenges and have sought to respond through education and
awareness-raising. Organisations such as Mediawijs have developed resources,
campaigns, and training programmes aimed at strengthening critical media literacy,
digital citizenship, and responsible online behaviour, with a particular focus on young
audiences. These initiatives encourage young people to reflect on how media
narratives are constructed, how algorithms influence visibility, and how hate speech
can be embedded in seemingly neutral or humorous content.

Despite these efforts, significant challenges remain. Media literacy initiatives are not
always systematically integrated into education systems, and access can vary
depending on region, school, or youth service. Moreover, recognising hate speech in
its more subtle or coded forms—such as irony, dog whistles, or stereotypes disguised
as opinion—requires advanced critical skills and contextual awareness. Without
sustained support, young people may struggle to navigate complex media
environments in which harmful narratives are normalised or legitimised through
repetition.

In sum, the media in Belgium plays a dual role in relation to online hate speech and
hate crimes. It can function as a powerful tool for awareness, accountability, and
education, while also carrying the risk of reinforcing harmful narratives through
framing, omission, or amplification. Understanding this dual role is essential for
developing effective prevention strategies that combine responsible journalism, media
literacy, and youth empowerment in increasingly complex digital information
environments.

Relevance for the UNITY Project

Within this national context, young people in Belgium grow up in a highly connected
digital environment that offers significant opportunities for participation, learning,
creativity, and self-expression. Digital spaces enable young people to build social
networks, access information, explore identities, and engage in civic and political life
beyond traditional boundaries. At the same time, the same digital environment
exposes them to persistent risks, including online hate speech, harassment,
discrimination, and polarised or extremist narratives. These risks are not evenly
distributed and tend to affect certain groups of young people more intensely and more
frequently.
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Young people from migrant backgrounds, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ+ communities
are disproportionately exposed to online hate speech in Belgium. Their visibility in
digital spaces, combined with broader societal debates around migration, identity,
gender, and sexuality, increases their likelihood of being targeted directly or indirectly.
For these groups, online hate speech often intersects with offline discrimination and
exclusion, reinforcing feelings of vulnerability, insecurity, and marginalisation. As
shown in later sections of this country study, such exposure can have cumulative
emotional, social, and educational consequences.

The Belgian context is particularly relevant for the UNITY project because it illustrates
how high digital connectivity does not automatically translate into safe or inclusive
online environments. Despite advanced digital infrastructure, strong legal frameworks,
and active civil society engagement, young people continue to experience online hate
as a normalised and insufficiently addressed phenomenon. This gap between digital
opportunity and digital protection underscores the need for targeted, youth-centred
interventions that go beyond technical access and address social, cultural, and
institutional dimensions of online harm.

Understanding Belgium’s digital landscape and youth online behaviour is essential for
contextualising the prevalence and impact of digital hate speech explored in
subsequent sections of this report. Patterns of platform use, algorithmic exposure,
peer dynamics, and media consumption all shape how hate speech is encountered,
interpreted, and responded to by young people. Without this contextual grounding,
guantitative data on hate crime or qualitative accounts of victimisation risk being
interpreted in isolation from the everyday digital realities in which they occur.

This national context also provides an important framework for analysing legal and
policy responses. Belgium’'s commitment to freedom of expression, combined with its
federal structure and multilingual environment, creates specific challenges for
regulating online hate speech and ensuring consistent enforcement. These challenges
are particularly salient for young people, who may struggle to navigate complex legal
thresholds, reporting mechanisms, and institutional responsibilities. The UNITY
project’s focus on prevention, empowerment, and support is therefore well aligned with
identified gaps in accessibility, trust, and coordination.

Furthermore, the Belgian case highlights the critical role of education, media literacy,
and civil society engagement in addressing online hate speech. The presence of
numerous initiatives and good practices demonstrates potential pathways for
prevention and support, while also revealing limitations related to fragmentation,
sustainability, and reach. By documenting and analysing these practices, the UNITY
project contributes to knowledge exchange and the identification of transferable
lessons relevant beyond the national context.

In this sense, Belgium serves as both a case study and a learning environment for the
UNITY project. The findings presented in this country study not only reflect national
realities but also feed into the project’s broader objectives of strengthening capacity,
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promoting inclusive digital spaces, and amplifying youth voices. Situating the research
within this national context ensures that subsequent analysis, conclusions, and
recommendations are grounded in the lived realities of young people and responsive
to the structural conditions shaping online hate speech in contemporary Europe.

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among
Youth

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

Quantitative data on digital hate speech and hate crimes in Belgium is drawn from
several complementary sources, including police and prosecution records, equality
body reporting, and international monitoring mechanisms. While these sources
provide valuable insights into the scale and nature of hate-motivated incidents, they
also reveal significant limitations, particularly regarding the measurement of online
hate speech and youth-specific experiences. As in many European countries, Belgium
does not maintain a single, fully integrated statistical system that captures all
manifestations of hate speech and hate crime, especially those occurring in digital
environments.

Official police-recorded data on hate crime is reported by Belgium to international
bodies such as the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
(ODIHR). According to the most recent available figures, Belgian police recorded
1,839 hate crime cases in 2023. These cases include offences in which a
discriminatory motive was identified, such as racism, xenophobia, homophobia,
transphobia, antisemitism, or religious hatred. In 2024, police recorded 597 cases;
however, this figure only covers the first three quarters of the year and coincides with
the introduction of a revised police recording methodology in April 2024. As a result,
direct year-to-year comparisons must be treated with caution, and the lower figure for
2024 cannot be interpreted as a genuine decline in hate crime incidence.

Prosecution data further illustrates the scale of the phenomenon. In 2023, 1,222 hate
crime cases were prosecuted in Belgium, while in 2024 the number of prosecuted
cases rose to 1,816. The apparent increase in prosecutions should not be read simply
as a rise in offending, but rather as the outcome of improved case identification,
procedural adjustments, and increased attention to discriminatory motives within the
criminal justice system. OSCE/ODIHR reporting explicitly notes that Belgium’s
statistics may still include offences related to discrimination and hate speech that fall
outside the strict international definition of hate crime, reflecting ongoing challenges in
categorisation and harmonisation.

A persistent issue across all official datasets is the absence of systematic age
disaggregation. Police and prosecution statistics do not consistently indicate whether
victims or perpetrators are minors or young adults, making it difficult to isolate youth-
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specific trends. Consequently, the prevalence of hate speech and hate crime affecting
young people must often be inferred indirectly, through data on online environments,
education-related contexts, and civil society reporting. This gap is particularly
significant given that young people are among the most active internet users and are
disproportionately exposed to online interactions where hate speech circulates.

Underreporting represents a major structural limitation in understanding the true
prevalence of hate speech and hate crime in Belgium. Both national monitoring bodies
and EU-level research underline that a substantial proportion of incidents are never
reported to the police. Factors contributing to underreporting include lack of trust in
authorities, uncertainty about what constitutes a reportable offence, fear of retaliation,
emotional fatigue, and the normalisation of online abuse. These barriers are especially
relevant in digital contexts, where harmful content may be experienced repeatedly but
perceived as too diffuse, anonymous, or trivial to justify formal reporting. Young
people, in particular, may be reluctant to report online hate speech, either because
they doubt that reporting will lead to meaningful outcomes or because they prefer
informal coping strategies such as ignoring, blocking, or withdrawing from online
spaces.

Data from Belgium’s Interfederal Equality Body, Unia, provides an important
complementary perspective, particularly on hate speech and discrimination occurring
in public and online spaces. In 2023, Unia reports resulted in the opening of 1,704
dossiers across all domains, with more than half related to racism or disability
discrimination. Although Unia’s data does not focus exclusively on youth, it captures
a wide range of hate speech cases, including those occurring on social media
platforms, websites, and other online communication channels. The volume of reports
handled by Unia, compared to the number of police-recorded hate crimes, strongly
suggests that official criminal statistics represent only a fraction of the incidents
experienced by victims.

In terms of trends over time, the available evidence points to a pattern of persistence
rather than resolution. While annual figures fluctuate, these changes are heavily
influenced by recording practices, public awareness, and major societal events rather
than by clear decreases in harmful behaviour. Civil society organisations and equality
bodies have documented short-term spikes in specific forms of hate, particularly
antisemitic and anti-Muslim hate speech, following international or domestic political
developments. Such surges are often most visible in online environments, where
polarised narratives spread rapidly and reach large audiences, including young users.

Regarding the types of hate most commonly recorded, police data consistently shows
that racist and xenophobic motivations represent the largest category of hate crime in
Belgium. In 2023, more than 1,200 recorded cases were linked to racist or xenophobic
bias. Anti-LGBTI bias constituted the second most frequent category, followed by
gender-based hatred and religion-related motives. Preliminary data for 2024, despite
its limitations, suggests a similar pattern, with anti-LGBTI and racist or xenophobic
hate remaining highly prevalent, alongside notable numbers of antisemitic and anti-
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Muslim incidents. These categories closely align with the groups identified as priorities
within the UNITY project, namely refugees and migrants, ethnic minorities, and
LGBTQ+ youth.

Although official statistics rarely distinguish between online and offline contexts, Unia’s
casework indicates that social media platforms play a significant role in the
dissemination of hate speech. In its reporting on internet-related dossiers, platforms
such as Facebook, Instagram, X (formerly Twitter), and various websites and
comment sections are frequently identified as locations where hate speech occurs.
This reinforces the understanding that digital environments are a central arena for
contemporary hate expression and that young people, as intensive users of these
platforms, are particularly exposed.

In summary, quantitative data from Belgium demonstrates that hate speech and hate
crime remain a significant and persistent issue, with racist, xenophobic, anti-LGBTI,
and religion-based hatred most frequently recorded. However, the true scale of digital
hate speech affecting young people is likely far greater than official figures suggest,
due to underreporting, limited age-disaggregated data, and the challenges of
capturing online harm through traditional statistical systems. These limitations
underscore the importance of combining official statistics with qualitative findings and
youth perspectives, which are explored in subsequent sections of this country study.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

The digital environments in which young people in Belgium encounter hate speech are
closely linked to their overall patterns of internet and social media use. As consistently
demonstrated in national and EU-level research, young people are the most active
users of online platforms, engaging daily and often continuously with multiple digital
spaces. These environments are not neutral channels of communication; they actively
shape how content is produced, circulated, and perceived. While hate speech can
occur across a wide range of online contexts, available evidence from surveys,
equality body reporting, and civil society monitoring indicates that certain platforms
and platform features are more strongly associated with exposure to harmful or hateful
content.

Social media platforms constitute the primary online spaces used by young people in
Belgium and are also the environments most frequently associated with encounters
with hate speech. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube
dominate youth online activity, while messaging applications such as WhatsApp play
a central role in private and semi-private communication through group chats linked to
schools, peer networks, and social circles. Although these platforms differ in design
and purpose, they share key characteristics that influence the visibility and spread of
hate speech, including algorithm-driven content recommendation, high levels of user
interaction, and uneven moderation practices. These characteristics increase the
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likelihood that hateful or discriminatory content will circulate widely, often beyond the
original context in which it was produced.

Evidence from equality body casework, particularly from Unia, shows that hate speech
reported in online contexts most frequently occurs on large, mainstream platforms
rather than on niche or fringe websites. This finding challenges the perception that
online hate is confined to marginal spaces and highlights the extent to which
discriminatory narratives have become embedded in everyday digital environments.
Platforms with large user bases and public comment sections provide fertile ground
for the amplification of hostile content, especially when moderation is reactive rather
than preventive.

Facebook and Instagram are consistently identified in internet-related dossiers,
reflecting both their continued reach and the persistence of public-facing spaces where
hateful content can be posted, shared, and reinforced. Although Facebook is less
popular among younger adolescents than in previous years, it remains relevant
through public pages, groups, and cross-platform content circulation. Content
originating on Facebook often migrates to other platforms through screenshots,
reposts, or links, meaning that young people may encounter hate speech indirectly
even if they are not active Facebook users themselves. This cross-platform circulation
contributes to the persistence and normalization of harmful narratives.

TikTok has emerged as a particularly influential platform among adolescents and
younger youth in Belgium. Its short-form video format, combined with highly
personalised recommendation algorithms, facilitates rapid content discovery and high
levels of engagement. While this model supports creativity and participation, it also
makes it difficult for users to predict or control the content they are exposed to.
Practitioner observations and research indicate that hateful or discriminatory
narratives on TikTok are often embedded in humour, irony, memes, or coded
language. This indirect presentation can normalise harmful attitudes and make them
harder to recognise, challenge, or report. Although TikTok has introduced moderation
measures and reporting tools, concerns persist regarding the speed, consistency, and
transparency of responses, particularly for content targeting minorities.

Instagram is widely used by both adolescents and young adults and plays a dual role
as a space for personal interaction and public discourse. Hate speech on Instagram
frequently appears in comment sections, direct messages, and reactions to posts by
influencers, activists, or media outlets. The visual nature of the platform can intensify
the impact of hateful content, especially when it targets personal identity traits such as
ethnicity, religion, gender identity, or sexual orientation. Visibility on Instagram can be
empowering, enabling community-building and self-expression, but it also increases
vulnerability to harassment. LGBTQ+ youth and young people from migrant or minority
backgrounds are particularly exposed in this context, as visibility can simultaneously
attract support and hostility.
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Messaging applications such as WhatsApp occupy a more ambiguous position within
the digital ecosystem. They are often perceived as private and therefore safer spaces,
yet qualitative findings from focus groups and practitioner insights suggest that harmful
language, discriminatory jokes, and exclusionary behaviour frequently circulate in
group chats connected to schools, sports teams, or friendship groups. These semi-
private environments are largely invisible to external moderation and rarely appear in
official statistics, yet they play a significant role in shaping norms around acceptable
speech. Hate speech in such contexts is often minimised or dismissed as humour,
making it difficult for young people to challenge peers without risking social exclusion.

Online gaming platforms and gaming-related communication channels also represent
important environments, particularly for younger male users. Voice chats, live streams,
and in-game messaging systems are frequently identified by youth workers and
educators as spaces where sexist remarks, racist slurs, and homophobic language
are common. While not all offensive language in gaming environments meets the legal
definition of hate speech, repeated exposure contributes to desensitisation and can
reinforce discriminatory attitudes. These environments are rarely captured in official
hate crime or hate speech statistics, further contributing to the underestimation of
digital harm experienced by young people.

Differences in platform use and exposure to hate speech can be observed across age,
gender, and social background. Younger adolescents tend to engage more with
entertainment-driven platforms such as TikTok and gaming environments, while older
youth diversify their use to include information-seeking, activism, and participation in
public debate. Girls, LGBTQ+ youth, and young people from migrant or minority
backgrounds report higher perceived vulnerability and emotional impact when
encountering hate speech, particularly on public-facing and visually oriented
platforms. Urban youth may encounter more diverse and polarised content due to
broader online networks, although improved connectivity means that rural youth are
by no means insulated from online hate.

Taken together, the evidence indicates that hate speech encountered by young people
in Belgium is not confined to marginal or extremist online spaces, but is embedded
within the mainstream platforms that structure everyday communication and social
interaction. Algorithmic amplification, cross-platform circulation, and uneven
moderation increase the likelihood that young people will encounter hateful content
even when they are not actively seeking it. Understanding these platform-specific
dynamics is essential for developing targeted prevention, education, and protection
strategies, which are explored in subsequent sections of this country study.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

The drivers that push young people in Belgium toward engaging in online hate speech
or hate-related behaviour are multifaceted and deeply interconnected. Rather than
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being the result of individual pathology or isolated moral failure, such behaviour
emerges from the interaction between personal vulnerabilities, peer dynamics,
platform architectures, and broader social and political contexts. Available research
and practitioner-based evidence consistently suggests that young perpetrators are
rarely motivated by a single factor. Instead, harmful behaviour develops through
cumulative processes in which online environments interact with offline experiences
and social pressures.

Peer influence and group dynamics constitute one of the most powerful drivers of
online behaviour among young people. Adolescence and early adulthood are life
stages characterised by identity formation, experimentation, and a heightened need
for social belonging. In digital environments, these dynamics are intensified by visible
metrics of approval such as likes, shares, views, and comments. Behaviour that
attracts attention or validation is more likely to be repeated, regardless of its ethical
implications. As a result, hateful or offensive content may be shared not out of deep
ideological conviction, but as a way of gaining status, humour, or acceptance within a
peer group.

This dynamic is particularly evident in group chats, gaming environments, and
comment sections, where informal norms develop quickly and are rarely challenged.
Discriminatory language can become normalised through repetition, irony, or framing
as “banter,” creating an environment in which silence is interpreted as approval. Young
people who might privately disagree with hateful content may refrain from intervening
due to fear of social exclusion, ridicule, or escalation. Over time, this normalisation
lowers the perceived seriousness of hate speech and reduces empathy for targeted
groups.

Exposure to extremist, polarising, or conspiratorial content represents another
significant risk factor, even when young people do not actively seek out such material.
Algorithm-driven recommendation systems on major platforms tend to amplify content
that provokes strong emotional reactions, such as outrage, fear, or resentment. This
can gradually lead young users from relatively neutral content toward more extreme
narratives, particularly when such narratives are presented in simplified, emotionally
resonant forms. In the Belgian context, this exposure often intersects with societal
debates around migration, religion, gender equality, and national identity.

While only a small minority of young people become involved in organised extremist
movements, a much broader segment may absorb fragments of hostile rhetoric,
stereotypes, or conspiracy-based explanations. These narratives often portray certain
groups as threats, scapegoats, or undeserving of rights, thereby lowering the threshold
for engaging in hate speech. Importantly, this process does not require explicit
ideological commitment; it can occur through repeated exposure to memes, jokes, or
opinionated content that frames discrimination as common sense or “speaking the
truth.”
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A lack of digital literacy and critical thinking skills further increases vulnerability to
these dynamics. Although young people are frequently described as “digital natives,”
research consistently shows that technical proficiency does not automatically translate
into critical understanding of online content. Many young users struggle to distinguish
between satire, opinion, misinformation, and hate speech, particularly when harmful
messages are disguised as humour or irony. In Belgium, media and digital literacy
initiatives exist but are unevenly implemented across regions, schools, and
educational tracks. This unevenness leaves some young people better equipped than
others to recognise manipulation, challenge harmful narratives, or reflect on the
consequences of online behaviour.

Experiences of discrimination, exclusion, or marginalisation in offline contexts can also
act as catalysts for online hate-related behaviour. Young people who feel socially
invisible, unfairly treated, or excluded from opportunities may turn to online spaces as
outlets for frustration, anger, or resentment. In some cases, this results in the
reproduction of harmful narratives against other marginalised groups, a phenomenon
often described as horizontal hostility. Rather than fostering solidarity, experiences of
exclusion may be redirected toward groups perceived as competitors for recognition,
resources, or social acceptance.

This dynamic illustrates the complex and non-linear relationship between victimisation
and perpetration. Being exposed to discrimination does not automatically lead to
empathy; in some contexts, it may instead reinforce cycles of hostility, particularly
when divisive narratives offer simplified explanations for personal or collective
hardship. Online environments can intensify this process by providing immediate
audiences, validation, and reinforcement from like-minded peers.

Broader social, cultural, and economic marginalisation further shapes the conditions
under which online hate speech emerges. Structural inequalities, limited access to
stable employment or education, and feelings of political or social disenfranchisement
can increase susceptibility to polarising narratives. In digital spaces, these narratives
are often framed as forms of resistance, authenticity, or truth-telling, appealing to
young people seeking clarity, belonging, or a sense of agency. When such messages
are echoed by peers, influencers, or algorithmically promoted content, hostility toward
minorities can become normalised and even morally justified.

Platform-specific characteristics intensify all of these risk factors. Anonymity or
perceived anonymity reduces social accountability and weakens the emotional
connection between speaker and target. Physical distance and lack of immediate
feedback diminish empathy and lower inhibitions, making it easier to engage in
behaviour that would be unlikely in face-to-face interactions. Rapid content circulation
and the absence of immediate consequences further encourage impulsive or
provocative behaviour, particularly among younger users whose emotional regulation
and perspective-taking skills are still developing.
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In this context, hate speech may be experienced by perpetrators as low-risk, socially
rewarded, or disconnected from real-world impact. The cumulative effect of these
dynamics is an online environment in which harmful behaviour can flourish even
without explicit malicious intent.

Taken together, these factors suggest that youth perpetration of online hate speech in
Belgium should be understood as the outcome of a broader ecosystem rather than as
isolated acts of individual wrongdoing. Social pressures, digital architectures, and
structural inequalities interact to shape behaviour in ways that are often invisible to
both perpetrators and institutions. Addressing these drivers therefore requires
responses that go beyond punitive or reactive measures. Effective interventions must
strengthen digital and critical literacy, foster inclusive peer cultures, address
experiences of offline discrimination and marginalisation, and promote reflective
engagement with online content. These dimensions are further explored in later
sections of this country study, particularly through qualitative findings from young
people and professionals.

3. Impact on Victims

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

Qualitative data collected through youth questionnaires and focus groups provides
detailed insight into how young people in Belgium experience online hate speech and
how it affects their everyday digital lives. Across both data sources, participants
consistently described online hate speech as a frequent and normalised presence
rather than as isolated or exceptional incidents. While the intensity and form of
exposure varied, most participants reported encountering hateful content regularly,
either as direct targets or as witnesses to attacks against groups with which they
identify.

Young people who had been directly targeted described experiences of racism,
xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia, and gender-based hostility, often occurring in
public online spaces such as comment sections on social media platforms.
Participants from migrant backgrounds reported being confronted with stereotypes,
demeaning language, or messages questioning their belonging. One participant
described encountering racist comments as “constant background noise,” explaining
that even when individual comments seemed minor, their cumulative effect was
emotionally exhausting. Another noted that repeated exposure led them to disengage
from discussions entirely, stating that “after a while, you stop reacting because it feels
pointless and draining.”

LGBTQ+ participants frequently highlighted experiences of vulnerability linked not only
to direct attacks but also to witnessing homophobic or transphobic content. Even when
not personally addressed, such content was described as creating a sense of threat
and insecurity. One participant explained that “seeing those comments makes you
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think twice before posting anything personal,” while another noted that hateful memes
and jokes circulating among peers made it difficult to know when content crossed a
line from humour into harm. These experiences illustrate how indirect exposure can
still have a strong emotional impact, shaping how young people present themselves
online.

Several participants emphasised that hate speech is often subtle or indirect,
embedded in jokes, sarcasm, or coded language. This ambiguity was described as
particularly challenging, as it allows perpetrators to deny harmful intent while still
reinforcing exclusionary messages. Younger participants, in particular, reported
uncertainty about whether certain content should be taken seriously or dismissed as
“just online behaviour,” which sometimes delayed recognition of harm or discouraged
seeking support.

Focus group discussions revealed that hate speech is perceived as more aggressive
and visible in public online spaces than in private interactions. Public comment
sections on platforms such as Instagram and TikTok were repeatedly identified as
environments where hateful content appears most frequently. In contrast, private
group chats were described as spaces where discriminatory language is often
normalised and rarely challenged, especially when shared among peers. One
participant explained that “in group chats, people say things they would never post
publicly, but it still affects how you feel.”

Participants also reflected on the emotional impact of being targeted or exposed to
hate speech. Feelings of stress, anger, sadness, and helplessness were commonly
reported, alongside longer-term effects such as withdrawal from online spaces and
reduced willingness to express opinions. Some participants described becoming more
cautious about engaging in discussions or sharing personal content, while others
reported deliberately limiting their online presence to avoid further exposure. These
responses indicate that online hate speech shapes not only emotional wellbeing but
also patterns of digital participation.

Experiences with reporting hate speech were largely negative or ambivalent.
Participants who had attempted to report content described the process as time-
consuming and emotionally draining, often with little or no feedback from platforms.
One participant noted that after reporting a racist comment and seeing no visible
outcome, they felt discouraged from reporting again. Others explained that they had
never reported content because they did not trust platforms to act or feared that
reporting might escalate the situation. This lack of confidence in reporting mechanisms
contributed to feelings of isolation and self-reliance.

Despite these challenges, some participants shared experiences of peer support and
collective responses to online hate. Talking with friends was frequently mentioned as
a primary coping strategy, helping participants process emotions and validate their
experiences. In some cases, peers intervened by supporting the targeted person
rather than confronting the perpetrator directly, which participants described as more
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effective and less risky. These accounts highlight the importance of informal support
networks in mitigating harm, even when formal mechanisms are perceived as
ineffective.

Overall, the qualitative findings reveal that young people in Belgium experience online
hate speech as a persistent and emotionally impactful aspect of their digital lives. Their
testimonies underscore that harm is not limited to overt or extreme incidents but often
accumulates through repeated exposure to everyday hostility. The lived experiences
captured through questionnaires and focus groups illustrate how online hate speech
affects young people’s sense of safety, belonging, and agency, laying the groundwork
for the emotional, social, and educational impacts explored in the following section.

3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences

The qualitative data collected through questionnaires and focus groups indicates that
exposure to online hate speech has significant emotional, social, and educational
consequences for young people in Belgium, even when incidents are not formally
reported or publicly visible. Participants consistently described both immediate and
cumulative effects, highlighting how repeated exposure to hostile online environments
shapes wellbeing, behaviour, and participation over time.

In the short term, emotional responses to online hate speech frequently included
stress, anxiety, anger, and fear. Young people described feeling emotionally
overwhelmed after encountering hateful comments, particularly when these were
directed at aspects of their identity such as ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or
gender identity. Several participants noted that even brief encounters with hateful
content could linger throughout the day, affecting mood and concentration. Others
described a constant state of alertness while online, anticipating negative reactions or
attacks, which contributed to heightened anxiety and emotional fatigue. As a result,
withdrawal from online spaces emerged as a common coping response, with
participants deliberately avoiding comment sections, public discussions, or certain
platforms perceived as hostile.

Over the longer term, repeated exposure to online hate speech was associated with
deeper impacts on self-confidence, identity, and trust. Some participants reported
guestioning whether they belonged in certain online or offline spaces, while others
described internal struggles related to identity and self-expression. LGBTQ+
participants and young people from migrant backgrounds were particularly likely to
describe a loss of trust in digital platforms and, more broadly, in society’s willingness
to protect them. This erosion of trust often led to disengagement not only from online
discussions but also from civic or social participation, reinforcing feelings of invisibility
or exclusion.

Social consequences were also evident across the qualitative material. Participants
described experiences of isolation resulting from their decision to withdraw from online
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interactions or to limit self-disclosure. While such strategies were often adopted for
self-protection, they sometimes reduced opportunities for connection and support. In
peer contexts, exposure to hateful language—especially when normalised as jokes or
humour—created tension and discomfort, making some young people feel reluctant to
challenge friends or classmates. A few participants described strained relationships
with peers or family members who dismissed online hate speech as insignificant or
advised them to simply ignore it, which contributed to feelings of being misunderstood
or unsupported.

The educational impact of online hate speech, while less immediately visible, was
nonetheless present in several accounts. Participants described difficulties
concentrating on schoolwork after distressing online experiences, as well as reduced
motivation and engagement in educational activities. In some cases, online conflicts
or harassment spilled over into school environments, affecting classroom dynamics
and interactions with peers. Although outright absenteeism was not always explicitly
reported, participants noted avoiding certain school-related activities, group work, or
social events due to fear of encountering hostility linked to online incidents. These
patterns suggest that the effects of online hate speech extend beyond digital spaces
and can influence young people’s educational experiences and sense of safety in
learning environments.

Importantly, participants emphasised that these consequences are often cumulative
rather than the result of a single severe incident. Repeated exposure to low-level
hostility, stereotypes, or demeaning language was described as particularly damaging,
gradually eroding emotional resilience and willingness to engage. Because such
experiences are frequently normalised or minimised by others, young people may
struggle to articulate their impact or to access appropriate support.

Overall, the qualitative findings demonstrate that online hate speech has far-reaching
consequences for young people’s emotional wellbeing, social relationships, and
educational engagement. These impacts underscore the need to view online hate
speech not as a marginal or purely digital issue, but as a phenomenon with tangible
effects on young people’s daily lives and development. Understanding these
consequences is essential for designing effective prevention and support
mechanisms, which are further explored in the following section on coping strategies
and available support.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

The qualitative findings from questionnaires and focus groups show that young people
in Belgium rely primarily on individual and peer-based coping strategies when
confronted with online hate speech, while formal reporting mechanisms and
institutional support are used less frequently and often with hesitation. Participants
described a pragmatic approach to managing harm, shaped by emotional capacity,

28



Co-funded by
- the European Union UN TY

perceived effectiveness of available tools, and levels of trust in platforms and
institutions.

The most common immediate response to online hate speech reported by participants
was ignoring or disengaging. Many young people explained that scrolling past hateful
content, muting comment sections, or avoiding specific platforms altogether felt like
the least emotionally demanding option. This strategy was often framed as self-
protection rather than indifference. Participants described becoming selective about
where and how they engage online, consciously withdrawing from public discussions
or controversial topics to reduce exposure. While this approach helped limit immediate
distress, several participants acknowledged that it also reinforced feelings of exclusion
and reduced their sense of agency online.

Blocking and muting were also frequently mentioned as coping tools, particularly when
hate speech occurred in direct messages or repeated interactions. These functions
were perceived as more effective than reporting, as they provided an immediate sense
of control. However, participants noted that blocking does not address the broader
issue of hateful content circulating publicly, nor does it prevent others from being
targeted. As a result, blocking was often seen as a personal boundary-setting measure
rather than a solution.

Reporting hate speech to platforms was described as a more ambivalent strategy.
While most participants were aware that reporting tools exist, many expressed
uncertainty about how to use them correctly or what outcomes to expect. Those who
had attempted reporting often described the process as time-consuming, emotionally
draining, and opaque. Several participants reported receiving no feedback after
submitting reports or seeing content remain online, which undermined their confidence
in the system. This lack of transparency contributed to a perception that reporting is
ineffective, discouraging repeated use.

Trust in social media platforms to protect users from hate speech was generally low.
Participants expressed frustration with inconsistent moderation, slow responses, and
automated systems that fail to recognise context, local languages, or indirect forms of
hate. Some felt that platforms prioritise engagement over user safety, leaving young
people responsible for managing harm on their own. This perception reinforced
reliance on personal coping strategies rather than formal mechanisms.

Seeking support from peers emerged as one of the most important and accessible
coping strategies. Many participants described talking with friends as a way to process
emotions, gain perspective, and feel validated. Peer support was particularly valued
because it felt informal, immediate, and non-judgemental. In some cases, peers also
played an active role in responding to hate speech by collectively supporting the
targeted person or challenging harmful behaviour within group chats. Participants
noted that such collective responses felt safer and more effective than acting alone.

In contrast, seeking help from adults or institutions was less commonly reported.
Participants expressed mixed feelings about approaching teachers, parents, or other
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professionals, often citing fears of not being taken seriously or of adults
underestimating the impact of online hate speech. Some participants described
previous experiences where concerns were dismissed as “just online issues,” which
reduced their willingness to seek help again. Migrant participants in particular
expressed scepticism about whether reporting incidents would lead to protection or
meaningful follow-up.

Awareness of formal victim support services, such as psychological counselling, legal
advice, or specialised NGOs, was generally limited. Several participants admitted that
they would not know where to turn if online hate speech escalated or became
overwhelming. Even when services were known, concerns about accessibility,
confidentiality, and stigma acted as barriers to use. Participants emphasised that
support services need to be clearly communicated, easy to access, and youth-friendly
in order to be effective.

Overall, the qualitative findings indicate that while young people develop adaptive
strategies to cope with online hate speech, these strategies often prioritise emotional
survival over resolution or accountability. The reliance on ignoring, blocking, and peer
support reflects both resilience and systemic gaps in protection. Limited trust in
platforms and institutions, combined with low visibility of support services, leaves many
young people feeling that responsibility for dealing with online hate rests largely on
their own shoulders. These findings highlight the need for clearer reporting
mechanisms, stronger institutional responses, and more accessible support
structures, themes that are further addressed in later sections of this country study.

4, Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

Belgium has a relatively comprehensive legal framework addressing hate speech,
hate crimes, and discrimination, grounded in both national constitutional principles and
binding European and international obligations. The legal approach does not rely on
a single consolidated “hate crime law,” but rather on a combination of criminal
provisions, anti-discrimination legislation, and procedural rules that together define,
prohibit, and sanction hate-motivated conduct, including when it occurs in online
environments.

At the constitutional level, Belgium guarantees freedom of expression while allowing
for limitations necessary to protect the rights and dignity of others. This balance is
reflected throughout the criminal and civil law framework, where hate speech is not
treated as a general category of offensive expression butis criminalised when it meets
specific legal thresholds, such as incitement to discrimination, hatred, or violence
against protected groups. The Belgian Criminal Code contains several provisions that
penalise acts committed with a discriminatory motive, including public incitement to
hatred or violence, harassment, threats, and certain forms of defamation. These
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provisions apply irrespective of whether the conduct takes place offline or online,
meaning that digital hate speech can be prosecuted under the same legal standards
as traditional forms of expression.

Belgian law distinguishes conceptually between hate speech and hate crime, although
these terms are not always explicitly defined using that exact terminology in legislation.
Hate speech is generally understood in legal practice as public expression that incites
discrimination, hatred, or violence against individuals or groups based on protected
characteristics, such as race, ethnic origin, nationality, religion or belief, sexual
orientation, gender identity, disability, or other legally recognised grounds. Hate crime,
by contrast, refers to a criminal offence—such as assault, harassment, or property
damage—that is committed with a discriminatory motive. In such cases, the bias
motivation functions as an aggravating circumstance, potentially leading to more
severe penalties.

A central pillar of the Belgian framework is the set of federal anti-discrimination laws,
notably those adopted in 2007 and subsequently amended. These laws prohibit
discrimination, harassment, and incitement to hatred across a wide range of protected
characteristics and apply to multiple domains, including employment, education,
access to services, and public communication. Importantly, they explicitly cover acts
committed through electronic and digital means, providing a legal basis for addressing
online hate speech even when it does not escalate into violence. These laws also
establish the mandate of the Interfederal Equality Body, Unia, which plays a key role
in receiving complaints, supporting victims, and cooperating with judicial authorities.

From a procedural perspective, Belgium has adopted specific prosecutorial guidelines
to ensure that hate-related offences are identified and handled appropriately. These
guidelines instruct police and prosecutors to actively assess whether a discriminatory
motive is present and to record it accordingly. While these instruments are not laws in
the strict sense, they are crucial for translating legal norms into practice and for
improving consistency in the handling of hate speech and hate crime cases, including
those originating online.

Belgium’s national legal framework is closely aligned with European Union law. The
country has transposed key EU instruments, most notably the EU Framework Decision
on combating certain forms and expressions of racism and xenophobia by means of
criminal law. This instrument requires Member States to criminalise public incitement
to violence or hatred and to ensure that racist and xenophobic motivation is treated as
an aggravating circumstance. Belgian legislation largely meets these requirements,
although challenges remain in implementation and data collection, particularly in digital
contexts.

In addition to EU law, Belgium is bound by standards developed within the Council of
Europe framework, including the European Convention on Human Rights and the case
law of the European Court of Human Rights. Council of Europe recommendations on
hate speech, cyberviolence, and the protection of minors online have influenced
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national debates and policy development, particularly regarding the need to balance
freedom of expression with the protection of vulnerable groups. Belgian courts
routinely refer to European human rights standards when interpreting the limits of
permissible expression, including in cases involving online content.

Overall, Belgium’s national legislation provides a solid legal basis for addressing hate
speech and hate crimes, including those affecting young people in digital
environments. Definitions and prohibitions are generally clear in law, and links with EU
directives and Council of Europe standards are well established. However, as later
sections of this study will show, challenges persist not so much in the existence of
legal norms, but in their consistent application, enforcement, and accessibility for
young victims navigating online harm.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

In addition to its legislative framework, Belgium has adopted a range of policy
measures and strategic approaches aimed at preventing hate speech, combating
discrimination, and improving responses to hate crimes, including those occurring in
digital environments. These measures are spread across different policy domains
(justice, education, youth, equality, and digital affairs) rather than consolidated into a
single national action plan exclusively dedicated to online hate speech. As a result,
Belgium’s policy response is best understood as a multi-layered and cross-sectoral
approach, combining federal, regional, and community-level initiatives.

At the federal level, policy measures addressing hate speech and hate crime are
closely linked to broader strategies on equality, non-discrimination, and fundamental
rights. National equality and anti-racism action plans have emphasised the need to
prevent discrimination, support victims, and improve institutional coordination. Within
these frameworks, online hate speech is increasingly recognised as a priority area,
particularly in light of its growing visibility and its impact on young people and minority
groups. These strategies typically highlight awareness-raising, data collection, training
of professionals, and cooperation with civil society as key pillars.

Belgium has also developed specific policy instruments aimed at improving the
identification and handling of hate-related offences. Prosecutorial and policing
guidelines encourage closer cooperation between police services, prosecutors, and
equality bodies, with the explicit aim of ensuring that discriminatory motives are
recognised and recorded. While these measures are primarily operational, they reflect
a broader policy commitment to treating hate crime and hate speech as distinct and
serious phenomena rather than as generic public-order issues.

Youth-specific prevention strategies are most visible within the education and youth
policy domains, which fall largely under the responsibility of Belgium’s linguistic
communities. In these contexts, prevention of online hate speech is often addressed
through media literacy, digital citizenship, and citizenship education rather than
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through standalone anti-hate programmes. Schools are encouraged to promote
respectful online behaviour, critical thinking, and awareness of discrimination,
although the extent and consistency of implementation vary across regions and
educational institutions. As a result, access to preventive education depends
significantly on local priorities, school leadership, and available resources.

Cooperation with schools is a recurring element in national and regional policy
discourse. Educational authorities and support services work with schools to address
online safety, bullying, and harmful online behaviour, including hate speech. These
efforts often take the form of teacher training, pedagogical materials, and external
workshops delivered by specialised organisations. However, policy evaluations and
practitioner feedback suggest that such initiatives are frequently project-based and
reactive, rather than systematically embedded in curricula or long-term prevention
strategies.

Cooperation with police services forms another important component of policy
measures. Beyond enforcement, police are increasingly expected to play a preventive
and educational role, particularly through school outreach and community
engagement. In some contexts, police officers participate in awareness sessions on
online safety and hate crime, aiming to improve trust and encourage reporting. While
these initiatives can be valuable, their reach and frequency vary, and they are not
always specifically tailored to the experiences and communication styles of young
people.

Engagement with technology companies and social media platforms remains more
limited and largely indirect. Belgium, like other EU Member States, relies heavily on
the regulatory framework established at EU level, including obligations placed on
platforms to address illegal content and cooperate with national authorities. At the
national level, dialogue with platforms tends to occur through regulatory bodies, law
enforcement cooperation, or participation in broader European initiatives rather than
through youth-focused partnerships. As a result, young people’s perspectives are
rarely central in platform-related policy discussions.

Belgium’s policy measures are also influenced by international and European
standards, particularly those developed within the Council of Europe framework.
Recommendations on combating hate speech, promoting digital citizenship, and
protecting minors online have informed national debates and policy priorities,
reinforcing the emphasis on prevention, education, and proportional responses that
respect freedom of expression.

Overall, Belgium has put in place a range of policy measures relevant to combating
online hate speech and hate crime, with growing recognition of the specific
vulnerabilities of young people. However, these measures remain fragmented across
policy areas and levels of governance. Youth-specific prevention strategies exist
primarily within education and media literacy frameworks, while cooperation with
schools and police is more developed than engagement with technology platforms.
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This fragmented landscape highlights the need for stronger coordination, clearer
youth-centred objectives, and more systematic integration of online hate prevention
into national and regional strategies, issues that are further explored in the following
section on enforcement and implementation challenges.

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

While Belgium has a well-established legal and policy framework to address hate
speech and hate crimes, the effectiveness of enforcement in practice remains uneven,
particularly in relation to online environments and cases involving young people.
Evidence drawn from official statistics, equality body reporting, and qualitative input
from professionals consistently indicates that the main challenges do not stem from a
lack of legal provisions, but from difficulties in detection, reporting, qualification, and
follow-through. These challenges are especially pronounced in digital contexts, where
harm is often diffuse, perpetrators are less visible, and victims may struggle to
navigate institutional pathways.

From an enforcement perspective, hate speech and hate crime cases in Belgium
typically follow a multi-stage process, beginning with the recognition of harm by the
victim, followed by reporting, assessment by police or equality bodies, prosecutorial
decision-making, and, in some cases, judicial proceedings. Attrition can occur at every
stage of this pathway. Many incidents never enter the system at all, while others are
filtered out due to evidentiary limitations, legal thresholds, or prioritisation decisions.
For young people, this process can appear complex, opaque, and discouraging,
reinforcing disengagement from formal mechanisms.

In terms of prosecution, Belgium does bring hate crime and hate speech cases before
the courts, and discriminatory motives are increasingly recognised within the criminal
justice system. Prosecution figures suggest that a substantial number of cases are
formally pursued each year, reflecting institutional awareness and commitment.
However, the gap between incidents experienced by young people online, cases
reported to civil society organisations, and cases that ultimately result in prosecution
remains significant. This gap highlights structural attrition rather than a lack of legal
tools. Many incidents reported to NGOs or equality bodies never progress to formal
complaints, either because victims choose not to pursue legal action or because cases
are redirected toward non-judicial solutions.

Underreporting remains one of the most significant barriers to effective enforcement.
Young people frequently hesitate to report online hate speech due to low trust in
institutions, fear of escalation, concerns about confidentiality, or uncertainty about
whether an incident meets the legal threshold for action. This hesitation is reinforced
by the perception that online hate speech is widespread, socially tolerated, and rarely
sanctioned. As a result, many young victims normalise harmful behaviour or rely on
self-managed coping strategies, such as blocking or disengaging, rather than seeking
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legal remedies. Law enforcement agencies are therefore often confronted with only
the most severe, repeated, or visible cases, leaving a substantial portion of everyday
digital harm unaddressed.

When incidents are reported, evidentiary challenges pose a major obstacle to effective
prosecution. Online hate speech frequently involves anonymous or pseudonymous
users, accounts hosted on foreign platforms, or content that is rapidly deleted or
altered. Identifying perpetrators may require technical expertise, cross-border
cooperation, and timely intervention, all of which can delay or complicate
investigations. Victims—particularly young people—may not know how to preserve
evidence in a legally usable form, such as capturing screenshots with timestamps,
URLs, or contextual information. Repeated low-level harassment spread across
platforms can be especially difficult to document as a coherent case.

Legal complexity further complicates enforcement. Belgian law criminalises incitement
to hatred, discrimination, or violence and recognises discriminatory motives as
aggravating circumstances, but the thresholds for prosecution remain high, particularly
in light of strong protections for freedom of expression. Distinguishing between
offensive or harmful speech, legally protected expression, and criminal hate speech
requires nuanced legal assessment and contextual interpretation. This complexity can
lead to cautious prosecutorial decision-making, reclassification of cases, or dismissal
at early stages. From the victim’s perspective, such outcomes may appear arbitrary or
dismissive, reinforcing perceptions that reporting is ineffective or not worth the
emotional effort involved.

Training and preparedness of law enforcement in dealing with digital hate crime
constitute another critical challenge. While Belgium has taken steps to raise
awareness of hate crime among police and prosecutors, training is not uniformly
implemented and often depends on local priorities, resources, and individual expertise.
Professionals consulted during the research process noted that law enforcement
officers tend to be more confident in addressing offline incidents than online ones.
Digital environments require familiarity with platform dynamics, online cultures, and
evolving forms of expression, including coded language and memes, which are not
always adequately covered in standard training programmes.

The quality of initial responses can have a decisive impact on whether young victims
remain engaged with enforcement mechanisms. Limited training in digital evidence
gathering or victim-centred communication may affect how reports are received,
recorded, and followed up. For young people, negative first interactions, such as
feeling misunderstood, dismissed, or overwhelmed by procedures, can permanently
discourage further engagement with the system.

Coordination between law enforcement, prosecutors, and equality bodies has
improved over time, particularly through formal cooperation mechanisms and referral
practices involving actors such as Unia. Equality bodies often serve as accessible
entry points for victims, providing guidance and support before cases reach the
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criminal justice system. However, coordination is not always seamless, and
institutional responsibilities may remain unclear from the victim’'s perspective. Young
people may struggle to understand which organisation is responsible for prevention,
support, or enforcement, further increasing the perceived complexity of seeking help.

In sum, enforcement of hate speech and hate crime legislation in Belgium reflects a
mixed picture of progress and persistent challenges. Legal tools exist and are used,
but their effectiveness is constrained by underreporting, evidentiary difficulties, legal
complexity, uneven training, and fragmented institutional pathways. For young people
affected by online hate speech, these challenges translate into limited access to justice
and protection. Strengthening enforcement therefore requires not only legal
refinement, but also investment in digital expertise, victim-centred practices, clearer
coordination, and improved trust-building measures—issues that are closely linked to
the institutional and civil society responses discussed in the following section.

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1 Governmental Actors

The institutional response to hate speech and hate crimes in Belgium is characterised
by a multi-level governance structure, reflecting the country’s federal system and the
division of competences between federal, regional, and community authorities.
Responsibility for addressing online hate speech affecting young people is therefore
shared across several ministries and public bodies, each contributing from its
respective mandate. While this structure allows for specialised interventions in
different policy domains, it also creates challenges in terms of coordination and
coherence.

At the federal level, the primary responsibility for hate crime and hate speech falls
within the remit of the justice and internal affairs sectors. Federal justice authorities
are responsible for the criminal law framework, prosecution policy, and judicial follow-
up of hate-related offences, including those committed online. Prosecutorial services
and federal police play a central role in identifying discriminatory motives, pursuing
investigations, and cooperating with courts. The federal level is also responsible for
aligning national legislation with EU directives and international human rights
obligations, ensuring that Belgium’'s legal framework remains consistent with
European standards.

The federal equality and anti-discrimination policy framework is another key pillar of
governmental action. Through its mandate, the state supports mechanisms for victim
reporting, legal guidance, and institutional cooperation related to discrimination and
hate speech. Although operational activities are often delegated to specialised bodies,
the federal authorities retain responsibility for policy direction, funding, and
international reporting obligations. This includes engagement with European and
international monitoring bodies and contribution to comparative data collection efforts.
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Responsibility for education and youth policy lies primarily with Belgium’s linguistic
communities, which have significant autonomy in shaping curricula, prevention
strategies, and support structures for young people. Educational authorities play a
crucial role in prevention by promoting digital citizenship, media literacy, and respectful
communication, as well as by addressing the spillover of online hate speech into
school environments. Youth administrations and services at community level also
support non-formal education initiatives, youth work, and awareness-raising activities
aimed at fostering inclusion and critical thinking among young people. However, the
extent to which online hate speech is explicitly addressed within these frameworks
varies, depending on regional priorities and resources.

Public bodies responsible for digital affairs and online safety contribute indirectly to
combating online hate speech, primarily through regulation, awareness campaigns,
and coordination with other actors. While Belgium does not have a single central
authority dedicated exclusively to online safety for youth, digital policy responsibilities
are distributed across federal and community-level institutions. These bodies engage
with broader EU-level regulatory frameworks governing online platforms and digital
services, which shape the obligations of technology companies operating in Belgium.

Coordination between governmental actors occurs through a combination of formal
and informal mechanisms. Inter-institutional cooperation is particularly important
between justice authorities, police services, education actors, and equality-focused
institutions. Referral pathways exist to ensure that victims can be directed to
appropriate support or legal channels, and information-sharing mechanisms aim to
improve consistency in handling hate-related cases. Nevertheless, practitioners and
policy observers note that coordination is often reactive and case-specific, rather than
embedded in a comprehensive national strategy focused explicitly on online hate
speech affecting young people.

Overall, governmental actors in Belgium collectively cover the key policy areas
relevant to addressing hate speech and hate crimes, including justice, youth,
education, and digital affairs. Their roles are complementary but fragmented, reflecting
the broader institutional structure of the country. While this allows for targeted
expertise, it also underscores the need for stronger coordination, clearer delineation
of responsibilities, and more explicit youth-centred approaches within institutional
responses to online hate speech.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organisations play a central and often bridging role in Belgium’s response
to online hate speech and hate crimes, particularly in relation to victim support,
prevention, and awareness-raising among young people. In many cases, NGOs act
as the first point of contact for victims, compensating for gaps in institutional
accessibility and providing specialised expertise that complements governmental
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action. Their work is especially significant for groups disproportionately affected by
online hate, including young people from migrant backgrounds, ethnic minorities, and
LGBTQ+ youth.

A key actor in this landscape is Unia, Belgium’s Interfederal Equality Body. Although
Unia is institutionally mandated, it operates at the intersection of public authority and
civil society practice. Unia receives reports of discrimination and hate speech,
including online incidents, provides legal information and guidance to victims, and may
engage in mediation or support legal proceedings. It also conducts awareness
campaigns, publishes research and annual reports, and collaborates closely with
NGOs, police, and judicial authorities. For many young people, Unia represents one
of the few identifiable and trusted channels for addressing online hate beyond social
media platforms.

Several NGOs focus specifically on anti-racism, migration, and ethnic equality, offering
both preventive and support-oriented services. Organisations such as MRAX work on
combating racism and xenophobia through legal assistance, advocacy, and public
education. These organisations often support victims in documenting incidents,
understanding their rights, and deciding whether to pursue formal complaints. They
also deliver workshops and campaigns aimed at challenging stereotypes and
promoting intercultural dialogue, frequently targeting young audiences in schools and
youth centres.

In the area of LGBTQ+ rights and safety, organisations like cavaria and
RainbowHouse Brussels play a crucial role. These organisations provide safe spaces,
peer support, counselling referrals, and advocacy for LGBTQ+ individuals facing
discrimination or hate speech, including online. They also engage in preventive work
through education, training for professionals, and public campaigns that address
homophobia and transphobia in both offline and digital contexts. For LGBTQ+ youth,
these organisations often serve as trusted intermediaries, particularly when
institutional responses feel distant or insufficiently sensitive.

Youth-focused NGOs and media literacy organisations also contribute significantly to
prevention efforts. These organisations design and implement programmes on digital
citizenship, critical thinking, and responsible online behaviour, aiming to equip young
people with the skills needed to recognise and respond to hate speech. Their activities
typically include workshops, toolkits, peer-led initiatives, and collaborations with
schools and youth workers. While their primary focus may not be victim support, their
preventive role is essential in addressing the drivers of online hate identified in earlier
sections of this study.

Across these organisations, the range of services provided includes information and
guidance, psychosocial support or referral, legal advice or assistance, and awareness-
raising campaigns. Some NGOs operate helplines or reporting channels, while others
offer one-to-one support through caseworkers. Importantly, civil society actors often
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adopt a victim-centred and trust-based approach, which young people perceive as
more accessible and less intimidating than formal legal procedures.

Despite their crucial role, NGOs face structural challenges related to funding, capacity,
and sustainability. Many initiatives are project-based and dependent on short-term
funding, limiting their ability to provide continuous support or to scale up successful
practices. Coordination with governmental actors exists but is not always systematic,
and responsibilities may overlap or remain unclear from the victim’'s perspective.

Overall, civil society organisations in Belgium constitute a vital pillar of the response
to online hate speech and hate crimes affecting young people. By combining victim
support, prevention, and advocacy, they help bridge the gap between lived
experiences and institutional frameworks. Strengthening their capacity, visibility, and
integration into national strategies is essential for a more effective and youth-centred
response to online hate.

5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness-raising constitute a core component of Belgium’s
preventive response to online hate speech and hate crimes, particularly in relation to
young people. Given the strong link between youth online behaviour, digital
environments, and peer dynamics, prevention efforts are largely embedded within
education systems, youth work, and media literacy initiatives, rather than framed
exclusively as security or enforcement measures. As with other policy areas,
responsibility for education and awareness is distributed across Belgium’s linguistic
communities, resulting in a diverse but uneven landscape of initiatives.

School-based initiatives represent the most structured setting for prevention. Within
compulsory education, themes related to respect, diversity, citizenship, and
responsible online behaviour are addressed through broader curricula on civic
education and digital skills. While there is no single nationwide curriculum dedicated
specifically to online hate speech, schools are encouraged to integrate discussions on
discrimination, bullying, and harmful online behaviour into everyday teaching.
Teachers and school staff play a key role in recognising when online hate speech
affects students’ wellbeing or classroom dynamics, particularly when online conflicts
spill over into offline settings. However, qualitative evidence from professionals
indicates that responses are often reactive and depend heavily on individual teachers’
motivation, confidence, and training.

Training for teachers and educational professionals is therefore a critical element of
prevention. Across Belgium, teacher training and professional development
programmes increasingly include components on media literacy, digital citizenship,
and online safety, although coverage and depth vary by region and institution. Training
initiatives typically focus on helping educators recognise harmful online behaviour,
facilitate discussions on sensitive topics, and respond consistently when issues arise.
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Despite these efforts, gaps remain in equipping teachers with the tools and confidence
needed to address more complex or ambiguous forms of hate speech, particularly
when legal boundaries and freedom of expression are involved.

Media literacy and online safety campaigns targeting youth are another important pillar
of awareness-raising. Organisations such as Mediawijs play a leading role in
developing resources, campaigns, and training programmes aimed at strengthening
young people’s critical engagement with digital media. These initiatives emphasise
skills such as recognising misinformation, understanding algorithmic influence,
reflecting on online behaviour, and responding constructively to harmful content.
Similar initiatives exist in other linguistic communities, often delivered through youth
organisations, libraries, or cultural centres. While these campaigns are generally well-
regarded, their reach can be limited, and participation often depends on local uptake
rather than systematic implementation.

Specialised NGOs complement formal education by delivering workshops, peer-led
activities, and awareness campaigns focused explicitly on discrimination, hate speech,
and inclusion. These organisations frequently collaborate with schools and youth
services to provide external expertise, particularly on topics such as racism, migration,
and LGBTQ+ inclusion. Their interventions are often valued for being interactive,
experience-based, and closer to young people’s lived realities than traditional
classroom approaches. However, as with other civil society initiatives, their impact is
sometimes constrained by project-based funding and lack of long-term integration into
school programmes.

Partnerships between schools, NGOs, and technology companies remain
comparatively limited. While social media platforms provide online safety tools,
educational materials, or reporting mechanisms at a general level, direct collaboration
with schools or youth organisations in Belgium is not widespread. Most engagement
with technology companies occurs indirectly through EU-level frameworks or
regulatory obligations rather than through locally embedded partnerships focused on
youth prevention. As a result, opportunities to align platform practices with educational
efforts and youth perspectives are not fully exploited.

Overall, education and awareness campaigns in Belgium demonstrate a strong
commitment to prevention through learning, critical thinking, and dialogue. Schools,
educators, NGOs, and media literacy organisations collectively contribute to building
young people’s resilience and capacity to navigate online environments. However,
these efforts remain fragmented and unevenly distributed, with limited coordination
and variable sustainability. Strengthening systemic integration, expanding teacher
training, and fostering more structured partnerships—particularly with civil society and
digital platforms—would enhance the effectiveness and reach of education-based
responses to online hate speech affecting young people.
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6. Good Practices and Lessons Learned

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

Belgium has developed a number of effective national and local practices aimed at
preventing and responding to online hate speech targeting refugees and migrants,
primarily through the combined efforts of civil society organisations, schools, and
equality-focused institutions. These practices tend to prioritise prevention through
dialogue, empowerment of young people with migrant backgrounds, and support
mechanisms that are accessible and trusted, rather than relying solely on legal
enforcement.

One notable area of good practice is the work carried out by MRAX, which has long
been active in combating racism and xenophobia in Belgium. MRAX implements
awareness-raising campaigns, educational workshops, and victim support activities
that explicitly address hate speech, including online manifestations. Its initiatives often
target young people from migrant backgrounds as well as mixed youth groups,
fostering dialogue around stereotypes, discrimination, and digital behaviour. A key
strength of MRAX'’s approach is its close collaboration with migrant communities and
youth organisations, which helps ensure that interventions reflect lived experiences
and build trust. By combining legal expertise with educational outreach, MRAX
contributes both to individual empowerment and to broader cultural change.

Another relevant good practice can be found in school- and youth-centre—based
intercultural dialogue programmes, frequently implemented in partnership with NGOs
and local authorities. These initiatives create structured spaces where young people
from diverse backgrounds can discuss identity, migration, and online experiences of
hate in a moderated and supportive environment. Rather than addressing online hate
speech in isolation, these programmes link digital behaviour to offline experiences of
exclusion and belonging. Their effectiveness lies in encouraging empathy, peer
learning, and critical reflection, while also equipping young people with practical
strategies for responding to hate speech online. Educators and youth workers involved
in these programmes report that embedding discussions within everyday educational
contexts increases sustainability and relevance.

A further example of good practice is the casework and support model developed by
Unia, particularly in relation to racist and xenophobic hate speech affecting migrants
and refugees. Unia provides accessible reporting channels for victims of online hate,
offers guidance on rights and possible legal steps, and engages in mediation or
cooperation with prosecutors where appropriate. For young people from migrant
backgrounds, Unia’s role is especially important in bridging the gap between lived
experience and institutional responses. The organisation’s public reporting and
thematic analyses also contribute to raising awareness of patterns of online hate
against migrants, influencing policy debates and informing prevention strategies.
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Across these examples, several common elements emerge as lessons learned.
Initiatives are most effective when they actively involve young people as participants
rather than passive recipients, when they are rooted in collaboration with migrant
communities, and when they connect online hate speech to broader issues of
discrimination and social inclusion. Practices that combine education, empowerment,
and support are better able to address both the immediate impact of online hate and
its underlying drivers. These experiences demonstrate that combating online hate
against refugees and migrants requires sustained, community-based approaches that
recognise young people not only as potential victims, but also as key actors in fostering
more inclusive digital spaces.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

Belgium has a well-developed ecosystem of initiatives supporting LGBTQ youth, many
of which explicitly address online hate speech, cyberbullying, and digital
discrimination. These initiatives combine safe-space creation, youth participation, and
advocacy, recognising that LGBTQ young people are disproportionately exposed to
online hostility and that effective responses must be both preventive and supportive.

A prominent example of good practice is the work of ¢cavaria, which coordinates a wide
network of LGBTQ organisations and youth groups across Flanders. Cavaria
implements educational programmes, awareness campaigns, and policy advocacy
that address homophobic and transphobic hate speech, including in online
environments. Its youth-focused initiatives emphasise participatory approaches,
involving LGBTQ young people in the design of campaigns and training materials. This
ensures that interventions reflect real online experiences, including subtle and indirect
forms of hate. The organisation’s combination of grassroots engagement and policy-
level advocacy has strengthened visibility of online hate against LGBTQ youth while
promoting inclusive norms both online and offline.

Another strong example is the network of LGBTQ safe-space and youth support
initiatives coordinated through RainbowHouse Brussels. These initiatives provide
physical and digital safe spaces where LGBTQ youth can share experiences of
discrimination and online harassment in a supportive environment. While not
exclusively focused on online hate speech, these spaces play a critical preventive role
by reducing isolation and strengthening resilience. Peer support, facilitated
discussions, and referrals to psychological or legal assistance help young people
process online harm and regain a sense of agency. The effectiveness of this approach
lies in its accessibility and trust-based model, which encourages young people to seek
help early rather than withdrawing or coping alone.

Educational programmes addressing diversity and inclusion also represent an
important area of good practice. NGOs working with schools and youth services
deliver workshops on sexual orientation, gender identity, and respectful online
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communication, often integrating discussions of social media use and digital
harassment. These programmes are most effective when they move beyond abstract
tolerance messages and engage students in reflecting on real-life online scenarios.
By fostering empathy and challenging stereotypes, they help reduce both perpetration
and acceptance of homophobic or transphobic hate speech among peers.

Across these initiatives, several success factors can be identified. Participatory design
ensures relevance and credibility among LGBTQ youth, while safe-space models
address the emotional and social dimensions of online hate. Strong advocacy links
individual experiences to structural change, influencing public discourse and policy.
Together, these practices demonstrate that effective responses to online hate against
LGBTQ youth require a combination of prevention, support, and empowerment that
recognises young people as active contributors to safer digital environments.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

Belgium has implemented several effective practices aimed at reducing online hate
speech targeting ethnic minorities, including Muslim, Jewish, Roma, and other
racialised communities. These initiatives are largely driven by civil society actors, often
in close cooperation with equality bodies, schools, and local communities, and
combine reporting mechanisms, legal support, education, and community
empowerment. Their relevance for young people lies in their focus on accessibility,
trust-building, and recognition of lived experiences in both online and offline contexts.

A central example of good practice is the work of Unia, particularly in addressing online
hate speech affecting ethnic minorities. Unia operates accessible reporting channels
that allow victims or witnesses to report racist, antisemitic, Islamophobic, or other
discriminatory content encountered online. These reports can lead to legal analysis,
mediation, or referral to judicial authorities, depending on the case. For young people
from ethnic minority backgrounds, Unia’s role is especially important in translating
experiences of online hate into concrete institutional responses. Beyond individual
casework, Unia’s public reports and thematic analyses raise awareness of trends in
online hate, contributing to informed public debate and policy development.

Another important good practice is the implementation of anti-racism education and
awareness campaigns led by specialised NGOs working with ethnic minority
communities. Organisations such as MRAX combine advocacy, legal support, and
educational outreach to address racist and xenophobic narratives, including those
circulating online. Their initiatives often target young people in schools and youth
centres, using interactive workshops and real-life digital examples to challenge
stereotypes and encourage critical reflection. Effectiveness is strengthened by close
collaboration with community members, which helps ensure cultural sensitivity and
credibility, and by linking prevention activities to concrete support options for victims.
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Community resilience and dialogue projects also represent a valuable approach,
particularly for groups frequently targeted by online hate, such as Muslim and Jewish
communities. These initiatives focus on strengthening community leadership, fostering
dialogue with wider society, and empowering young people to respond constructively
to hate speech. By providing spaces for discussion and collective reflection, such
projects help young people contextualise online hate within broader social dynamics
and reduce feelings of isolation. When implemented in partnership with schools or
local youth services, these initiatives can reach mixed audiences and promote mutual
understanding across communities.

Across these examples, several lessons emerge. Trust is a critical factor: initiatives
are most effective when they are perceived as safe, accessible, and respectful of
young people’s identities. Community involvement and leadership enhance relevance
and sustainability, while partnerships between NGOs, schools, and equality bodies
help bridge the gap between lived experience and institutional action. These practices
demonstrate that addressing online hate targeting ethnic minorities requires integrated
approaches that combine prevention, support, and advocacy, while actively involving
young people as agents of change within their communities.

7. Identified Gaps and Needs

The analysis conducted in the previous sections highlights a set of interrelated
structural, institutional, and experiential gaps in Belgium’s response to online hate
speech and hate crimes affecting young people. These gaps concern not only the
availability and quality of data, but also the effectiveness of enforcement, the
coherence of prevention efforts, and the accessibility and adequacy of support
services. Importantly, they also reflect young people’s own perceptions of what is
missing and what would meaningfully improve their sense of safety, recognition, and
agency in digital environments.

A first major gap relates to data availability, consistency, and usability, particularly with
regard to youth-specific and digital-specific information. While Belgium collects police
and prosecution data on hate crimes and maintains detailed casework records through
equality bodies such as Unia, these datasets are not systematically disaggregated by
age. This limits the ability to assess the scale, characteristics, and evolution of hate
speech and hate crime affecting children, adolescents, and young adults.
Furthermore, official statistics rarely distinguish clearly between online and offline
incidents, making it difficult to track trends in digital hate speech over time or to
evaluate the impact of regulatory and preventive measures in online environments.

In addition to quantitative gaps, there is a lack of long-term and comparative evaluation
of prevention programmes and awareness campaigns. Many initiatives are
implemented on a project basis and assessed through short-term outputs rather than
sustained outcomes. As a result, it remains unclear which interventions lead to lasting
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changes in attitudes, behaviour, or resilience among young people. This absence of
evaluative evidence makes it difficult for policymakers and practitioners to scale up
effective practices or to allocate resources strategically.

A second critical gap concerns the translation of legal frameworks into effective and
accessible enforcement. Belgium’s legislation on hate speech, hate crime, and
discrimination is broadly aligned with EU and Council of Europe standards, yet
enforcement remains uneven in practice. Underreporting persists as a systemic issue,
particularly for online incidents and for young victims. Evidentiary challenges, legal
complexity, and high thresholds for prosecution mean that many cases never progress
beyond initial reporting. From the perspective of young people, these dynamics
contribute to a perception that the system is distant, slow, and unlikely to deliver
meaningful outcomes.

The lack of transparent feedback mechanisms further undermines trust. Young people
who report online hate speech—whether to platforms, police, or other institutions—
often receive little or no information about what happens next. This opacity
discourages future reporting and reinforces reliance on self-managed coping
strategies. The enforcement gap is therefore not only legal or procedural, but also
relational, affecting how young people perceive institutional willingness to protect
them.

Prevention represents another area where gaps are evident, not in terms of declared
priorities but in consistency, coordination, and reach. Education, media literacy, and
youth work initiatives addressing online hate speech exist across Belgium, yet their
implementation is fragmented across regions, schools, and organisations. Access to
prevention activities often depends on local leadership, available funding, or individual
educators’ engagement rather than on systematic integration into curricula or youth
policy frameworks. This results in unequal exposure, with some young people
benefiting from sustained preventive education while others encounter the topic only
sporadically or not at all.

Cooperation with technology companies remains limited in terms of youth-centred and
locally embedded prevention strategies. While EU-level regulation sets general
obligations for platforms, young people rarely perceive platforms as active partners in
prevention. The absence of structured collaboration between schools, youth
organisations, and platforms limits opportunities to align educational efforts with the
realities of digital environments and platform-specific risks.

Significant gaps are also evident in victim support services, particularly regarding
visibility, accessibility, and youth-friendliness. Although specialised NGOs and equality
bodies provide valuable assistance, many young people are unaware of these
services or uncertain about how to access them. Psychological support and legal
guidance are not always easy to obtain, especially for young people experiencing
repeated low-level harassment rather than a single severe incident. Practical barriers
such as cost, waiting times, and geographic accessibility intersect with emotional

45



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

barriers, including fear of stigma, concerns about confidentiality, and reluctance to
escalate situations.

As a result, many young victims rely primarily on peer support or self-managed coping
strategies. While peer support plays a crucial protective role, itis insufficient to address
long-term emotional harm or to ensure accountability for perpetrators. The lack of
visible, youth-adapted support pathways reinforces the perception that dealing with
online hate is an individual responsibility rather than a shared societal concern.

Crucially, qualitative findings from questionnaires and focus groups provide clear
insight into young people’s own perceptions of unmet needs. Participants consistently
expressed a desire to be taken seriously by adults and institutions, emphasising that
online hate speech is often minimised or dismissed as trivial. Young people called for
clearer, faster, and more transparent responses from social media platforms,
particularly meaningful feedback after reporting content. They also stressed the
importance of education that goes beyond rules and sanctions, focusing instead on
empathy, digital ethics, and real-life consequences.

Many participants highlighted the value of peer-led and youth-designed initiatives,
arguing that prevention messages are more credible and impactful when they come
from people with similar experiences. Young people also expressed a strong need for
safe spaces and trusted intermediaries, both online and offline, where they can
discuss experiences of hate without fear of judgement, escalation, or dismissal.
Practical needs included clearer guidance on rights, accessible tools for documenting
hate speech, and visible cooperation between schools, NGOs, and public institutions.

Taken together, these gaps and needs point to a central conclusion: while Belgium
has many of the necessary components to address online hate speech and hate
crimes affecting young people, these components are not yet sufficiently connected,
youth-centred, or sustainable. Fragmentation across data systems, institutions,
prevention initiatives, and support services limits overall effectiveness and places a
disproportionate burden on young people themselves. Addressing these gaps requires
improved data collection, stronger coordination between actors, more consistent
prevention strategies, and support services that are accessible, visible, and
responsive to young people’s lived realities. These insights provide the foundation for
the action-oriented recommendations presented in the following section.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

This country study has examined the prevalence, forms, and impacts of digital hate
speech and hate crimes affecting young people in Belgium, combining desk research
with qualitative findings from questionnaires and focus groups. The analysis
demonstrates that online hate speech is a structural and persistent phenomenon
within young people’s digital environments rather than a marginal or episodic issue.
Racist, xenophobic, anti-LGBTI, religion-based, and gender-based hate are the most
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visible forms, disproportionately affecting refugees and migrants, ethnic minorities,
and LGBTQ youth. While Belgium benefits from a robust legal framework aligned with
European standards and a vibrant civil society sector, the findings clearly show that
gaps in data, enforcement, prevention, and support continue to undermine effective
protection for young people.

Young people’s testimonies reveal that online hate speech produces cumulative
emotional, social, and educational harm, often leading to withdrawal, loss of trust, and
disengagement rather than empowerment or resolution. Coping strategies remain
largely individualised, reflecting limited confidence in institutional responses and low
visibility of support services. Prevention initiatives exist across education and youth
sectors but are unevenly implemented and insufficiently coordinated. These findings
underline the need for a more coherent, youth-centred, and sustained response,
grounded in shared responsibility among policymakers, educators, civil society, and
digital platforms.

The following recommendations are formulated as action-oriented guidance, intended
to inform future policy development, programme design, and cross-sector
collaboration.

Recommendations for Policymakers

Policymakers at federal, regional, and community levels should prioritise improving
the quality and granularity of data on hate speech and hate crimes affecting young
people. This includes introducing systematic age disaggregation in police and judicial
statistics and improving the distinction between online and offline incidents. Without
reliable youth-specific data, it remains difficult to assess trends, allocate resources
effectively, or evaluate the impact of interventions. Investment in improved data
systems would also enhance Belgium’s contribution to EU-level monitoring and
comparative analysis.

In parallel, policymakers should strengthen institutional coordination across justice,
education, youth, and digital policy domains. The current fragmentation of
responsibilities limits coherence and accountability, particularly in relation to online
hate speech. Developing clearer coordination mechanisms or national-level
frameworks that explicitly address digital hate affecting young people would help align
prevention, enforcement, and support measures. Such coordination should include
structured involvement of equality bodies and civil society actors with direct experience
of youth victimisation.

Long-term and sustainable funding is essential to move beyond project-based
approaches. Many effective prevention and support initiatives operate under short-
term funding cycles, limiting continuity and scalability. Policymakers should ensure
stable financial support for programmes addressing online hate speech, particularly
those targeting vulnerable youth groups. Finally, enforcement processes should be
made more transparent and accessible, with clearer communication to victims about
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reporting pathways, procedural steps, and outcomes, in order to rebuild trust and
encourage engagement with formal mechanisms.

Recommendations for Educators

Educators and education authorities play a crucial preventive role and should ensure
that digital citizenship, empathy, and critical thinking are systematically integrated into
curricula across educational levels. Online hate speech should be addressed as part
of everyday digital behaviour rather than as an exceptional or crisis-driven topic.
Embedding these themes within broader citizenship and media literacy education can
help normalise respectful online engagement and reduce tolerance of harmful
language.

Teacher training is a critical area for investment. Educators require practical guidance
and confidence to recognise online hate speech, facilitate sensitive discussions, and
respond consistently when issues arise. Training should address not only pedagogical
approaches but also legal boundaries, referral pathways, and cooperation with
external support services. Without adequate training, educators may avoid addressing
online hate altogether or respond inconsistently, undermining trust among students.

Schools should also prioritise the creation of safe spaces for dialogue, where young
people can discuss online experiences without fear of judgement or dismissal. Such
spaces can help identify issues early, reduce isolation, and strengthen peer support.
When schools actively acknowledge the real-life impact of online hate speech, they
contribute to a culture of inclusion and shared responsibility.

Recommendations for Civil Society

Civil society organisations should continue to build on their strengths in youth-centred
and participatory approaches, ensuring that young people are actively involved as co-
creators of prevention initiatives rather than passive beneficiaries. Programmes that
reflect young people’s lived experiences and communication styles are more likely to
resonate and produce lasting impact.

Improving the visibility and accessibility of support services is another key priority.
Many young people are unaware of where to seek help when facing online hate or are
uncertain about eligibility and confidentiality. Civil society actors should invest in
outreach strategies that clearly communicate available services, including legal
guidance, psychosocial support, and reporting options, using channels that are familiar
to young people.

Civil society organisations should also strengthen formal partnerships with schools,
youth services, and public institutions to improve referral pathways and continuity of
support. Clear cooperation agreements can help reduce fragmentation and ensure
that young people do not fall through institutional gaps. Finally, investing in systematic
evaluation and documentation of good practices would support learning, scalability,
and policy uptake at national and European levels.
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Recommendations for Social Media Companies

Social media companies have a critical responsibility in shaping the digital
environments where young people interact. Reporting tools should be made clearer,
more accessible, and more transparent, with interfaces that are understandable to
younger users and guidance on what constitutes reportable content. Simplifying
reporting processes and reducing emotional burden can significantly increase their
use.

Platforms should also improve the speed, consistency, and contextual sensitivity of
moderation, particularly in relation to coded language, indirect hate, and content
targeting minorities. Better recognition of local languages and cultural contexts is
essential to avoid under-enforcement. Equally important is providing meaningful
feedback to users who report content, as silence or opague responses undermine trust
and discourage future reporting.

Finally, social media companies should engage more actively in collaboration with
educators, NGOs, and youth organisations, moving beyond compliance-driven
approaches toward preventive partnerships. By aligning platform practices with
education and youth safety goals, companies can contribute to safer and more
inclusive digital spaces while reinforcing their social responsibility.

In conclusion, Belgium possesses many of the foundational elements required to
address online hate speech and hate crimes affecting young people, including strong
legal frameworks, committed civil society actors, and growing awareness of digital
risks. Transforming these elements into a coherent and effective response requires
sustained political will, cross-sector collaboration, and genuine inclusion of young
people’s voices. Implementing the recommendations outlined above would represent
a significant step toward safer, more inclusive digital environments in which all young
people can participate without fear of hostility or exclusion.
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Bulgaria
Study done by BOLD Foundation

1. Introduction and National Context

N
BOLD

The purpose of this report is to present a brief study of hate speech and hate crime in
Bulgaria affecting young people (14-29). The time frame of the study is the 2020s, and
the focus is on several groups — particularly migrants and LGBTIQ+, but the more
general context of hate speech and hate crime is also presented. The report is part of
a multi-national EU-supported initiative entitled UNITY: Uniting Youth Power against
Intolerance, and is prepared by BOLD Foundation (Bulgarians Organising for Liberal
Democracy).

Demographic data on youth in Bulgaria

Young people in Bulgaria (aged 14-29) are characterized by a high level of education
but low satisfaction with the results of the education system. According to a 2024 Youth
Report by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, although 56% of young people interviewed
considered higher education important, only 21% were satisfied with its quality, and
57% perceived the education system as corrupt. There existed a stark mismatch
between education and the labour market: 48% of young people in employment said
they were not working in the area of their study, which is a sharp increase compared
to 2018 and indicates structural deficits in the transition from education to employment.
This uncertainty of employment pathways was also reflected in youth mobility: 74% of
young people were considering emigration to varying degrees, with only 26% stating
that they did not intend to leave the country, whereas the proportion of highly educated
people among potential emigrants has increased (Friedrich Ebert Foundation, 2024).

Research into the values that are important to young people as well as the levels of
their trust in institutions reveals a collective profile of Bulgarian youth characterised by
a prevailing sense of individualism and personal optimism combined with social
pessimism. The most frequently cited leading values among young people in the same
study were human rights (24% of respondents), security (20%), and economic well-
being (14%). Despite growing interest in politics (21% compared to 7% in 2018), there
was a noticeable decline in trust in all major institutions, including the European Union
(24% of respondents). Typical for this generation is the coexistence of optimism about
their personal future (70%) with deep scepticism about the future of Bulgarian society
(29%), which may mean a generation focused on personal fulfilment but with a
weakened connection to the institutional and social order (ibid).

Digitalization, youth, and the online environment in Bulgaria

Digitalization is a key feature of social, cultural and political life in Bulgaria in recent
times, with young people at the forefront of the digital transformation. In recent years,
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internet access and digital participation have increased significantly, especially among
people aged 15-29. According to data from the National Statistical Institute (NSI) and
Eurostat, internet use among young people in Bulgaria is almost universal, significantly
higher than among older age groups, and daily internet use is more the norm than the
exception (NSI, 2025). Young people are the most digitally connected demographic
group, but also the most exposed to the opportunities and risks of the internet.

Young people in Bulgaria typically use the internet primarily through smartphones, with
social media, messaging, watching videos, and gaming being the basis of their online
activity. A recent study by the Open Society Institute - Sofia showed that young users
spend several hours a day online, often switching from one platform to another and
combining communication, entertainment, news consumption, and political content
(OSI-Sofia, 2023). This high level of connectivity places young people at the centre of
contemporary debates on online safety, digital rights, and exposure to harmful content,
including hate speech and hate crime.?

Although connectivity among young people is high, inequalities in online presence
continue to exist. The differences between urban and rural areas remain significant,
with young people in rural areas and smaller towns reporting lower quality internet
access and fewer opportunities for online learning (NSI, 2025). However, even in these
contexts, social media are the main place for socialization and identity formation,
making online dynamics highly influential in different socio-economic environments.

Hate speech, hate crime and the social media

Social media plays a central role in the daily lives of Bulgarian youth. Facebook,
Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, and messaging apps such as Messenger, Viber,
WhatsApp, Telegram, and Discord are among the most widely used platforms, with
clear age differences in usage patterns. Research shows that younger teenagers and
young adults prefer visual and short video platforms such as TikTok and Instagram,
while Facebook remains more dominant among older youth and adults (GWI; Argent,
2025).

YouTube occupies a particularly influential position, functioning simultaneously as an
entertainment platform, a news source, and a space for political commentary. This
combination of functions means that young people are often exposed to political
content and social commentary in environments not traditionally associated with news
consumption. As noted in civil society monitoring reports, social media and online

L While the terms hate speech and hate crime are often used interchangeably, they are distinct legal and social concepts and
will be used as such in this report. Hate speech refers to oral or written communication that attacks, threatens, or insults a
group based on attributes like race, religion, sexual orientation, or gender. Hate crime is any criminal offense (such as assault,
murder, arson, or vandalism) that is motivated by bias. Hate crime can also be “limited” to speech as opposed to non-speech
acts. To be classified as a hate crime, a criminal act must have occurred, and the victim must have been targeted because of
their membership in a protected group. The two concepts are linked by motivation - both are fueled by prejudice and bias
against specific identities.
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platforms have become the main channels through which hate speech occurs in
Bulgaria, surpassing television, radio, and print media (OSI-Sofia, 2024; BHC, 2024).

For young people, online spaces are not a neutral environment. They are shaped by
algorithms that amplify emotionally charged and polarizing content, including sexist,
xenophobic, and dehumanizing speech. Young users are often both observers and
targets of such content, especially when they belong to groups that are publicly defined
as "controversial" or "undesirable.” In the last decades, the groups that have been
most exposed to hate speech and hate crime have included Roma, migrants and
refugees, LGBTIQ+ (lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender, intersex, and queer,
hereinafter referred to as LGBTIQ+), as well as Turks, Muslims, Jews, “liberals,” and
women.

Since 2022, the arrival of Ukrainian refugees following Russia's full-scale invasion of
Ukraine has added a new dimension to hate speech on the internet in the Bulgarian
context. Despite significant public solidarity, civil society monitoring and media
analyses indicate a parallel increase in hostile attitudes, including conspiracy theories,
derogatory stereotypes, and xenophobic rhetoric directed at refugees (Center for the
Study of Democracy, 2023). Young people are often exposed to these narratives
online, which shapes their broader attitudes towards refugees and migration.

Women and girls are particularly affected by online hostility, including gender-based
hate speech, sexual harassment, and threats, especially when they are visible in
public or political life. Civil society organizations and the Commission for Protection
against Discrimination have documented numerous cases of online content promoting
violence, humiliation, or dehumanization of women, which often circulates freely on
major platforms (CPD, 2025; BHC, 2024). Young women who are active online are
more exposed to such content, which can have a negative effect on their participation
and self-expression.

Hate speech, hate crime and the media

Apart from the social media, traditional media and online media play a crucial role in
shaping understanding of hate speech and hate crimes in Bulgaria. Analyses by NGOs
and reports by international bodies such as the European Commission against Racism
and Intolerance (ECRI) of the Council of Europe show that political discourse and
media coverage often contribute to the normalization of hostile language towards
minorities, migrants, LGBTIQ+ people, and women (ECRI, 2020).

Sensationalist presentation, selective reporting, and the use of provocative language
in headlines and media comments can reinforce stereotypes and legitimize hate
speech, even when explicit incitement is avoided. In particular, online news platforms
often falil to effectively moderate user comments, creating spaces where hate speech
spreads unchecked (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024). This environment has a particularly
strong influence on young people, who increasingly consume news through links on
social media rather than directly through the media.
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At the same time, some media outlets and civil society actively oppose hate speech
and promote human rights-oriented attitudes. Investigative journalism, fact-checking
initiatives, and media literacy campaigns are attempting to counter misinformation and
hostile rhetoric. However, these efforts compete with the algorithmic dissemination of
divisive content, which reaches young audiences more quickly and persistently.

National debates on online hate speech, freedom of expression, and youth
safety

In Bulgaria, debates on online hate speech affecting youth are closely linked to a
broader discourse on hate crime and hate speech, freedom of expression, democratic
values, and trust in institutions. While not provided a clear legal definition, hate speech
is addressed in the Penal Code, which provides for criminal liability for incitement to
discrimination, violence, or hatred on certain protected grounds. In addition, it is also
addressed through administrative and civil law mechanisms under the Protection
against Discrimination Act, which provides definitions of different forms of
discrimination (direct, indirect, harassment, etc.), and provides remedies including
sanctions. Despite existing legal avenues, the enforcement of norms against hate
speech remains limited and inconsistent. Among the main reasons are the high
threshold for proving a crime under the Criminal Code and the frequent classification
of hate speech as protected manifestations of "freedom of expression.” Administrative
procedures under the Protection against Discrimination Act are often slow and have
limited deterrent effect, which reduces victims' trust in institutions and leads to
underreporting. (BHC, 2024; OSCE/ODIHR, 2022). The gap between formal legal
standards and everyday practice shapes public perceptions of hate speech, including
among young people, many of whom are unsure what hate speech is and what legal
remedies exist in the country.

While not focused exclusively on youth, international bodies in their recent reports on
Bulgaria have highlighted the high incidence of online hate. For example, in 2023, the
UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) expressed its
concern about the persistence of racist hate speech and hate crimes in the country,
including in the media and on the internet. It deplored “[...] hate speech by political
party representatives and other public figures, particularly during election campaigns,
as well as reports of lenient judgments by the courts against politicians and other public
figures in cases of incitement to hatred and discrimination against minorities and
migrants” (CERD,2023).

The Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities has also expressed concern, in 2024, about “the reported rise in hate
speech and hate crime during the recent years, as well as anti-minority rhetoric”, and
urged the authorities “to ensure effective investigation, prosecution and sanctioning of
hate crime and hate speech”. (Advisory Committee, 2024).

The safety of young people online is increasingly becoming a subject of public debate,
particularly with regard to cyberbullying, misogynistic content, extremist narratives,
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and coordinated hate campaigns. However, policy measures remain fragmented.
Although educational initiatives and training programs exist, often supported by the
Council of Europe, NGOs, or EU-funded projects, they are not systematically
integrated into national strategies for youth, education, or digitalization (Council of
Europe HELP Program, 2022; Bulgarian Center for Safe Internet, 2025).

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

Data on online hate speech and hate crimes in Bulgaria, especially those directly
related to youth, remain limited, fragmented, and often obscured by broader crime
reporting practices. Official national systems for reporting hate crimes and incidents
do not systematically break down statistics by age group, making it difficult to
determine the number of hate speech incidents or hate crimes specifically involving
young victims or perpetrators. However, certain existing data sets and civil society
studies provide important insights into national trends, patterns of (non-)reporting, and
the changing nature of hate speech and related hate crimes.

The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is among
the most comprehensive public archives of data on hate crime in Bulgaria,
consolidating available data from the national police and prosecution authorities, as
well as reports from civil society. According to the latest ODIHR data:

e In 2024, Bulgarian authorities registered 28 hate crimes with discriminatory
elements, and there were 35 prosecutions and 5 convictions reported
(ODIHR/OSCE, 2024).

e 1In 2023, only 12 prosecutions and 3 convictions were reported to the ODIHR,;
police data were not provided, highlighting inconsistencies in reporting
practices over time (ODIHR/OSCE, 2023).

e Earlier data indicate 18 registered cases in 2021 with 384 prosecutions and 303
convictions, although these statistics include a wide range of "crimes with a
discriminatory element" rather than strictly hate crimes as defined by the
OSCE? , and may conflate hate crime with a broad range of other crimes
(ODIHR/OSCE, 2021).

As emphasised repeatedly by ODIHR, Bulgaria's official data systems fail to reliably
distinguish between prejudice-based motives in crime statistics, and there is a lack of
comprehensive recording and reporting, which likely leads to a significant

2 A crime committed against a person, property, or society that is motivated in whole or in part by the perpetrator's prejudice
or bias.

54



Co-funded by
- the European Union UN TY

underestimation of the incidence of hate crime and hate speech (ibid). Civil society
organizations that contribute to incident reporting also emphasize that many cases,
especially non-aggressive hate speech on the internet, often in the form of jokes,
comments, and subtext that appear harmless but carry an offensive charge, never
reach the police or prosecution.

Up-to-date information on online hate speech among young people in Bulgaria was
collected through a small field study conducted in November and December 2025 as
part of the UNITY project. As envisaged in the project, the field study in Bulgaria was
carried out through interviews and focus groups.

The study made use of standardized, online-based questionnaires. Respondents were
identified from three pre-defined target groups - representatives of civil society,
professionals (psychologists, teachers, social workers, lawyers), and young people
(aged 15-30). We received 25 completed valid questionnaires.

By way of a general observation, the survey showed that virtually all respondents had
witnessed hate speech online. When asked how often they had encountered hate
speech online, the most common answers were "daily" and "once a week," with only
four respondents answering "once a month.” This is aligned with our preliminary
expectations and perceptions of the frequency of the phenomenon. Further, all
respondents cited social media as the main arena for hate speech, and some pointed
out that hate speech is also supported by disinformation. The main targets of hate
speech are refugees and migrants, cited by 80% of respondents, Roma and other
ethnic minorities - cited by 68%, and LGBTIQ+ people - cited by 60%. More than half
of the respondents stated that they did not react when encountering hate speech; 72%
had either been the target of such attacks themselves or had relatives who had been
targeted. The obvious conclusion is that the flow of online hatred is a regular
phenomenon, and that exposure to hate is part of the everyday experience for young
people in Bulgaria.

Studies conducted both within the UNITY project and by other organizations show a
high level of exposure to hostile language. According to a 2024 national study by the
Open Society Institute — Sofia, exposure to hate speech in Bulgaria remains
widespread, with notable changes in target groups over time.2 While hostility towards
ethnic minorities such as Roma remains significant, incidents of hate speech against
the LGBTIQ+ community have increased sharply, rising from 21% of respondents in
2016 to 63% in 2023, suggesting changing patterns of discriminatory expression in
public and online spaces, including among younger generations (OSI-Sofia, 2024;
Bulgaria on Air, 2024). The raise of homophobic hate can be attributed, at least to a

3 In what seems to be the most comprehensive recent study of hate speech generally, in the period 2013-2023, the Open Society
Institute Sofia conducted a series of five surveys on representative samples of the Bulgarian population aimed at understanding
the incidence, origin, spread, and acceptance of hate speech towards several groups — Roma, Turks, refugees/migrants,
foreigners, LGBTQ, and politicians.
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degree, to the virulent homophobic and transphobic mobilisation that started in 2017
against the ratification by Bulgaria of the Istanbul Convention.

In our field research, we also note a high degree of online aggression. 72% of
respondents to the survey responded “Yes” to the question "Have you or someone
you know ever been a victim of hate speech or a hate crime?".

The problem of underreporting has been noted by both previous reports of various
organisations and the UNITY research. Underreporting is particularly noticeable in
non-violent incidents motivated by prejudice, such as online harassment or hate
speech, which do not reach the threshold for criminal prosecution. Since official hate
crime records use narrow criteria and do not regularly capture incidents of hate speech
that do not escalate to violence or criminal prosecution, other sources are crucial for
understanding patterns of verbal hostility and hatred in the online environment and
public discourse - areas in which young people are very active. Independent
assessments also show that there are serious obstacles to reporting cases of hate
speech or hate crimes. A working document of the Parliamentary Assembly of the
Council of Europe cites the results of an NGO survey according to which 73% of
LGBTIQ+ respondents in Bulgaria have been victims of hate speech on the internet,
but only 3% had reported such incidents to the police, indicating a serious statistical
underestimation of cases and a disproportionately low ratio of victims to reports,
especially for non-violent online hostility, which can disproportionately affect young
people and other marginalized groups (Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe, 2024).

Studies show that even when young people encounter hate speech on the internet -
racist, sexist, homophobic or xenophobic - they rarely report these incidents to the
authorities. If this trend extends more generally to young people who encounter online
hate speech, it suggests that official statistics reflect only a small fraction of actual
experiences, with the majority of online hate speech remaining invisible in official
databases. This is also supported by our field research; e.g., there are practically no
complaints to the social media platforms themselves where the unacceptable incidents
took place. Typical responses are: "Do nothing"; "Just ignore"; "Sometimes | act,
depends where and who | have encounters with..."; "I try to explain to other people
what is really happening, | present the facts..." A possible reason for underreporting is
poor awareness of hate speech, which is partly supported by the responses from the
field study.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

Young people in Bulgaria are active on a wide range of online platforms, with usage
patterns determined by age, gender, and socioeconomic background. According to
data from the National Statistical Institute and Eurostat, social networking, chatting,
watching videos, and online gaming are among the most common digital activities for
people aged 15-29 (NSI, 2025). Civil society research confirms that young people
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rarely limit themselves to a single platform; instead, they navigate multi-platform digital
ecosystems, often simultaneously consuming, sharing, and commenting on content
(OSI-Sofia, 2023).

Among social media, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube are the most widely
used by young people in Bulgaria. Facebook remains dominant among older youth
(aged 20-29), especially for participation in groups, pages, and comment sections
related to news and politics. Instagram and TikTok are more popular among
adolescents and younger people (15-19 years old), who prefer visual, short, and
influencer-driven content (OSI-Sofia, 2019; 2023). YouTube covers all age groups and
functions as a hybrid platform combining entertainment, information, and political
commentary.

Messaging apps such as Messenger, Viber, WhatsApp, Telegram, and Discord play
a central role in peer communication. These platforms are often perceived by young
people as more personal or informal spaces, although studies show that they can also
be a place for hate speech, bullying, and the rapid spread of disinformation, especially
in closed groups or channels (CPD, 2025; FRA, 2023).

Our field research also categorically identifies social media as the arena where young
people most often encounter hate speech and disinformation; social media is selected
more often (24 times) than all the other possible responses put together in response
to the question “Where does hate speech occur most often?”.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

Available data indicate that multiple prejudices underlie reported hate crimes and hate
speech. The ODIHR's official incident categories for 2024 include anti-Christian, anti-
Muslim, anti-Semitic, and xenophobic incidents, with some involving intertwined
motives of prejudice (e.g., racist and xenophobic combined with anti-Muslim or anti-
Semitic motives). Media and research sources point to other prevalent patterns of
hostility that are not reliably reflected in police data, including sexism, homophobia,
and anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric, which are on the rise in public and online discourses (OSI-
Sofia, 2024; Bulgaria on Air, 2024).

Although hate crimes grouped explicitly by the age of the perpetrators are not reported
separately in official databases, the online environment frequented by young people
contains a significant amount of hostile content targeting both protected and
unprotected characteristics. Groups often cited in studies include ethnic minorities
(e.g., Roma), religious minorities (e.g., Muslims, Jews), sexual minorities (LGBTIQ+),
women (in the context of sexist harassment), and migrants/refugees, including
Ukrainian refugees since the start of the war in Ukraine, all of which intersect with
broader patterns of hate speech affecting youth in the online space.

An international youth initiative conducted as part of the LEAD online project found
that over a third of respondents believe that young girls are among the groups most
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often targeted by online hate, and nearly 30% admit to having used hate speech in
their online communication - a clear indicator of both exposure to and participation in
online hate speech among younger generations (Sofia Development Association,
2023).

Our focus groups also highlighted similar motives for hatred, but also a motivation
specific to hatred towards Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria: financial considerations,
envy, anger, aligned with the propaganda cliché: "We are giving them billions without
them working." (Focus group with NGO representatives, Plovdiv) There is also
concern that refugees may pose a threat to the country's security. This mainly applies
to refugees from Muslim countries, but to a certain extent also to Ukrainian refugees.

A national report on hate speech among young people on the internet, prepared as
part of the NEMO project, highlights how teenagers and students regularly witness
hate speech online and often lack the terminology needed to distinguish harmful
content from neutral discourse. The report, based on interviews and surveys among
students, shows that many young people do not recognize terms such as "prejudice”
or "stereotype,” but often encounter hostile language and find it disturbing. Some
change their attitude when they receive clearer information about what hate speech
means (Center for Sustainable Communities Development / Project NEMO, 2019).
This highlights gaps in young people's ability to recognize and critically engage with
hostile and prejudiced statements they encounter online.

In a comparative study of the LEAD online project in seven countries (including
Bulgaria), data collected from more than 3,200 respondents shows that a significant
proportion of young internet users consider online spaces to be easier places to
express extreme opinions. Specifically, approximately 34.9% of Bulgarian adults over
the age of 19 agree that extreme views are easier to express online, while about a
guarter of young people express similar views (LEAD, 2023). Although this does not
refer to a direct count of hate-related incidents, it reflects the widespread belief among
young people that online communication lowers the barriers to hostile messages.

Media monitoring and civil society analyses point to changing patterns in the targets
of hate speech that young people encounter online. Although not specific to young
people, these trends are important because young Bulgarians are active users of
social media where such content is disseminated; thus, patterns of online hostility in
wider society are reflected in the digital environments frequented by young people. A
new trend in Bulgaria is the increase of offensive language towards Ukrainian
refugees. The number of articles in online publications mentioning this topic has
increased 92 times — from 374 to 34,313 mentions, specifically of "Ukrainian women."
(Ibid.)

Regarding the familiarity of young people with the concepts of hate speech and hate
crime, in our survey practically no one answered "not familiar" (4%) - the predominant
answers were "moderately familiar" and "well familiar" (32% each), as well as
“‘completely familiar’ (28%).
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Civil society monitoring consistently shows that hate speech in Bulgaria is most visible
on large social media platforms, especially Facebook and, increasingly, TikTok and
YouTube. According to analyses by the Open Society Institute — Sofia and reports by
NGOs, the comment sections on Facebook under media articles and public pages
remain a key place for the dissemination of racist, xenophobic, homophobic, and sexist
speech (OSI-Sofia, 2019; 2024). These spaces combine high visibility, weak
moderation, and politicized discourse, making them particularly influential for young
users who consume news through social media rather than directly through media
websites.

TikTok is emerging as a newer but significant platform for hostile language, particularly
through short videos that use humour, irony, or memes to normalize misogyny, anti-
LGBTIQ+ rhetoric, or xenophobic stereotypes. Although systematic quantitative
monitoring of TikTok content in Bulgaria remains limited, media analyses and NGO
observations suggest that violent narratives often circulate indirectly through coded
language, visual symbolism, or popular audio files, rather than through explicit insults,
making them difficult to detect and moderate (BTA, 2025).

YouTube is often cited as a platform where young people encounter lengthy
ideological content, including nationalist and conspiracy theories. Hate speech on
YouTube often appears in comment sections or through content creators who present
hostile views as "opinions" or "alternative perspectives,” blurring the line between free
expression and incitement (OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Messaging apps and closed groups, especially on Telegram and Viber, are
increasingly associated with the spread of hate speech and disinformation targeting
migrants, refugees, women, and minorities. Following the arrival of Ukrainian refugees
in Bulgaria, civil society organizations have documented the spread of hostile attitudes
in closed online spaces, including claims portraying refugees as an economic threat,
a security risk, or a moral danger (BHC, 2024). These environments are more difficult
to monitor and regulate, making the exposure of young people harder to quantify, but
no less significant.

Online gaming environments and video game-related platforms (e.g., Discord servers)
are particularly popular among younger men. Although less frequently mentioned in
official reports or NGO reports, international and local youth projects have highlighted
that gaming environments are places where sexist, racist, and homophobic speech is
often normalized, with limited moderation and strong peer pressure (FRA, 2023).

Differences by age, gender, and background

Our field research shows that there are no significant correlations with gender or age
in the exposure to hate speech. Nonetheless, younger teenagers are more active on
visually oriented platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, where hate speech often
manifests itself in more subtle forms, including memes, emojis, and influencer
discourse. Older youth are more likely to engage with political content on Facebook
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and YouTube, where explicit hate speech and aggressive comments are more
common (OSI-Sofia, 2023).

Research and NGO reports show that young women and girls are disproportionately
affected by sexist hate speech, sexual harassment, and gender-based insults,
especially on platforms that prioritize visibility and interaction, such as Instagram,
TikTok, and Facebook (BHC, 2024; CPD, 2025). At the same time, young men are
more likely to encounter and participate in hostile discussions on gaming platforms
and politically oriented online forums, where aggressive language is often normalized.

Factors such as ethnicity, migration status, and socioeconomic status further shape
this picture. Young people belonging to minority groups, including Roma youth,
LGBTIQ+ youth, and young migrants or refugees, report increased exposure to hate
speech across various platforms, particularly in public comment sections and closed
messaging groups. Ukrainian refugee youth, although often less visible in public
discourse, are indirectly affected by the hostile narratives circulating online that shape
the attitudes of their peers and social inclusion, even when hate speech is not directed
at them personally (BHC, 2024). Evidence of this can also be found in statements
made by participants in the focus groups from our field study: "Sometimes you come
across comments like 'you are foreigners, go back to Ukraine..."."

Young people as consumers, victims, and perpetrators

It is important to note that civil society studies show that young people are not only
passive recipients of hateful content, but can also become unwitting disseminators.
Emphasis should be placed on websites and other online content, such as forums, in
addition to social media, where the concentration of hate speech influences the
formation of opinions among young people. Multinational studies among young people
conducted within projects such as LEAD show that a significant proportion of young
respondents admit to having used hostile or hateful language online, often without
recognizing it as hate speech (LEAD, 2023). This reflects the normalization of
aggressive communication styles in certain digital environments.

But do young people understand the possible consequences of hate speech? In the
opinion of the professional groups, only 11% of professionals responded “Yes” to the
question “Do you think youth understand the consequences of online hate speech?”.
55% answered “Partially” and 34% answered “No”. Thus, only one tenth of
professionals believe that young people are aware of the possible consequences of
hate speech and the fuelling of intolerance and hostility towards "the other". The rest
indicate that young people either do not understand or only partially understand the
possible negative consequences.

Risk factors for engaging in hate speech and perpetrating hate crimes

To understand why some young people use hate speech on the internet, it is
necessary to examine a combination of individual, social, and structural factors. Civil
society research and international observations consistently show that young people's
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participation in hate speech online in Bulgaria is rarely the result of a single cause.
Instead, it arises at the intersection of peer dynamics, digital environments, exposure
to polarizing narratives, and broader experiences of exclusion or marginalization (OSI-
Sofia, 2019; Council of Europe Youth Sector).

The main reasons identified in the field study are financial considerations and envy of
the integration assistance provided (especially in view of the hate speech against
Ukrainian refugees), as well as clearly expressed xenophobia, weak critical thinking,
and susceptibility to pro-Russian propaganda. More broadly, there is a noticeable
learned hatred acquired through the social influences of peers, family, and the media,
as well as exposure to extremist content and propaganda, often directed against
women and the LGBTIQ+ community.

Particularly characteristic in the case of Ukrainian refugees is gender-based
disinformation, which is a form of misogyny, with false or misleading narratives based
on gender. A "sexist worldview that undermines the perception of women as human
beings and their role in society” is being reinforced. They are often portrayed as
“unreliable, unintelligent, emotional, evil, or "crazy,” and their role is limited to their
appearance, which is why they are highly sexualized. This creates a hostile
environment and undermines solidarity and support for migrants, including refugees
and women coming from abroad.

The main gender-based disinformation narratives about Ukrainian women in Bulgarian
online news outlets portray them as "gold diggers," superficial, promiscuous women
who are critical of Bulgarians and support pro-Russian and anti-European views.
Unlike other types of hate speech (towards ethnic minorities, LGBTIQ+, people with
disabilities, etc.), here we see a targeted propaganda war, which through hundreds of
websites, bots, and collaborators manages to reach and influence hundreds of
thousands of Bulgarian citizens (Gelava, 2024).

The most frequently mentioned reasons among the surveyed online professionals,
NGO activists, and young people under 30 are as follows:

"Misinformation. A culture of impunity and anonymity”; "Political propaganda and
manipulation”; "Desire to humiliate, dominate, and take control of someone";
"Ambiguity about what is good and what is bad, as well as a sense of impunity"; "Fear,
anger, cognitive dissonance, lack of real contact with minorities"; "Lack of education
on tolerance"; "Fear and misinformation"; "Propaganda, ignorance"; "Lack of digital
literacy and critical thinking."

"l believe that hate speech most often occurs because those who express it do not
understand the real state of affairs; they often do not know how things really are."

Social, cultural, or economic marginalization: "Hate speech often stems from fear,
misinformation, and a lack of meaningful contact between different groups.”

"For hate speech to be registered as a natural, acceptable, and possible way of
thinking/speaking, it probably means that this is the norm in the community with which
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[the perpetrator] identifies. So perhaps if there is a way to signal to these people that
this way of thinking/speaking is no longer acceptable, it will not contribute to their
inclusive status in that group.”

Other factors mentioned included financial issues and poverty.

"State hatred started at the beginning. Because they are given more money than our
unemployed. However, the hatred was that they receive thousands. And for years they
live in hotels, at the seaside, without paying... But no, this is purely Bulgaria's fault.
State-sponsored hate, because the state does not refute it. Here, 8,000 Ukrainians
live in Plovdiv and the locals think that the state supports them. But 95% of them have
found jobs." (focus group with NGOs and professionals - Plovdiv)

"But does the public know this? When they see a Ukrainian woman with a slightly more
expensive car, they say, 'I'm feeding her, but | don't have money for that’. That's the
basis of the hate. It's not about nationality.” (focus group with NGOs and professionals
- Plovdiv)

Peer influence and group dynamics

Peer influence plays a central role in shaping young people's online behaviour. Studies
focused on youth conducted within European projects such as LEAD show that group
norms in online communities strongly influence whether hostile language is perceived
as acceptable or even humorous (LEAD, 2023). In social media groups, gaming
environments, and messaging channels, hate speech is often normalized through
repetition, irony, and peer approval.

Closed or semi-closed online spaces, such as private Facebook groups, Telegram
channels, or Discord servers, are particularly influential. In these environments, young
users may feel protected from accountability, leading to more extreme language and
behaviour. NGO observations show that peer approval in such spaces can lower
inhibitions and encourage participation in hate speech, even among young people who
would not express such views offline.

The dynamics between peers of different genders are also relevant. Research shows
that young men may feel pressure to conform to aggressive or misogynistic styles of
communication, while young women may be discouraged from expressing their
opinions for fear of harassment (BHC, 2024). This dynamic contributes to the
reproduction of hostile norms among young people.

Exposure to extremist content and polarizing narratives

Another significant factor in the commission of hate crimes and hate speech is
exposure to extremist, nationalist, or conspiracy content online. Although Bulgaria has
not experienced large-scale radicalization of youth comparable to some other
European contexts, international monitoring bodies note the presence of far-right and
ultra-nationalist narratives circulating on major platforms (OSCE/ODIHR, 2022; ECRI,
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2020). These narratives often portray minorities, migrants, feminists, or LGBTIQ+
communities as a threat to national identity or social order.

YouTube, Facebook, and Telegram are often cited as platforms where young people
encounter such extremist content, often through recommendation algorithms rather
than targeted searches. Exposure to such content does not necessarily lead to
organized participation in extremist activities, but it can contribute to the ideological
normalization of hate speech by making discriminatory language appear legitimate or
“truthful.”

Since 2022, alongside pro-Russian disinformation, narratives have been spread that
portray Ukrainian refugees as undeserving, dangerous, or an economic burden,
creating an environment in which hostility towards refugees is presented as patriotic
or justified (BHC, 2024; Center for the Study of Democracy, 2024). Young people
exposed to these narratives may reproduce them online, even when they have limited
direct contact with refugees.

Lack of digital literacy and critical thinking

One of the common conclusions in studies focused on youth in Bulgaria is the limited
ability of young people to recognize hate speech, misinformation, and manipulative
content, especially when it is presented as an opinion. The national report prepared
as part of the NEMO project finds that many students initially do not understand key
concepts such as "stereotype,” "prejudice,” or "hate speech,” even though they
regularly encounter hostile language online (NEMO, 2019).

This lack of conceptual clarity makes young people more susceptible to accepting and
reproducing harmful narratives. When hate speech is presented through memes,
humor, or influencers, young users often fail to recognize its discriminatory nature.
NGO analyses emphasize that insufficient media literacy education, especially in
formal education, limits young people's ability to critically evaluate content and resist
peer pressure in the online environment (OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Discrimination experienced offline

Experiences of discrimination or exclusion in an offline context can also contribute to
young people's participation in hate speech and hate crime online. Civil society
organizations note that young people who feel marginalized, whether due to poverty,
ethnicity, region, or lack of opportunities, may be more likely to express hostility toward
perceived "others" online (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia, 2024). Online spaces offer a low-
risk opportunity to express dissatisfaction, resentment, and anger, especially when
structural inequalities are not addressed through institutional channels.

This dynamic does not imply a direct cause-and-effect relationship, but it highlights
how structural grievances can be redirected into symbolic aggression. Research
shows that young people who perceive themselves as socially or economically
excluded may be more susceptible to narratives that blame minorities, migrants,
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women, or elites for their situation (ECRI, 2020). Such narratives are amplified in
online environments, where simple explanations and scapegoating are widespread.

Social, cultural, and economic marginalization

Broader social and cultural factors further shape young people's participation in hate
speech and hate crime. Bulgaria continues to face very serious challenges related to
inequality, regional disparities, and low trust in public institutions. According to
analyses by OSI-Sofia, these conditions contribute to polarisation and cynicism,
especially among young people who feel disconnected from political processes and
decision-making (OSI-Sofia, 2023).

In this context, hate speech can function as a form of social positioning, allowing young
people to declare their affiliation with a particular group or ideology in opposition to
others. For example, misogynistic and anti-gender narratives have gained popularity
among some youth subcultures, presenting gender equality as an imposed foreign
ideology rather than a human rights issue (BHC, 2024). Similarly, xenophobic attitudes
towards refugees resonate more strongly in environments marked by economic
insecurity and geopolitical anxiety.

Overlap between incitement and normalization

Taken together, these factors suggest that young people's participation in online hate
speech and hate crime in Bulgaria is less a result of individual malice than of
intersecting structural and cultural dynamics. Peer influence and pressure, algorithmic
amplification, limited digital literacy, and broader experiences of marginalization
combine to normalize hostile discourses. Women, refugees, the LGBTIQ+ community,
and other vulnerable groups often become symbolic targets in these attitudes, even
when young perpetrators have no direct personal conflict with them. The following
focus group excerpt illustrates the point:

"Yes, Ukrainians are closer to us in terms of mentality, culture, intellectual
development, and so on. Syrian citizens with a different culture are completely
different. A specific example? For me, this is shocking and has brought me into conflict
with many people. So, Syrian citizens, | think there were 8 women and 14 children, in
September 2023, were given 14 days to voluntarily leave the camp. No one there
cared where these people would sleep, where they would go. These women with
children, the children were very young, by the way, there were children who were one
or two years old. It was brutally cold. They were thrown out of the camp onto the street,
left on the road to the mercy of fate, these women with children. And since it was
Friday, | had to spend the weekend calling all kinds of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) left and right to ask them to help find even temporary accommodation for
these small children, just to solve the problem for the time being. And believe me, after
two days of constant phone calls - which continued until Monday - it turned out that
absolutely no one was willing or able to help them. | called somewhere else the other
day, and there was one more place that was taking in refugees. The woman on the
line said, "I don't mind, let me talk to the director to see if we can take them." After a
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while, the woman called me back and said that there were many vacancies, we could
take all the women with children, but after talking to the director, she said that Syrians
were dirty, disgusting, lazy, unclean, barbaric people. They will come here, break the
rules, and create chaos and disorder." (Focus group with professionals, lawyer,
Plovdiv)

3. Impact on Victims

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

This section presents qualitative findings from the field study conducted in various
cities in Bulgaria for the current report, mainly based on statements by participants in
the focus groups. The most important impact of hate speech and hate crime on the
victims is the attack on their human dignity and fundamental human rights, including,
among others, the rights to privacy and non-discrimination.

The main emotional consequences among victims of hate speech and hate crime are
the loss of trust, identity crises, avoidance of school among children and teenagers or
various social activities among adults, withdrawal from online space, stress, and
anxiety. In the words of a participant in the focus group with Ukrainian women: "A
Bulgarian boy, the same age as my 12-year-old daughter, told her that all Ukrainians
should die. She was very scared and wants to go back to Ukraine. She said she is
less afraid of the bombings there."

Disinformation narratives make people less sensitive to the difficulties faced by
Ukrainian women and girls after fleeing the war. Their struggle is belittled, and host
citizens are less inclined to help those in need. Reports of discriminatory and hostile
behaviour towards Ukrainian children in public schools show that negative attitudes
have spread even to the most vulnerable members of society and are shared by large
segments of the population.

Qualitative field research, as well as youth initiatives and studies by international
organizations, show that exposure to online hate speech has significant emotional,
social, and educational consequences for young people in Bulgaria. Although official
statistics rarely reflect these consequences, interviews, focus groups, and case
documentation provide a detailed picture of how online hate speech affects the well-
being and participation in daily life of young victims.

3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences

In the short term, young people exposed to online hate speech often experience
stress, anxiety, anger, and fear, especially when the hateful content is persistent or
personalized. NGO reports on specific cases document feelings of insecurity and
hypervigilance, especially when hate speech involves threats, sexualized insults, or
dehumanizing language (BCNL, 2024).
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Young women and girls are particularly affected by sexist and sexualized hate speech,
which often leads to feelings of shame, self-blame, and fear of further harassment.
Civil society organizations note that such experiences can have an immediate
silencing effect, with young women reducing their online presence or avoiding public
expression altogether (Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria, 2024). Similarly,
young people belonging to minority groups, including LGBTIQ+ youth and ethnic or
religious minorities, reportincreased anxiety due to the perception that hostile attitudes
are socially acceptable or widespread.

Among Ukrainian refugee youth, exposure to hostile online attitudes, even when not
directed at them personally, is associated with increased fear of rejection and
uncertainty about belonging. Media monitoring and NGO reports show that negative
portrayals of refugees contribute to emotional stress and reinforce feelings of
insecurity among young people who have been forced to leave their homes (BHC,
2024).

Over time, repeated exposure to online hate speech can lead to long-term
psychological and identity-related consequences. Qualitative studies show that young
people exposed to prolonged hostility may develop distrust of online spaces,
institutions, and, in some cases, society as a whole (OSI-Sofia, 2023). This erosion of
trust can hinder civic participation.

For adolescents and young adults who are in the process of forming their identity, hate
speech targeting gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or nationality can cause identity
conflicts. Youth project facilitators report cases where young people begin to hide
aspects of their identity, such as sexual orientation, gender expression, or cultural
background, to avoid becoming targets (Council of Europe, 2019). Such coping
strategies may offer short-term protection, but they can negatively affect self-esteem
and long-term mental health.

"The misinformation spread against Ukrainian women portrays them negatively,
hypersexualizes them, and undermines their contribution to society. This fuels public
mistrust, even cynicism and hostility. Excesses of hate speech also potentially lead to
possible real-life violence against Ukrainian women." (focus group with Ukrainian
women)

"My neighbors are serious, somewhat aristocratic people. They greet me politely, etc.
But when one of the heaviest bombings of Ukrainian cities took place, with many
casualties, one of them sneered and said smugly, 'Ukraine is being bombed, huh...",
waiting for my reaction."

The social consequences of online hate speech are often closely linked to the
emotional consequences. Young victims often report social withdrawal, both online
and offline, as a strategy to avoid further harm. This can lead to isolation from peers
and reduced participation in social activities that are essential for young people's
development (OSI-Sofia, 2019).
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Interviews with NGOs indicate that online hate speech can also create tension within
peer groups and families, especially when young people feel unsupported or
misunderstood by adults. In some cases, parents and teachers may dismiss online
bullying as "not serious" or "just words," which reinforces feelings of isolation among
young victims (NEMO, 2019). This lack of recognition can be particularly harmful when
hate speech intersects with sensitive issues related to identity.

"My children were together in the same school. Everything was fine with my daughter,
but my son, who is younger, was being bullied. The other children would say things
like, "Your mother is this and that..." and so on. We asked the principal to intervene,
and we had to transfer the child so that he could calm down..." (focus group with
Ukrainian women)

As can be understood from the above quote, hate speech against Ukrainian refugees
in school, exercised through their children, affects both the children and their parents
and has various social consequences, such as isolation, stigmatization, and tension
among peers and within the family, as well as consequences in terms of education,
such as deteriorated academic performance and absenteeism, directly influenced by
the emotional impact on the victims. There can also be bullying, social isolation by
peers, and discrimination by teachers based on identity: "For example, [...] a boy and
a girl, brother and sister, were studying - everything is fine with the girl, wonderful,
everyone supports her. With the boy, [...] the children attacked him with bad words,
saying things like, "Your mother is like this...".

For young refugees and young people from minority groups, the social consequences
can include stigmatization and exclusion at school or in the community, even when
hate speech occurs primarily online. Civil society organizations report that online
attitudes often carry over into offline interactions, affecting peer relationships and
reinforcing existing social divisions (BHC, 2024; ECRI, 2020). The impact on education
is a common theme in qualitative studies on youth and online hate speech. Young
people affected by bullying or a hostile online environment often report difficulty
concentrating, reduced motivation, and declining academic performance. In some
cases, hate speech is linked to school refusal or absenteeism, especially when online
bullying involves peers from the same school or local community (Marginalia, 2016).
Teachers and youth workers involved in NGO-led educational programs note that
students who are victims of online hate speech may withdraw from class participation,
avoid group work, or drop out of extracurricular activities. These effects are particularly
pronounced when schools do not have clear protocols for dealing with online bullying
or when teachers feel unprepared to intervene (NEMO, 2019).

For Ukrainian refugee youth, the impact on education may be exacerbated by
language barriers, trauma related to displacement, and uncertainty about future
prospects. Hostile online attitudes can exacerbate these challenges, undermining
feelings of safety and belonging in the educational environment (Center for the Study
of Democracy, 2023).
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Other consequences, according to the field research, are related to healthcare.
Participants in the focus groups shared that they had encountered difficulties in
accessing emergency medical care and treatment for serious illnesses, as well as a
lack of institutional assistance and protection in cases of denial of access or abuse. "l
humbly enter the office, barely breathing, and explain that | need a sick note, and then
| hear: 'Sorry, you're not expressing yourself clearly enough for me to understand you.
When you come to a foreign country, make the effort to learn the language, don't just
steal from us..." | stood there wondering... whether | would faint from the fever or from
the absurdity.”

The situation is similar when it comes to finding housing. Participants in focus groups
with Ukrainian refugees shared that they had encountered unprincipled rules and
conditions for accommodation in their attempts to find housing in Bulgaria, high prices
and prepaid rents/deposits, illegal contracts and attempts at fraud, as well as a lack of
institutional assistance and protection in cases of reported discrimination and abuse.
In the words of a participant in one of our focus groups: "Our landlords are supposedly
cultured people, outwardly polite, but they forced us to prepay the apartment for a long
period in advance - to be sure. And when there was heavy bombing over Kyiv, the
polite landlord would tease me with a smile: 'Well, what happened now... | guess they
hit you well...'

Overall, the qualitative data suggest that the impact of online hate speech on young
people in Bulgaria is cumulative and intersecting. Emotional stress, social withdrawal,
and disruption of education reinforce each other, creating cycles of exclusion that
disproportionately affect already vulnerable groups. Women, minority youth, and
refugee youth are particularly exposed to these multi-layered harms, although broader
circles of youth are also affected through the normalization of hostility and reduced
trust in online spaces.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

Quialitative studies and civil society reports show that young people in Bulgaria use a
range of coping strategies when confronted with online hate speech and hate crime.
These strategies are often informal, individualized, and shaped by limited trust in
institutional responses. While some young people actively resist or report hateful
content, many others adopt avoidance-based strategies, reflecting broader patterns of
under-reporting and disengagement identified in national and international studies
(BHC, 2024).

Individual coping strategies

The most commonly mentioned coping strategies among young people include
ignoring, muting, blocking, or unfollowing the perpetrators or sources of hate content.
Youth project facilitators and social workers from NGOs note that these actions are
often perceived as the quickest and least emotionally draining responses, especially
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when hate speech is persistent but not accompanied by direct threats (NEMO, 2019).
Blocking or limiting interaction allows young people to regain a sense of control over
their digital environment, although this does not solve the problem of underlying
hostility.

Some young people respond by withdrawing from online spaces altogether, reducing
their activity on social media, or avoiding comments and public discussions. While this
may bring short-term emotional relief, civil society organizations warn that such
withdrawal can lead to longer-term social isolation and reduced participation in online
spaces, especially for young women and youth from minority backgrounds (Council of
Europe, 2019).

A smaller proportion of young people adopt active coping strategies, such as
counterarguments, reporting of hate content, or supporting peers who are being
attacked. Youth initiatives led by NGOs emphasize that young people who have
participated in digital literacy or human rights training are more likely to oppose hateful
attitudes or engage in supporting their peers (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024). However, such
reactions require confidence, skills, and the conviction that intervention will have a
significant effect.

Reporting behaviour and use of platform tools

Numerous studies have found that reporting hate speech to online platform
moderators or authorities remains rare in Bulgaria. Research by civil society
organizations and international bodies consistently shows that young people are often
unsure how to use reporting tools on social media, or are sceptical about their
effectiveness (OSI-Sofia, 2023). Complex interfaces, unclear feedback mechanisms,
and perceived inconsistency in moderation outcomes discourage repeat reporting.

Even when young people are familiar with reporting features, many choose not to use
them. Surveys among young people and focus groups show that reporting is often
perceived as time-consuming, emotionally draining, or unlikely to lead to meaningful
action, especially in cases of sexist, homophobic, or xenophobic speech that does not
involve explicit threats (NEMO, 2019).

Reporting to official institutions, such as the police or the prosecutor's office, is even
rarer. As documented in reports by the Council of Europe and NGOs, only a small
proportion of victims of hate speech in Bulgaria, especially among LGBTIQ+ people,
report incidents to law enforcement authorities, reflecting low trust in institutions and
fear of secondary victimization (BHC, 2024). These patterns are likely to be reflected
among young people, who often lack knowledge of legal procedures or perceive the
authorities as inaccessible.

Trust in institutions and perceived protection

Trust in institutions plays a crucial role in the formation of coping strategies. Many
young people do not believe that the institutions can effectively protect them from hate
speech or hate crime on the internet, especially when it occurs in digital spaces
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perceived as being outside state control (OSI-Sofia, 2019). Low conviction rates for
hate crimes and inconsistent public responses further reinforce scepticism.

Young women and youth from minority groups express heightened concern about
whether the authorities would take them seriously, especially in cases of online
harassment or gender-based hate speech. NGOs document cases in which victims
feel rejected or blamed when seeking help, which discourages them from reporting
incidents in the future and reinforces their reliance on coping strategies (BHC, 2024).

Young Ukrainian refugees face additional barriers, including language difficulties,
limited knowledge of national institutions, and uncertainty about their rights. Civil
society organizations supporting refugees note that while some services exist,
awareness about them among young refugees remains low and trust in official
mechanisms is still developing (ibid).

Availability and accessibility of support services

Support services for victims specifically related to online hate speech and hate crime
in Bulgaria remain limited and unevenly accessible. Although general victim support
mechanisms such as counselling services, hotlines, and legal assistance provided by
NGOs exist, few are specifically tailored to young people or online forms of hate
speech (OSI-Sofia, 2023). Access to specialized psychological or legal support often
depends on geographical location, language, and the capacity of local NGOs.

Schools and educational institutions represent a potential source of support, but
studies show that teachers and school counsellors often lack training and clear
protocols for responding to online hate speech affecting students (Applied Research
and Communications Fund, 2016). As a result, young people may not perceive
schools as safe or effective places to seek help.

NGOs and youth organizations play a crucial role in filling these gaps. Through
workshops, peer support initiatives, and awareness-raising campaigns, civil society
actors provide informal support and guidance on dealing with online hate speech
(LEAD, 2023). However, these initiatives are often project-specific and lack
sustainable funding, which limits their long-term impact.

At the international level, campaigns aimed at raising awareness about homophobia,
Islamophobia, sexism, and safer use of the internet specifically target education on
online hate speech, often linking hate speech prevention to broader youth online safety
initiatives (BHC, 2024). These initiatives, used in educational settings, show that
young people are a key audience for recognition and prevention efforts.

In addition, some civic projects involving young people, such as volunteer-led hate
speech monitoring initiatives focused on anti-Roma hate speech on Facebook, have
engaged young volunteers in documenting and reporting online hostility, reflecting
both the scale of the problem and the extent to which young people are positioned as
witnesses and responders in online spaces (Equal Opportunities, 2023).
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In conclusion, qualitative data suggest that young people in Bulgaria rely primarily on
individual coping mechanisms rather than formal reporting or institutional support
when confronted with online hate speech or hate crime. Limited awareness of tools,
low trust in institutions, and insufficiently accessible support services contribute to this
trend. Although some young people show resistance and choose proactive
participation, the prevailing reaction remains avoidance and self-defence.

These findings highlight the need for reporting mechanisms that are youth-friendly and
accessible, with specialized support services, as well as sustained education in digital
skills and human rights. Without such measures, coping strategies are likely to remain
reactive and individualized, with the broader structures that enable online hate speech
remaining largely unchecked.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

Bulgaria's legal framework on hate speech, hate crimes, and online safety is
characterized by the coexistence of three legal protection avenues — criminal, civil,
and administrative - although significant gaps remain in definitions, the scope of
protected characteristics, and the effectiveness of enforcement. The legal
environment reflects Bulgaria's obligations under European Union directives and
Council of Europe recommendations, but challenges in implementation have drawn
consistent criticism from international monitoring bodies.

Criminal law provisions on hate crime and hate speech

Hate crime can be any offence which is in part or entirely based on bias towards a
protected characteristic. The Bulgarian Criminal Code contains several provisions that
cover hate crime in that sense. As to hate speech, the main criminal law provisions
are contained in Article 162 of the Criminal Code providing that “anyone who, by
speech, press or other media, by electronic information systems or in another manner,
propagates or incites discrimination, violence or hatred on the ground of race, colour,
origin, national or ethnic origin or sexual orientation,” is punished by imprisonment of
between one and four years, and a fine from BGN 5,000 to 10,000 (EUR 2,500 —
5,000), as well as public censure. (Imprisonment may be suspended.) The penalty of
imprisonment for up to four years falls under penalties is of a category reserved for
offences with a high degree of social danger, and this also means that the penalty
cannot be a fine. For this reason, prosecutors are reluctant to apply Article 162
because of the serious punishment it carries for relatively mild offences.

A provision of the Criminal Code that may be invoked in the prosecution of hate speech
is also found in Article 108 (1) and relates to the preaching of “fascist or another anti-
democratic ideology or forceful change of the social and state order as established by
the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria.” The penalty is up to three years of
imprisonment, probation or a fine of up to BGN 5,000 (EUR 2,500). In 2025,
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amendments provided heavier penalties in some cases (e.g., for preaching through
media), but these were seen by most critics as disproportionate and therefore an
unjustified infringement of freedom of expression.

Yet another provision that may be relevant to prosecuting hate crime and hate speech
was introduced in the Criminal Code in 2011 in an attempt to transpose Article 1.1c of
the 2007 Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA on combating racism and xenophobia.
The new Article 419a envisages liability for anyone who “publicly condones, denies or
grossly trivializes a crime against peace and humanity and thereby poses a risk of
violence or instigates hatred among individuals or groups of people defined on the
grounds of race, colour, religion, descent, national or ethnic origin.”*

Since 2023, the Criminal Code has been amended to include enhanced criminal
liability for the offences of insult and defamation when these are “perpetrated with
racist and xenophobic motives” 9 (Article 148). The penalty is a fine from BGN 500 to
10,000 (EUR 250 — 5,000) as well as public censure.

Civil and administrative law framework for combating hate crime and hate
speech

The main civil and administrative law pathways for combating hate crime and
particularly hate speech and in Bulgaria are provided by the Protection against
Discrimination Act (PADA) adopted in 2004 and subsequently amended several times.
The PADA is Bulgaria's main instrument for transposing EU equality directives and
provides a broad framework for dealing with discriminatory conduct including hate
speech. The purpose of PADA is to ensure protection against all forms of
discrimination and contribute to the prevention of discrimination. To the extent hate
speech and other offences in which a protected ground is relevant constitute
discrimination, PADA is an adequate response to these phenomena.

Article 4 of PADA prohibits direct and indirect discrimination on the grounds of “sex,
race, nationality, ethnicity, human genome, citizenship, birth, religion or belie,
education, convictions, political affiliation, personal or social status, disability, age,
sexual orientation, family status, property, or any other characteristics established by
law or an international treaty to which the Republic of Bulgaria is a party.” The
definitions of direct and indirect discrimination are aligned with those in the EU equality
directives. In addition to direct and indirect discrimination, PADA covers other forms
of discrimination in compliance with EU law — harassment, sexual harassment,
incitement to discriminate, persecution and race segregation. Hharassment is a kind
of discrimination which is particularly relevant to combating hate speech. Harassment
is “any unwanted conduct based on the above grounds, expressed physically, verbally
or in any other way, which has the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of the

4 Criminal Code, Article 419a.
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person and creating a hostile, degrading, humiliating, offensive or threatening
environment.” (PADA, § 1.1 of the Additional provisions)

Under PADA, the Commission for Protection against Discrimination (CPD) is
established as the national equality body and exercises significant administrative
powers in enforcing the Act. The Commission may ex officio determine that an act or
statement constitutes discrimination, impose sanctions on the perpetrators, and issue
binding instructions to them to take preventive or corrective measures. Penalties for
discrimination include fines of up to €1,250, although the CPD cannot award
compensation to victims. The Commission’s decisions are subject to judicial review
before the administrative courts.

In addition to this pathway, there are two further judicial avenues of redress in cases
of hate offences: civil law and administrative law. Article 71 of the Civil Code, in
conjunction with Article 5, provides protection for victims of discrimination who have
not filed complaints with the CPD allowing them to complain directly to the civil courts
when the claim can be directed at civil law entities, e.g., private persons. Civil courts
can provide declaratory or injunctive relief or damages. Article 73 of the PDA
accordingly gives the opportunity for anyone whose rights to non-discrimination are
violated by an administrative act to file a complaint at the administrative courts, in
accordance with the Administrative Procedure Code.

Regarding the standing to sue, trade unions and non-governmental organizations can
bring claims of discrimination when they are asked to by the alleged victims. Trade
unions and non-governmental organizations may bring also actio popularis claims in
cases that have affected more people.

International and European instruments in the Bulgarian context

The regulation of online expression in Bulgaria is developing within the framework of
international human rights law and European Union law, with the guiding principle that
the rights that people have offline should also be protected online. Freedom of
expression in the virtual environment is equivalent to that outside it and may only be
restricted in accordance with the requirements of legality, necessity, and
proportionality in a democratic society (BOLD, 2024). This principle is expressed in a
number of international and European instruments referenced below and serves as a
starting point for assessing Bulgarian regulatory and institutional practice.

Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA on combating racism and xenophobia (2007)

The first key international instrument that is directly relevant to online hate speech is
the 2007 Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA of the Council of the European Union. It
obliges Member States to criminalize intentional public incitement to violence or hatred
directed against groups or individuals defined by race, color, religion, descent, or
national or ethnic origin. The Framework Decision also requires racist and xenophobic
motives to be treated as aggravating circumstances and lays down rules on the liability
of legal persons and jurisdiction.
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In the Bulgarian context, these obligations have been transposed mainly through the
provisions of the Criminal Code, in particular Article 162. In fact, Article 162 goes
beyond the requirements of the Framework Decision in that it envisages criminal
liability for incitement to discrimination, in addition to violence or hatred. It also
provides a broader meaning to the content of the offence by including “propagation”,
as a result of which Article 162 has been interpreted in both the case law and by legal
scholars as requiring, in order to prove “propagation”, as little as reaching out to just
one person, without that person having to take action to fulfil the propaganda appeal.®

Despite the above, however, transposition of the Framework Decision remains
problematic. The European Commission has repeatedly noted incomplete or incorrect
implementation, and in October 2024, it issued a reasoned opinion to Bulgaria
(INFR(2020)2321), stating that the country has only partially and incorrectly
transposed the Framework Decision. The main criticisms relate to the limited
understanding of incitement to hatred and violence, the lack of adequate treatment of
the justification and denial of international crimes, as well as weaknesses regarding
the liability of legal persons and racist motives.

Council of Europe and universal human rights law instruments

In parallel with EU law, Bulgaria is bound by relevant universal human rights
instruments as well as instruments of the Council of Europe. For example, Articles 19
and 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights draw a clear
distinction between protected expression and illegal hate speech that reaches the
threshold of incitement to discrimination, hostility, or violence. The European
Convention on Human Rights, as interpreted in the practice of the European Court of
Human Rights, also provides guidance in that regard.

Of particular relevance to the subject of this report are the Additional Protocol to the
Convention on Cybercrime concerning the criminalization of acts of a racist and
xenophobic nature committed through computer systems, as well as
Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)16 of the Committee of Ministers on combating hate
speech. They require not only formal criminalization, but also effective procedural
guarantees, protection of the persons concerned and active positive obligations on the
part of the state.

Self-regulation and co-regulation at EU level

Since 2018, the EU has been gradually developing self-regulation and co-regulation
mechanisms targeting online platforms. The Code of Conduct on countering illegal
hate speech online, and later the revised "Code of Conduct+", commit large platforms
to voluntary but publicly monitored commitments: clear terms and conditions,

5 PC-Bapsa, ITpuchaa ot 13.10.2011 1. mo w1 Ne 5980/2011. See also: Croiinos, A. Haxazameno npaso, ocobena wacm.:
Tpecmvnaenus npomue npasama na 4oseka, Bropo uznanue, Codpus: Ciela, 2006, c. 247.
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notification and action procedures, response times, transparency of moderation, and
cooperation with civil society.

Bulgaria's accession to these mechanisms (including the implementation of the Code+
from January 2025) should be seen as a complementary tool that cannot replace the
state's obligations to guarantee human rights. In practice, however, it is precisely the
actions of platforms - removing or restricting content - that often become the main
mechanism for response, due to the limited institutional capacity of the state.

The Digital Services Act (2022)

Also relevant to the topic under discussion is Regulation (EU) 2022/2065 — the Digital
Services Act (DSA), which creates a harmonized framework for online intermediaries
in the EU and will applies to all platforms since February 2024. The DSA does not
introduce a general ban on "harmful” content, but builds a multi-level regime based on
the distinction between illegal content and legal but socially harmful content (including
disinformation).

Obligations are introduced for all online intermediaries to establish notification and
action mechanisms, transparency, and compliance with orders from competent
authorities. Additional obligations are introduced for "very large online platforms" and
search engines to assess and mitigate systemic risks, which explicitly include risks to
democratic processes, civic debate, and public security related to disinformation.

In the Bulgarian context, the DSA requires the creation of an effective national
supervisory mechanism and a clear distribution of competences between regulatory
authorities. Although the regulation is directly applicable, its effectiveness depends on
the actual administrative and expert capacity, which remains limited at present. There
is a risk that the burden of enforcement will again shift to private platforms, without
sufficient guarantees of transparency, accountability, and access to legal protection
for affected individuals.

Problems in national legislation and enforcement challenges

Regarding national criminal law, some of the definitions contained in Bulgarian criminal
law are problematic in several respects. The most important shortcoming is that the
term "hate speech" itself is not explicitly defined in the Criminal Code. This creates
difficulties in interpretation by law enforcement and judicial authorities. Secondly,
despite the addition of new protected characteristics, these do not include gender,
gender identity, disability, migration status, or other characteristics that may be
grounds for hate crime. Accordingly, reports of the European Commission against
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) emphasize that Bulgarian legal definitions of hate
speech are significantly narrower than the recommended standard contained in its
own comprehensive definition.® (ECRI, 2025).

6 In ERCI’s General Policy Recommendation No. 15 of 8 December 2015, hate speech is defined as “the advocacy, promotion
or
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Further, the doctrinal classification of crimes under Article 162 of the Criminal Code as
"formal" leads to a systemic issue: persons affected by hate crime do not have the
status of participants in the proceedings and are often excluded from exercising
meaningful procedural rights. If an aggrieved person or a minority organization or
church makes a complaint, it is up to the competent prosecutor to open or not open
pre-trial proceedings and to press charges against the perpetrator. In the case of
refusal on behalf of the prosecutor, the complainant can appeal to the superior
prosecutor and in case of another refusal, since 2023 — to the court. However, no
private prosecution under Article 162 is possible under the law. This is a recurrent
problem in many cases. For example, in the recent case llareva and others v. Bulgaria
litigated before the European Court of Human Rights, the prolonged inaction of the
prosecution service in response to serious online threats and hate speech was found
by the European Court of Human Rights to be incompatible with the positive
obligations of the state.

Apart from legal definitional and procedural limitations, the effectiveness of Bulgaria's
legislative framework on hate crime and hate speech is seriously undermined by
systemic gaps in enforcement, including issues of prosecutorial discretion, judicial
interpretation, political will, and resource allocation.

In the first place, the approach of the Bulgarian prosecution and courts to hate crime
and hate speech is overall problematic, and one can observe a generalised reluctance
to prosecute hate crime. Prosecutions are few and far between, despite the high
incidence of hate crime and hate speech. There have been a small number of
successful cases, but these concerned marginal perpetrators and forums. No
significant political actor has been convicted, not even after the peak of the racist
incitement wave of 2005-2011 (during the rise of the Ataka party), or the 2015-2017
anti-migrant hate wave (during the European migrant crisis), despite the upsurge of
hate speech by prominent politicians. This indicates a serious problem with the
integrity and independence of the prosecution in Bulgaria, as well as with political
influence on the judiciary in general, as observed by a number of local and
international monitors. (see, e.g., European Commission, 2020)

Civil society organizations, in particular the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC), have
documented that very few cases involving hate speech, especially online, have led to
criminal proceedings, and even fewer to convictions (BHC, 2024). When prosecution
does occur, it usually focuses on extreme cases involving explicit threats or disruption
of public order, while more widespread forms of online hate speech (e.g., misogynistic
harassment, xenophobic comments, or anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric) often do not reach the
threshold at which the court considers prosecution necessary.

incitement, in any form, of the denigration, hatred or vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment,
insult, negative stereotyping, stigmatization or threat in respect of such a person or group of persons and the justification of all
the preceding types of expression, on the ground of “race,” colour, descent, national or ethnic origin, age, disability, language,
religion or belief, sex, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation and other personal characteristics or status.”
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Administrative enforcement through the Commission for Protection against
Discrimination has led to slightly more tangible results, including decisions ordering
the cessation of discriminatory statements and symbolic sanctions. However, CPD
procedures are typically lengthy, reactive, and dependent on victims' initiative, which
limits their accessibility to young people and marginalized groups (BCNL, 2022).

The European Court of Human Rights' decision in the case of llareva and others v.
Bulgaria is the first case concerning online hate speech against Bulgaria and reveals
fundamental shortcomings in the investigation of threats and hate speech on social
media (llareva and others v. Bulgaria, 2025, 1.). The ECHR found that the Bulgarian
investigating authorities had "committed shortcomings that constitute a violation of the
state's obligations,” noting that the authorities had not requested web traffic or
communications data, had not sought international legal assistance from Facebook,
had not investigated the ownership of websites linked to suspects, and had not
searched the computers or phones of identified suspects. The prosecution dismisses
the significance of death threats and interprets them as "expressions of personal
opinion” rather than specific threats requiring investigation (llareva and others v.
Bulgaria, 2025, § 14).

Legislative changes in 2023 partially addressed some criticisms by including sexual
orientation as an aggravating circumstance for violent crimes, but comprehensive
reform has not yet been achieved. The ban on "propaganda” for "non-traditional sexual
orientation” in schools, adopted in August 2024, contradicts international law and
relevant recommendations, e.g. the European Commission's 2020 LGBTIQ+ Equality
Strategy. This ban has a chilling effect on efforts to educate young people about
diversity and combating intolerance. This recent legislative development
demonstrated that political resistance to comprehensive protection against hate
speech continues. (BOLD, 2024a)

International monitoring bodies such as the OSCE/ODIHR and ECRI have consistently
emphasized the need for Bulgaria to expand the protected grounds in criminal law,
ensure effective investigation and prosecution of hate crime and hate speech cases,
develop mandatory training for law enforcement and judicial authorities on recognizing
and responding to hate crime and hate speech, create special units for hate crime
within the police force, improve the collection of data on hate crime and hate speech
broken down by grounds and type, and strengthen victim support mechanisms
(OSCE/ODIHR, 2018; ECRI, 2025). Until these reforms are fully implemented,
Bulgaria's legal framework, even where formally complying with some European
standards, will remain inadequate to address widespread online hate crime and hate
speech targeting young people and vulnerable communities.

The effectiveness of the existing administrative and civil law channels for responding
to hate speech, including proceedings before the Commission for Protection against
Discrimination (CPD) cases filed in civil or administrative courts remains seriously
problematic. The judicial practice of the last two decades shows both insufficient
competence and insufficient political will. They have frequently demonstrated
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reluctance to classify certain statements as discriminatory or to treat them as unlawful
hate speech, especially when such statements have been made by politicians. (BTA,
2025).

The relatively ineffective protection against discrimination, including online hate
speech, is also visible in crisis or emergency situations, such as during the covid
pandemic, whereby emergencies have been used as justification for extreme or
stigmatizing public statements. This was the case with the failure of the CPD to find
any violation of equality law affecting Roma who during the pandemic suffered a
number of hate crime and hate speech acts. It is notable that the concept of
discrimination has been systematically misinterpreted in Bulgaria, both by the CPD
and the courts. (Petrova, 2024). Often, instead of examining, for example, whether
harassment is present (whether a statement creates a hostile, humiliating, or offensive
environment for protected groups), courts fail to find the balance between non-
discrimination and freedom of expression, misunderstanding human rights principles
and modern equality law.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

Bulgaria's approach to tackling online hate crime and hate speech among young
people is characterized by a combination of international commitments, national
legislation, and targeted prevention strategies, although big gaps in policy
implementation remain. Although the country has adopted various policy frameworks,
the lack of a comprehensive, dedicated national action plan specifically targeting
online hate speech represents a significant limitation in the policy landscape.

Bulgaria has implemented several relevant policy measures to combat hate crime and
hate speech, although these efforts remain scattered across various policy
documents. The government also maintains an action plan to implement the decisions
of the European Court of Human Rights in hate speech cases, with the decisions
translated into Bulgarian and included in the training of judges and magistrates
(Ministry of Justice, 2024).

Youth-specific prevention strategies

Bulgaria has developed several youth-focused initiatives that address violence and
safety on the internet and indirectly address issues related to hate speech. The most
comprehensive framework is the National Program for the Prevention of Violence and
Abuse against Children (2023-2026), which sets out the framework for national policy
to combat violence against children and aims to reduce cases of violence and
exploitation, improve coordination between institutions, and implement a zero-
tolerance policy towards all forms of violence. Although this program focuses primarily
on physical and sexual violence, it also covers online abuse and provides a basis for
addressing digital hate crime and hate speech. It considers cyberbullying and online
violence, including hate speech, as a growing risk for children due to their increased
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presence on the internet. The program emphasizes the need for prevention through
digital literacy, training for children, parents, and professionals, as well as a
coordinated institutional response to cases of online bullying and other forms of
violence in the virtual space.

Cooperation with schools

In Bulgaria, public awareness of hate speech remains alarmingly low: a 2018
nationally representative survey found that one in four respondents did not know that
preaching and inciting racial or national hatred is a crime under Article 162 of the
Criminal Code, with only 64% aware that spreading fascist or other anti-democratic
ideology is also criminalized (under Article 108 of the Criminal Code) (OSI-Sofia,
2018).

One of the reasons for the low level of awareness of hate speech lies in the insufficient
work done in educational institutions, including regular schools. The latter are a
critically important, albeit underutilized, venue for the prevention of hate speech. In
2019, a subsidy of BGN 7 million (approximately EUR 3.5 million) was allocated to
increase the capacity of teaching professionals to work in a multicultural environment.
UNICEF's "Steps Together" program, implemented in cooperation with the Ministry of
Education and Science, is the most comprehensive initiative in Bulgarian schools.
Since the program began, UNICEF has reached 12,000 students, over 1,000 teachers,
and nearly 6,000 parents, who have been trained on topics such as online safety, hate
speech, and fake news. The program specifically addresses digital literacy and online
violence, including hate speech in the digital environment, while the project "Children,
Parents, and Teachers Against Hate Speech and Discrimination" conducted by the
National Network for Children develops an innovative methodology that incorporates
tolerance and nonviolent communication into the official school curriculum.

Despite these efforts, work in the education system to date is not overall effective.
Back in 2018, ECRI recommended that the authorities establish a system for
monitoring and countering racist and anti-LGBTIQ+ incidents in schools, noting that
systematic monitoring mechanisms were lacking (ECRI, 2018). This has not changed.
Moreover, recent legislative changes have undermined prevention efforts, as the
aforementioned 2024 law prohibiting the "propaganda” of "non-traditional sexual
orientations” in schools restricts discussion of topics that could help counter the
violence and harassment to which LGBTIQ+ students are subjected.

Cooperation with the police

Bulgaria has engaged in significant initiatives to build the capacity of law enforcement
agencies to recognize and respond to hate crimes, primarily through international
partnerships. The country has actively participated in programs developed by the
OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR). For example, in
2012 — 2017, Bulgaria implemented the ODIHR program "Training for Law
Enforcement Authorities to Combat Hate Crimes". It also participated in the project
"Building a Comprehensive Criminal Law Response to Hate Crimes."
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In 2023, the police established a cybercrime directorate to strengthen its capacity to
combat hate crime on the internet, which has authority to remove discriminatory
content, including hate speech, from the internet. In 2024, the National Institute of
Justice organized remote training on hate speech for 18 prosecutors. However, the
scale of these projects remains limited compared to the intensity and scope of the
problem. Significant challenges remain in police responses to online hate crime. It is
a serious problem also that the Commission for Protection against Discrimination has
systematically refused to comply with court orders requiring it to collect, with the
assistance of the police, information confirming the identity of perpetrators, in cases
of online hate speech, undermining the effectiveness of enforcement mechanisms.

Cooperation with technology platforms

Bulgaria's engagement with technology platforms in the fight against online hate crime
and hate speech remains significantly limited and largely ineffective. Despite the
growing number of cases of online hate speech, the only sanctions imposed to date
on perpetrators are restrictions by the online platforms themselves. No formal
partnerships or memoranda of understanding have been concluded yet between the
Bulgarian authorities and the major social media platforms to systematically address
hate speech. However, it is hoped that the EU Digital Services Act which is binding on
Bulgaria will contribute to positive developments in this area.

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

Despite the existence of various policy measures, significant gaps in their
implementation remain. International monitoring bodies continue to emphasize the
need for systematic data collection, stronger enforcement mechanisms, and sustained
political commitment to addressing hate crime and hate speech as a priority issue
affecting young people in Bulgaria. Experts recommend that efforts be made in the
field of education to raise awareness of hate speech among teachers, students, and
journalists, and that a more comprehensive approach be adopted involving multiple
stakeholders, including politicians, the police, schools, civil society, and the media.
The lack of a unified national action plan specifically targeting hate speech among
young people means that existing efforts remain fragmented and under-resourced.

Key challenges to effective policy implementation

Monitoring and reporting: Monitoring and reporting of online hate crime and hate
speech is a serious policy implementation deficit in Bulgaria. Quantitative and
gualitative data show that only a small humber of cases of hate crimes and hate
speech are investigated and prosecuted each year. According to OSCE/ODIHR data
on hate crimes, Bulgaria officially consistently reports a low number of registered hate
crimes compared to civil society estimates and victim surveys, indicating a significant
gap between reality and official data (OSCE/ODIHR, 2022). This gap is widely
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interpreted as evidence of systematic underrecording and underreporting and, rather
than a lack of incidents.

Victim surveys and NGO reports show that many victims, especially young people,
women, LGBTIQ+ persons, and refugees, do not report hate speech online due to fear
of retaliation, lack of trust in the authorities, uncertainty about legal definitions, or the
belief that reporting will not lead to meaningful consequences (FRA, 2023). For young
people, additional barriers include a lack of legal knowledge, dependence on parents
or school to file complaints, and the normalization of online harassment.

The victims' perspective is underrepresented in official data. While EU-level studies
(e.g., FRA studies) offer insight into the experiences of discrimination and hatred
among minority groups, qualitative studies at the national level focusing specifically on
young people's experiences with online hate speech are limited. This gap is
particularly pronounced among young women, young people from the LGBTIQ+
community, young people from the Roma community, and young refugees, whose
experiences are often reflected only through the work of NGOs rather than through
systematic research (FRA; BHC, 2024).

Evidence issues are particularly acute in the online environment. Law enforcement
agencies often encounter difficulties in collecting, storing, and authenticating online
evidence, especially when content has been deleted, is located on foreign servers, or
is shared via encrypted plattorms (OSI-Sofia, 2019). These challenges
disproportionately affect cases involving social media harassment or coordinated hate
campaigns targeting young people.

Institutional capacity and training: Another significant challenge is the limited
institutional capacity and insufficient specialized training of relevant institutions to deal
with digital hate crime and hate speech. Although Bulgaria participates in some
international initiatives, including OSCE/ODIHR training programs and Council of
Europe courses, coverage remains uneven, and training is often project-specific. This
is particularly evident in police and prosecutor training (ODIHR, 2021; 2023). Reports
by OSI-Sofia and the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee indicate that frontline police
officers and prosecutors may lack confidence in identifying bias-based motives,
especially in an online context where language is coded, ironic, or embedded in
memes and visual content. This makes it difficult to classify cases and determine
whether a hate motive is recorded at all.

Gaps in training are particularly significant in cases involving online gender-based hate
and misogynistic harassment targeting women and girls, which are often minimized or
treated as interpersonal conflicts rather than discrimination (BHC, 2024). Similar
problems arise in cases involving refugees, where xenophobic statements can be
presented as political opinion rather than discriminatory behaviour.

Challenges related to youth policies: The challenges of enforcing the law are amplified
in cases involving young people as victims or perpetrators. Incidents of hate speech
among or against young people often occur in semi-closed online spaces (messaging
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apps, gaming platforms, closed groups) that are difficult for authorities to monitor or
legally access. Furthermore, schools and child protection institutions do not have clear
protocols for escalating cases of online hate speech to law enforcement authorities,
leading to fragmented responses (NEMO, 2019).

When young people are the perpetrators, authorities may prioritize educational or
disciplinary measures over criminal prosecution, which may be appropriate but also
risks underestimating the seriousness of repeated or severe manifestations of online
hate speech if not accompanied by restorative or preventive interventions.

Perceptions of ineffectiveness and consequences

The cumulative effect of these challenges in policy implementation is a sense of
impunity, especially in digital spaces. Monitoring by NGOs and focus groups with
young people show that the low probability of sanctions discourages victims from
reporting incidents and encourages perpetrators, contributing to the normalization of
hate speech and hostility online (OSI-Sofia, 2023). This perception is reinforced by
limited public communication about successful prosecutions or non-criminal sanctions,
which reduces the visibility of policy implementation results.

These conclusions are also supported by the professionals surveyed in the UNITY
project field study. Only 11% of surveyed professionals in Bulgaria responded “Yes”
to the question “Do you think current policies are effective in tackling hate speech and
hate crimes?”. The remaining answers were divided equally between the responses
“Partially” and “No” (44% each).

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1 Governmental Actors

Responsibility for addressing hate speech, hate crimes, and related online risks in
Bulgaria is divided among several ministries and agencies, with coordination
mechanisms remaining relatively weak and fragmented.

The Ministry of Justice plays a central role in shaping the legal and policy framework
for hate crimes and discrimination, including coordinating the National Action Plan on
Human Rights and engaging with EU and Council of Europe mechanisms. It also
liaises with the judiciary and the prosecution service, although it does not have a
specific mandate focused specifically on hate speech in the digital environment or
youth (Ministry of Justice; NAPHR 2021-2025).

The Ministry of the Interior is responsible for law enforcement, recording hate crimes,
and cooperating with international monitoring systems such as the OSCE/ODIHR.
Although it investigates criminal cases related to incitement to hatred or violence, its
preventive and youth-oriented role in digital spaces is limited, and cooperation with
schools or youth services is not systematic (OSCE/ODIHR; BHC, 2024).
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The Ministry of Education and Science is a key player in prevention through schools,
digital literacy, and values education. It controls the curricula, which include elements
of civic education and media literacy, but hate speech and online harassment are
addressed indirectly rather than as separate topics, leaving considerable freedom of
action to individual schools and teachers (NEMO, 2019).

The Commission for Protection against Discrimination acts as an independent
administrative body dealing with discriminatory statements and behavior, including
statements on the internet. It provides an accessible, non-criminal route to legal
redress, although its procedures are reactive and based on individual complaints
rather than proactive monitoring (CPD; BCNL, 2022). Although it has the right to take
up cases on its own initiative, the CPD regularly avoids doing so without giving any
solid justification.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organizations play a central and often compensatory role in combating
online hate speech in Bulgaria, particularly in supporting victims, monitoring, and
educating young people.

The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) is one of the most prominent actors,
conducting long-term monitoring of hate speech and hate crimes, providing legal
assistance to victims, and publishing annual human rights reports documenting trends,
gaps in law enforcement, and vulnerable groups (BHC, 2024). The BHC is patrticularly
active in highlighting online hate directed against minorities, women, LGBTIQ+
persons, and refugees.

The Open Society Institute — Sofia (OSI-Sofia) has produced analytical studies on hate
speech, freedom of expression, and institutional responses, including studies on public
discourse and the digital environment. Its work has contributed to public debate and
policy criticism, particularly with regard to underreporting and weak enforcement (OSI-
Sofia, 2019; 2023).

Youth-focused NGOs and informal initiatives, including those participating in the
NEMO project and programs supported by the Council of Europe, work directly with
young people through workshops, peer training, and activities to raise awareness
about hate speech online, digital rights, and reporting mechanisms (NEMO, 2019).

Organizations supporting refugees and migrants, including those assisting Ukrainian
refugees, have documented increased online hostility and disinformation and provide
psychosocial support, counselling, and integration assistance, although resources for
interventions specifically targeting digital hate remain limited (BHC, 2024).
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5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness-raising are widely recognized as key preventive tools, but
their implementation in Bulgaria remains uneven and heavily dependent on initiatives
by the NGO sector.

School interventions targeting online hate speech are most often carried out through
extracurricular activities, pilot projects, or seminars organized by NGOs, rather than
through mandatory curricula. Initiatives related to the Council of Europe's NO HATE
campaign introduce students to concepts such as hate speech, discrimination,
counter-speech, and digital citizenship, with a strong emphasis on youth participation
and reflection (NO HATE Bulgaria, 2024).

Training for teachers on hate speech and digital safety exists but is not systematically
included in pre-service training or continuing education. As a result, teachers' ability to
identify, prevent, and respond to online hate speech affecting students varies
significantly between schools.

Media literacy and online safety campaigns targeting young people have expanded in
recent years, often focusing on disinformation, cyberbullying, and safe use of the
internet. Although these campaigns indirectly address hate speech, NGOs note that
explicit discussion of discriminatory language, gender-based hatred, and xenophobia
remains limited, especially with regard to dynamics on social media (OSI-Sofia, 2023;
BHC, 2024).

It is also important to see what, according to Bulgarian respondents, could help reduce
hate speech. The answers to the open question “What do you think could help reduce
hate speech in your community?” are too varied to generalize. Some of the persons
interviewed gave proactive responses ("When we witness it, tell the person that it's not
okay"); others stressed education on the topic ("Attracting public attention and
changing the school education system"; "Education and maybe laws"; "Education and
talks with people from the community”; "Fighting disinformation”; "Morality, ethics, and
aesthetics should be studied in school and there should be punishments for those who
are rude"); control and publicity in social media, but also media literacy ("Better control
on Facebook by civil society"; "Creating more safe spaces for dialogue, strengthening
media literacy and giving young people clear tools for reporting would significantly
reduce hate speech. When schools, youth workers, and local organizations model
inclusive communication and respond consistently, the whole community becomes
less tolerant of harmful language"; "Highlighting in the media the real state of affairs
and the reliable facts important to the country's population regarding vulnerable groups
that can help reduce further hate speech and hate crimes"; "Law. Media restriction.
Parental control."; "There must be a system for blocking people who use hate
speech"); as well as strengthened countermeasures at the national level ("l think
institutional regulations, but also a moral compass inside individuals that encourages
tolerance and empathy"; "The better work of the police and prosecution”; "Only a
system for counteracting at the national level can create public immunity against
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disinformation: through media literacy, critical thinking, and more responsible and
quality journalism" (focus group with professionals, NGOs - Plovdiv).

There is also one very different, optimistic response: "...let me start by saying that hate
speech is much less common today than it was during my childhood and youth. And
the credit for this goes mainly to schools, no matter how much speculative politicians,
especially from the left, as well as pro-Russian "conservatives," criticize and use the
topic for PR purposes.”

6. Good Practices & Lessons Learned

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

1. NO HATE BG - a multilateral partnership for reporting incidents, capacity
building, and public protection (Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, etc.)

NO HATE BG is an EU-funded project with many partners, led by the Bulgarian
Helsinki Committee, which combines an online platform for reporting incidents, training
for civil society and public authorities, media monitoring, and public protection. It
created a White Paper, summarizing lessons learned and recommendations for
improving investigations, reporting and policy responses (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024).
The project targets vulnerable communities (Roma, LGBTIQ+, migrants/refugees) and
works with young people through partner NGOs and work in schools. NO HATE BG
integrates citizen reporting (data on incidents collected from multiple sources),
conducts training to increase the capacity of NGOs to document online incidents, and
produces policy reports used in advocacy with ministries and the Commission for
Protection against Discrimination. The White Paper collects evidence on cases that
help identify patterns of online hostility, including narratives about migrants and
refugees, and calls for better police recording and cooperation between platforms. This
project stands out as a good example because it combines youth-friendly reporting
tools, capacity building for NGOs (so that local youth groups can document incidents),
and sustained advocacy that translates monitoring into policy recommendations.

2. NEMO Project — Media Literacy in Schools and Workshops Focused on
Migrants

The NEMO project produces a national report and conducts workshops using new
media tools to train young people to recognize online hate speech, misinformation,
and stereotypes about migrants. The project combines classroom lessons, media
analysis exercises, and content creation by young people (Project NEMO, 2019). Itis
aimed at secondary school students and young people in a school environment
(including young people from the host community and those with a migrant/refugee
background, if any). The activities and results of the project are diverse - teachers and
facilitators use interactive modules and toolkits (adapted from EU/NEMO resources)
to conduct lessons on recognizing misinformation about migrants, creating counter-
narratives, and practicing safe reporting of hateful content. Local reports indicate
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increased awareness among participants about the difference between opinion and
hate speech, and participants create youth-oriented counter-content that is shared on
school media. The project is concrete and replicable - it integrates media literacy into
school practice, trains teachers and students, and leaves behind tools that other
schools and NGOs can reuse. The focus on skills (critical thinking, content creation)
addresses the causes of online xenophobia rather than merely describing it.

3. EQUALTOGETHER / regional expansion of civil society — cross-sectoral
support for vulnerable groups

The EQUALTOGETHER project supports civil society organizations representing
Roma, LGBTIQ+ and other vulnerable communities to expand monitoring, advocacy,
and rapid response to hate speech and hate crimes, develops guidelines, and
organizes regional meetings to improve cooperation between NGOs and institutions.
It targets young people of Roma origin and young people associated with vulnerable
minorities (programs include youth-led monitoring and capacity building).
EQUALTOGETHER organizes regional meetings, produces a book of
recommendations for policymakers, and strengthens links between local NGOs and
national authorities (Commission for Protection against Discrimination, ministries).
The project results are cited in national advocacy activities and used as a resource for
local youth trainings. The project's focus on expanding civil society capacity
(monitoring + policy engagement) is an effective model for sustaining youth-focused
responses beyond short-term pilot projects - it links grassroots reporting to national
advocacy and promotes media that amplify the voice of youth.

Key takeaways from these initiatives

Initiatives that put young refugees or minorities at the centre (co-creation of content,
peer training) are more effective than one-way awareness-raising campaigns, as
young people become active participants rather than passive beneficiaries. (NO HATE
BG, NEMO). Such projects also show how training youth leaders increases reach and
creates sustainable local capacity.

NO HATE BG and EQUALTOGETHER illustrate the benefits of combining grassroots
incident reporting with recommendations and advocacy for institutional change, while
school toolkits, short video campaigns, and trainer models are inexpensive, adaptable,
and can be scaled up in municipalities, especially when supported by NGO media and
EU funding.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

Online hate speech targeting young people from the LGBTIQ+ community is widely
documented in Bulgaria, especially on social media and in comment sections, and is
often normalized or presented as an "opinion" (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia, 2019). In this
context, several NGO-led initiatives have developed effective responses focused on
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safety, empowerment, and advocacy, even in the absence of strong institutional
support.

1. Online monitoring and legal support for hate speech against LGBTIQ+ people
(Bulgarian Helsinki Committee)

The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee systematically monitors online hate speech against
LGBTIQ+ individuals as part of its broader work on hate speech and hate crimes,
documenting cases, providing legal advice and filing strategic complaints with national
authorities and international mechanisms, especially for those who are subject to
harassment on social media or public online campaigns. (BHC, 2024).

2. Council of Europe's NO HATE campaign — activities for young people focused
on the LGBTIQ+ community

As part of the NO HATE Speech Movement, Bulgarian youth organizations are
implementing small campaigns and seminars that explicitly address homophobic and
transphobic statements on the internet, using Council of Europe educational resources
adapted to the local context, often in mixed groups to encourage dialogue between
peers.

3. Initiatives to create safe spaces and peer support from LGBTIQ+ NGOs (Bilitis,
Deystvie)

Various LGBTIQ+ organizations in Bulgaria have developed models for safe spaces,
including moderated online groups, hotlines, and peer support forums where LGBTIQ+
youth can discuss experiences related to online hate, bullying, and discrimination,
which is especially valuable for LGBTIQ+ youth in smaller towns or rural areas with
limited offline support media.

Key takeaways from these initiatives

Several recurring factors for success emerge from these practices. Safety and trust
are prerequisites: young people from the LGBTIQ+ community engage more actively
when initiatives prioritize confidentiality and protection from further harm, and peer-
based participation and approaches increase trust and acceptance, especially in
unfavourable social environments. In the absence of strong government initiatives,
civil society remains the main driver of innovation and support for young people from
the LGBTIQ+ community who are victims of online hate in Bulgaria.

At the same time, these initiatives remain fragmented and under-resourced,
highlighting the need for stronger institutional support and integration into national
policies on youth, education, and digital safety.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

Ethnic minorities in Bulgaria, in particular Roma, Muslim and Jewish communities, are
often the target of online hate speech, which often intensifies during political debates,
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crises or election periods (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia, 2019). Although state initiatives
remain limited, a number of practices initiated by civil society demonstrate effective
approaches to prevention, resilience, and response, including among young people.

1. TAAO - Together Against Anti-Gypsyism Online (focusing on Roma youth)

TAAO is a multinational project aimed at combating hate speech against Roma on the
internet, implemented with the participation of Bulgarian NGOs and including training
of trainers aimed at youth leaders of Roma origin (TAAO, 2018). It is aimed at youth
leaders and activists of Roma origin, who are expected to disseminate the knowledge
at the local level.

2. NO HATE BG - Monitoring and advocacy against ethnic-based hate

As part of the NO HATE BG initiative, civil society organizations document online hate
speech targeting ethnic minorities, combining citizen reports, legal analyses, and
advocacy through policy reports and a White Paper (NO HATE BG, 2024). Young
people participate through NGO media, educational activities, and as users of
reporting tools.

Key conclusions from these initiatives

The conclusion that community leadership is important stands out, and that initiatives
are more effective when young people from minority groups take on positions as
leaders, trainers, or content creators rather than being passive beneficiaries. Building
trust is also essential - longstanding distrust of institutions, especially among Roma
communities, means that NGO-led and peer-based approaches are often more
credible than official mechanisms (BHC, 2024).

An important conclusion is that monitoring must be linked to action, and that reporting
and documentation tools have the greatest impact when linked to advocacy,
education, or legal follow-up. As a result of the above-mentioned projects, we conclude
that partnerships increase legitimacy - cooperation between minority organizations,
schools, and public authorities strengthens reach and sustainability.

7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

Despite the existence of legal provisions, political commitments, and the active
participation of civil society, studies consistently show that Bulgaria faces significant
structural and practical gaps in combating online hate speech and hate crimes
affecting young people. These gaps relate to data availability, institutional capacity,
prevention frameworks, and responsiveness to the needs of young people.

Data gaps

One of the most persistent challenges concerns the lack of reliable, disaggregated
data on online hate speech and hate crime involving young people. Official crime
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statistics do not systematically distinguish between offline and online incidents, nor do
they consistently record the age, gender, or online presence of victims (OSCE/ODIHR,;
BHC, 2024). As a result, the scale and nature of young people's exposure to digital
hate remain only partially visible.

Weaknesses in legal, political, and institutional responses

A key weakness is the gap between legislation and its enforcement. Although legal
provisions exist that address incitement to hatred and discrimination, they are applied
inconsistently, especially in the digital context (BHC, 2024). The lack of a clear and
comprehensive definition of hate speech, especially online, creates uncertainty for law
enforcement agencies, prosecutors, and victims alike.

Support services for victims of online hate speech are fragmented and unevenly
accessible. Although NGOs provide some limited legal assistance, counselling, and
peer support, these services are often project-specific, geographically concentrated,
and not specifically tailored to young people or digital harms (BHC, 2024). Institutional
support mechanisms remain difficult to navigate, especially for minors and
marginalized youth.

Needs and priorities identified by young people

Data from youth surveys, workshops, and discussions organized by NGOs highlight a
clear gap between institutional responses and what young people themselves say they
need (NEMO, 2019; Council of Europe findings in the youth sector). Young people
consistently emphasize the need for clear and accessible information on what hate
crime and hate speech is, how to respond and where to seek help, as well as user-
friendly reporting mechanisms, both on platforms and at the national level, with
transparent feedback on the results. They also stress the importance of education that
goes beyond technical digital skills, calling for training that addresses empathy,
diversity, and the social impact of online behaviour. Participation and peer-led
approaches are considered more credible and engaging than top-down messages
(NEMO, 2019; No Hate Bulgaria, 2024).

Finally, young people from marginalized groups, such as Roma youth, LGBTIQ+
youth, and refugees, emphasize the need for representation and a voice in policy and
program development. Initiatives that include them as co-creators rather than passive
beneficiaries are considered more responsive and empowering.

8. Conclusions & Recommendations
Conclusions

This study shows that online hate speech is a persistent and normalized phenomenon
in Bulgaria, with young people disproportionately exposed to and engaged in the
dynamics of online hate. Social media and online comment sections remain key
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venues for sexist, xenophobic, racist, homophobic, and transphobic statements, which
often intensify during political, social, or humanitarian crises (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia,
2019).

Although official statistics show a relatively low number of reported hate crimes, data
from civil society monitoring, EU-level studies, and media analyses indicate a
significant underreporting of cases, especially in the digital sphere and among young
people (OSCE/ODIHR; FRA). Women, young people from the LGBTIQ+ community,
ethnic minorities, and refugees are among the groups most often targeted by violence,
with online harassment often intertwined with discrimination and social exclusion in
real life.

Bulgaria has a partial legal and policy framework to combat hate speech and hate
crime, which is broadly in line with EU and Council of Europe standards, but its
implementation remains inconsistent. Law enforcement is weak, trust in institutions is
low, and prevention efforts are fragmented and rarely specifically targeted at young
people. In practice, civil society organizations have filled critical gaps by providing
monitoring, victim support, education, and advocacy, although these efforts remain
project-based and under-resourced.

Across all thematic areas, the study highlights the importance of youth participation,
peer-based approaches, and community-led initiatives as key factors for effective
prevention and response. At the same time, the lack of systematic data collection,
long-term evaluation, and coordinated national strategies limits the overall impact of
existing measures.

Recommendations
General

e Fact-checking: Rigorous verification of information and refutation of false
claims, using both the power of independent fact-checking organizations and
relevant departments of state media.

e Hold perpetrators of online violence accountable

e Provide a platform for women and marginalized groups, including Ukrainian
women and representatives of organizations that support them, through
coordination with quality and socially responsible media

e Develop fact-checking and debunking tools and platforms to facilitate the
identification of gender-related disinformation narratives.

e Ensure the protection of the rights of women and girls who are subjected to
online harassment and threats, including seeking compensation.

e Improve civic education in Bulgarian schools and including media literacy in the
formal education curriculum from primary to higher education, with a focus on
students and teachers.
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For legislators

e Develop a coherent national strategy on online hate speech and online safety,
with a focus on youth and in line with the requirements of the EU Digital
Services Act and Council of Europe standards.

e Improve data collection and transparency by ensuring that statistics on hate
crimes and hate speech are broken down by age, gender, target group, and
online/offline context.

e Strengthen institutional capacity and law enforcement, including specialized
training for police, prosecutors, and judges on digital hate speech and youth-
related cases.

e Ensure sustainable funding for victim support services and prevention
programs, moving beyond short-term project funding.

e Introduce proportionate but effectively enforced sanctions, including
administrative fines for first-time offenders, mandatory educational or
restorative programs for repeat offenders, and more severe sanctions for
incitement to violence.

For teachers and education authorities

e Integrate media literacy, human rights, and anti-discrimination education into
official secondary school curricula, with a special focus on online hate speech
and cyberbullying.

e Invest in teacher training to increase their confidence and competence in
responding to incidents of hate speech involving students, both online and
offline.

e Supporting comprehensive approaches in schools that combine prevention,
early intervention, and cooperation with parents, NGOs, and youth workers.

e Working with pupils and students who use hate speech through individual
conversations and mentoring, as well as educational rather than solely
disciplinary measures.

For civil society organizations

e Continue and expand the monitoring and documentation of online hate speech
targeting young people, ensuring that findings are used in advocacy and policy
dialogue.

e Prioritize youth-led and peer-based initiatives, especially for marginalized
groups such as Roma youth, LGBTIQ+ youth, and refugees.

e Strengthen coordination and knowledge sharing between NGOs working on
hate speech, digital rights, and youth inclusion to avoid duplication and increase
impact.
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e Investin evaluation and evidence gathering, documenting what works and why,
to support long-term sustainability and policy adoption.

e Collaborate with local communities where hate speech is prevalent to address
the social causes of aggressive speech.

For social media and platforms

e Ensure effective enforcement of community standards on Bulgarian-language
content, including timely moderation of hate speech targeting youth and
vulnerable groups.

e Improve the accessibility and transparency of reporting tools, especially for
minors and new users, and provide clear feedback on the results.

e Collaborate with trusted national NGOs and youth organizations to improve
contextual understanding of local hate narratives and risks.

e Support for preventive measures, such as digital literacy campaigns, in
partnership with schools and civil society.

e Clear and accessible explanation of the rules so that perpetrators understand
why their content has been sanctioned.
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Greece cee e

CONNECTUS

Study done by Connectus ee-ee

1. Introduction and National Context

In contemporary Greece, young people constitute one of the most digitally connected
segments of the population, with internet access and online communication forming
an integral part of everyday life. Adolescents and young adults routinely use digital
technologies for education, entertainment, social interaction, and civic expression,
spending a substantial portion of their daily time online. Internet access among youth
is widespread across the country, with particularly high levels of connectivity in urban
and semi-urban areas, while young people in rural or remote regions increasingly rely
on mobile internet as their primary means of access. As a result, digital spaces function
as central social environments for Greek youth, rather than as supplementary or
optional arenas.

Patterns of internet and social media use among young people in Greece reflect
broader European trends, while also showing context-specific characteristics. Youth
participants in the UNITY focus group reported daily and multi-platform engagement,
most commonly on social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and
messaging or gaming environments. Younger adolescents tend to prioritise visually
oriented and short-form content platforms, while older youth more frequently combine
social networking with news consumption, video platforms, and online discussion
spaces. Differences were also observed between urban and rural contexts, where
urban youth generally reported greater platform diversity and higher visibility, while
rural youth described more limited but equally intensive online engagement, often
within smaller or closed digital communities.

Within this digitally saturated environment, online spaces play a decisive role in
shaping identity, belonging, and social norms. For many young people in Greece, the
internet is a primary space for exploring political views, cultural expression, gender
and sexual identity, and peer relationships. However, this visibility also increases
exposure to hostility, judgement, and exclusion. Youth participants consistently
described the online environment as ambivalent, offering both opportunities for
connection and creativity and risks related to harassment, hate speech, and emotional
harm. The perception of the internet as a space with “few rules” or limited protection
reflects a broader sense of vulnerability experienced by young users.

The issue of online hate speech and hate crime has become increasingly visible within
national debates in Greece, particularly in relation to youth safety, freedom of
expression, and democratic values. Public discussions often emerge in response to
high-profile incidents, viral content, or politically charged events, rather than as part of
sustained, preventive dialogue. These debates frequently reveal tensions between the
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protection of free speech and the need to address harm, discrimination, and incitement
to violence. Young people themselves are often positioned as passive recipients of
online risks, rather than as active stakeholders whose experiences and perspectives
should inform policy and educational responses.

At the same time, Greece’s recent social and political history has shaped the context
in which online hate speech develops and circulates. Economic instability, migration
and refugee movements, and political polarisation have influenced public discourse,
sometimes reinforcing stereotypes and “us versus them” narratives. Professionals
participating in the UNITY focus group highlighted that online hate speech targeting
migrants, refugees, LGBTQ individuals, women, and ethnic or religious minorities is
not an isolated phenomenon, but rather reflects broader societal tensions that are
amplified in digital spaces. The anonymity and speed of online communication allow
these narratives to spread rapidly and to reach young audiences at formative stages
of identity development.

The role of media in shaping narratives around hate speech and hate crime is
particularly significant in the Greek context. Traditional media outlets increasingly
report on cases of online harassment or hate-motivated violence, contributing to
greater visibility of the issue. However, professionals noted that media coverage often
remains episodic, sensational, or event-driven, focusing on extreme cases while
overlooking everyday experiences of online hostility faced by young people. This
approach can inadvertently normalise lower-level but persistent forms of hate speech,
presenting them as inevitable features of online life rather than as preventable social
harms.

Social media platforms further complicate this landscape by prioritising engagement-
driven content, which can unintentionally amplify polarising or provocative material.
Both youth and professionals expressed limited trust in platform governance, reporting
slow responses, unclear moderation standards, and a lack of transparency in content
removal processes. As a result, many young people in Greece rely on self-protective
strategies such as blocking, muting, or disengaging, rather than seeking formal
support or reporting mechanisms. This contributes to underreporting and reinforces a
perception that institutions are either unable or unwilling to intervene effectively.

Vulnerability to online hate speech among Greek youth is unevenly distributed. Survey
data and qualitative findings indicate that young people from migrant and refugee
backgrounds, LGBTQ youth, ethnic and religious minorities, and gender-diverse
individuals experience disproportionate exposure to hateful content. These
experiences are often intersectional, with multiple identity factors increasing risk.
Professionals observed gendered patterns, noting that girls and gender-diverse youth
are more frequently targeted and more likely to internalise harm, while boys are more
often involved as perpetrators or passive bystanders, influenced by peer norms and
online group dynamics.
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Despite these challenges, young people in Greece do not perceive themselves solely
as victims. Focus group discussions revealed a strong awareness of collective
responsibility and peer influence in shaping online environments. Many young
participants emphasised the importance of solidarity, peer support, and youth-led
initiatives in countering hate speech, while also expressing frustration that adult-led
interventions often fail to reflect the realities of their digital lives. They called for
education that addresses real online experiences, emotional impact, and practical
skills, rather than abstract rules or punitive messages.

Overall, the national context in Greece illustrates a complex interaction between high
levels of youth digital engagement, evolving social tensions, and insufficiently
developed institutional responses to online hate speech and hate crime. Digital
environments magnify existing inequalities and social divisions, while also offering
opportunities for education, empowerment, and positive change. Understanding this
context is essential for developing effective prevention strategies, strengthening
support mechanisms for young people, and ensuring that responses to online hate
speech are grounded in the lived realities of Greek youth.

This introduction provides the contextual foundation for the analysis that follows,
situating digital hate speech and hate crime among young people in Greece within
broader demographic, social, and media landscapes, and highlighting the urgency of
coordinated, youth-centred, and evidence-based responses.

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

Available quantitative data on digital hate speech and hate crime among young people
in Greece remains limited and fragmented, particularly with regard to age-
disaggregated online incidents. Official statistics tend to focus on recorded hate crimes
in general, while online hate speech is significantly underreported, both to public
authorities and to platform-based reporting systems. As a result, the true scale of the
phenomenon among youth is widely acknowledged to be substantially higher than
what formal records suggest.

Findings from the UNITY project survey and focus groups strongly indicate that
exposure to online hate speech among young people is widespread, even if it does
not consistently translate into formal complaints or legal cases. A large proportion of
young respondents reported having witnessed or experienced hateful or offensive
content online, confirming that digital hate speech is a routine element of the online
environment rather than an exceptional occurrence. Professionals working in
education, youth work, and civil society similarly reported frequent encounters with
cases involving online hate, either through direct disclosures from young people or
through their own monitoring and support activities.
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Both youth and professionals expressed a shared perception that incidents of online
hate speech have increased over the past two to three years. This perceived rise was
attributed to several interconnected factors, including increased time spent online,
greater visibility of polarised social and political debates, and the normalisation of
extreme or hostile language in digital communication. Importantly, professionals
emphasised that the increase is not only quantitative but also qualitative, with hate
speech becoming more subtle, more normalised, and more difficult to challenge,
particularly when framed as humour, irony, or provocation.

An additional dimension emerging from both survey responses and professional
observations concerns the temporal evolution of online hate speech, not only in
volume but in form and rhythm. Participants described how online hostility often
intensifies during specific periods, such as moments of political tension, migration-
related events, public debates on gender or sexuality, or highly mediatised incidents.
During these periods, hate speech was reported to become more visible, more
aggressive, and more widely shared, even among users who would otherwise avoid
such content.

Young people also noted that online hate speech tends to follow cyclical patterns,
flaring up around events and then receding, rather than remaining constant. However,
even when visible peaks subside, underlying narratives persist and resurface in new
forms. Professionals highlighted that this cyclical nature complicates monitoring and
response, as interventions often occur after escalation rather than addressing the
conditions that allow hostility to re-emerge.

Importantly, participants described becoming increasingly aware of these patterns
over time, which shaped their online behaviour. Anticipation of hostile reactions led
some young people to avoid engagement during periods of heightened tension,
reinforcing self-censorship and withdrawal. These findings suggest that time-sensitive
and anticipatory approaches may be necessary components of effective prevention
strategies.

Underreporting emerged as a central structural issue. Young people frequently
described reporting mechanisms as ineffective, slow, or emotionally exhausting,
leading many to conclude that reporting “does not make a difference.” Fear of
retaliation, uncertainty about procedures, and lack of trust in institutions further
discourage reporting. Professionals confirmed that many cases they encounter never
reach official channels, reinforcing the gap between recorded incidents and lived
reality.

Regarding the types of hate most commonly encountered, both quantitative survey
responses and qualitative discussions converged on several dominant forms. Racist
and xenophobic hate speech, particularly targeting migrants and refugees, was
repeatedly identified as prevalent. Homophobic and transphobic content was also
frequently reported, especially by LGBTQ youth and professionals working with
gender-diverse young people. Sexist and misogynistic hate speech, often directed at
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girls and young women, was described as widespread and deeply normalised. These
forms of hate often intersect, creating compounded harm for young people with
multiple marginalised identities.

Overall, while official statistics provide only a partial picture, the combined evidence
from youth and professionals clearly indicates that digital hate speech among young
people in Greece is widespread, increasing, and systematically underreported,
requiring interpretation beyond formal case numbers.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

Young people in Greece engage with a diverse digital ecosystem, using multiple
plattorms daily for communication, entertainment, self-expression, and social
participation. According to the UNITY focus group findings, social media platforms play
a dominant role in young people’s online lives, with Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and
gaming environments most frequently mentioned. Messaging applications and private
or semi-private online spaces also form an important part of youth digital interaction,
particularly among peer groups.

An additional consideration is the distinction between public, semi-public, and private
digital spaces, as this strongly shapes both the visibility of hate speech and the
feasibility of response. Public-facing spaces such as open comment sections and
widely shared posts tend to normalise hate through volume and repetition, but they
also provide clearer entry points for platform moderation and third-party reporting.
Semi-public environments, such as closed groups, interest communities, or follower-
based spaces, often intensify group dynamics. Professionals noted that these spaces
can create a sense of belonging for young people but may also facilitate the
reinforcement of exclusionary norms when moderation is weak or ideologically aligned
with hateful discourse.

Private spaces, including group chats, direct messages, and gaming voice channels,
present the greatest challenge for prevention and protection. Harm in these contexts
is less visible, often socially embedded, and more difficult for institutions to detect.
Young people described private harassment as particularly distressing because it feels
targeted and persistent, and because disengaging may carry social costs such as
exclusion from peer groups. These observations underscore that platform-based
reporting tools alone cannot address the full spectrum of harm; prevention must also
engage with peer norms, group governance, and digital relationship dynamics.

Exposure to hate speech was most commonly reported on high-visibility social media
platforms, where content spreads rapidly and interactions often involve unknown users
or anonymous accounts. Youth participants highlighted comment sections, public
posts, live streams, and gaming chats as environments where hateful language is
particularly common. Gaming spaces were described as environments where toxic
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behaviour and verbal harassment are often normalised, especially toward girls,
LGBTQ youth, and players perceived as “outsiders.”

Differences in platform use and exposure were observed across age, gender, and
background. Younger adolescents reported greater exposure to visual and short-form
content platforms, where hate speech may appear indirectly through memes, videos,
or influencer content. Older youth described encountering hate speech more
frequently in political discussions, comment threads, or debates related to social
issues. Gender differences were also evident, with girls and gender-diverse youth
reporting more frequent targeting and harassment, while boys were more often
exposed as bystanders or participants in hostile group dynamics.

Professionals noted a growing shift toward less visible or harder-to-monitor online
spaces, including private groups, encrypted messaging apps, and closed online
communities. These spaces pose additional challenges for detection and intervention,
as harmful content circulates beyond the reach of educators, parents, or institutional
actors. This trend increases the risk of normalisation and reinforcement of hateful
attitudes, particularly among young people seeking belonging or validation.

Across platforms, both youth and professionals consistently highlighted slow or
inconsistent moderation as a factor contributing to the persistence of hate speech.
Limited transparency regarding platform rules and enforcement further undermines
trust and discourages reporting, reinforcing a sense of impunity for perpetrators.

An important finding across focus groups is that young people’s exposure to hate
speech varies not only by platform, but also by mode of engagement. Passive
consumption of content, such as scrolling through videos or comments, was frequently
identified as a source of distress, even in the absence of direct interaction. This
suggests that harm occurs not only through interpersonal conflict, but also through
algorithmically mediated exposure to hostile narratives.

Professionals highlighted that platform-specific cultures play a significant role in
shaping behaviour. In gaming environments, for example, aggressive language is
often framed as competitive banter, making it difficult for young people to identify when
boundaries are crossed. In social media spaces, anonymity and virality amplify
hostility, while private messaging platforms present challenges for detection and
intervention.

These dynamics underscore the importance of platform-sensitive prevention
strategies, rather than one-size-fits-all approaches to online safety. Young people
repeatedly expressed that advice which ignores the realities of specific platforms lacks
credibility and effectiveness.

Cross-cutting Patterns and Interpretive Observations

Beyond platform-specific and demographic differences, the findings reveal several
cross-cutting patterns that shape how online hate speech is experienced by young
people in Greece. One such pattern is the blurring of boundaries between public and
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private digital spaces. Content originating in public platforms often circulates rapidly
into private group chats, classrooms, and peer networks, extending its impact beyond
the original context.

Another key pattern concerns visibility and vulnerability. Young people who are more
visible online—whether due to activism, identity expression, or social engagement—
reported higher exposure to hostility. This creates a paradox in which participation and
self-expression increase risk, particularly for marginalised youth.

The data also suggest that frequency of exposure matters as much as severity.
Repeated low-level encounters with hate speech accumulate over time, shaping
perceptions of safety and belonging even when no single incident appears extreme.
This cumulative harm is poorly captured by traditional monitoring mechanisms.

Finally, the findings point to the importance of social context. Peer reactions—such as
silence, endorsement, or resistance—significantly influence how hate speech is
perceived and whether it escalates. These dynamics highlight the role of bystanders
as both risk and protective factors.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

The perpetration of digital hate speech among young people in Greece is shaped by
a complex interaction of individual, social, and structural factors, rather than by
isolated motivations. Both youth and professionals emphasised that most young
people do not initially engage in hate speech with the intention to cause harm, but
rather become involved through peer dynamics, online norms, and social pressure.

Peer influence and group dynamics were identified as a primary driver. Young people
may participate in hateful comments to gain acceptance, visibility, or status within
online groups, or to avoid exclusion. Professionals noted that in group settings,
responsibility is often diffused, making it easier for individuals to engage in behaviour
they might otherwise avoid. This dynamic is particularly strong in gaming environments
and comment-driven social media spaces.

Another significant factor is limited digital literacy and critical thinking skills.
Professionals observed that many young people lack the tools to critically assess
online content, recognise hate speech, or understand its consequences. Hate speech
is often framed as humour, sarcasm, or “just an opinion,” leading young users to
downplay its seriousness. Without adequate education on digital ethics and impact,
harmful behaviour can be easily reproduced.

Exposure to polarised or extremist narratives also contributes to perpetration,
particularly when young people repeatedly encounter simplified or hostile
representations of social groups online. While not all perpetrators are ideologically
motivated, repeated exposure can normalise discriminatory language and reinforce
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“us versus them” thinking. Professionals highlighted that algorithm-driven content can
intensify this exposure by reinforcing existing views.

Experiences of offline discrimination, marginalisation, or social exclusion were
identified as additional risk factors. Some young people who feel powerless or
excluded in offline contexts may use online spaces to express frustration, assert
dominance, or redirect anger toward others. Socio-economic uncertainty, lack of
opportunities, and feelings of insecurity can further amplify these dynamics.

Gender norms and expectations also play a role. Professionals noted that boys are
more often involved as perpetrators or active bystanders, influenced by peer norms,
competitive online cultures, and expectations around masculinity. At the same time,
girls and gender-diverse youth are more frequently positioned as targets, reinforcing
unequal power relations within digital spaces.

Overall, the findings suggest that digital hate speech among youth in Greece is not
driven by a single cause, but by interconnected social and structural factors. Effective
prevention therefore requires education, youth participation, community engagement,
and systemic responses, rather than punitive approaches alone.

Geographical and Socio-economic Contexts

The prevalence and experience of online hate speech among young people in Greece
are also shaped by geographical and socio-economic contexts, which influence
access to support, exposure patterns, and coping strategies. Professionals highlighted
significant differences between urban centres, smaller towns, and rural or island
regions.

Young people in large urban areas reported higher exposure to diverse online content
and more frequent encounters with polarised discourse. At the same time, they often
had greater access to civil society organisations, youth services, and informal peer
networks offering support. In contrast, young people in rural or remote areas described
fewer support options and greater social visibility, increasing the perceived risks
associated with reporting or speaking out.

Socio-economic disadvantage further compounds vulnerability. Limited access to
digital literacy education, private devices, or safe online environments can restrict
young people’s ability to manage exposure to harmful content. Professionals noted
that economic insecurity also affects parental capacity to support young people in
navigating online risks.

These disparities suggest that national-level strategies must be complemented by
place-sensitive approaches that account for differences in infrastructure, service
availability, and social dynamics. Without such differentiation, prevention and support
measures risk reinforcing existing inequalities.

Digital Inequalities and Differential Vulnerability
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An additional factor shaping young people’s exposure to and experience of online hate
speech in Greece concerns digital inequalities, which influence not only access to
online spaces but also vulnerability to harm within them. While internet penetration
among young people is generally high, access to digital resources is uneven in terms
of quality, privacy, and support structures. These disparities affect how young people
navigate online environments and respond to hostile content.

Young people from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds reported more
limited access to private devices or secure personal spaces for online activity. Shared
devices, public internet access, or lack of parental digital literacy can reduce autonomy
and increase exposure to unwanted content. Professionals noted that these conditions
limit young people’s ability to control online interactions, disengage safely, or seek
timely support.

Digital inequalities also affect skills and confidence. Young people with limited
opportunities for media literacy education may struggle to identify hate speech,
understand reporting mechanisms, or interpret platform norms. This can increase the
likelihood of internalising harmful messages or perceiving hostility as unavoidable. In
contrast, young people with stronger digital competencies reported greater confidence
in managing exposure and seeking help.

Importantly, digital inequalities intersect with other forms of vulnerability. Refugee and
migrant youth, Roma communities, and young people in remote areas often face
compounded barriers related to language, connectivity, and institutional access.
These overlapping factors increase exposure to online hate speech while
simultaneously limiting available coping and support options.

These findings suggest that addressing online hate speech requires attention not only
to content and behaviour, but also to the conditions under which young people access
and engage with digital spaces. Without targeted efforts to reduce digital inequalities,
prevention and support strategies risk benefiting primarily those who are already better
positioned to protect themselves online.

3. Impact on Victims

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

Qualitative evidence collected through the UNITY youth survey and focus groups
provides a detailed picture of how young people and professionals in Greece
experience online hate speech not as isolated incidents, but as ongoing and
cumulative exposure. For many participants, hate speech was described as something
that is “everywhere online,” appearing unexpectedly while scrolling, watching videos,
or interacting with peers. This constant presence creates a background of hostility that
shapes how young people perceive and navigate digital spaces.
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Young people who had been directly targeted described experiences ranging from
insults and degrading comments to repeated harassment and identity-based attacks.
These incidents were particularly impactful when they targeted core aspects of
identity, such as nationality, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or appearance.
Participants explained that such attacks often feel deeply personal, even when
delivered by strangers, because they reinforce broader social messages of exclusion
and rejection.

A recurring theme in youth testimonies was the public nature of online attacks. Hate
speech occurring in comment sections, group chats, or gaming environments was
described as more distressing than private messages, as it exposes victims to
judgement by a wider audience. Several participants described feelings of
embarrassment and vulnerability linked to the visibility of attacks, especially when
peers were present but remained silent. This silence was often interpreted as tacit
acceptance, intensifying feelings of isolation.

Youth participants also highlighted the ambiguous and indirect forms of hate speech
they encounter. Rather than overt threats, many described memes, jokes, sarcastic
comments, or “ironic” language that targets specific groups. These forms were
perceived as particularly difficult to challenge, as they are often dismissed as harmless
or humorous. Victims reported feeling unsure whether they were “allowed” to feel hurt,
leading to self-doubt and internalised blame.

Professionals working with young people confirmed that victims rarely frame their
experiences as single events. Instead, they speak of patterns of exposure that
gradually wear down confidence and emotional resilience. Educators and youth
workers noted that young people often disclose online hate speech indirectly, through
changes in behaviour or emotional state, rather than through explicit complaints. This
reinforces the idea that the lived experience of online hate is often invisible, even to
those in support roles.

Young people’s testimonies also reveal that experiences of online hate speech are not
uniform, but follow recurring patterns that shape how harm is perceived and
processed. Some young people described direct targeting through comments or
messages explicitly aimed at their identity, while others experienced collective attacks
in the form of mass commenting, mockery, or coordinated harassment. These
situations were described as particularly overwhelming due to the speed and scale
with which hostility escalates online.

Another commonly reported experience involved indirect exposure, such as
encountering hateful memes, jokes, or comments directed at groups to which young
people belong. Although these incidents were not always personalised, participants
emphasised that they nonetheless felt deeply affected, as such content reinforced
feelings of exclusion and vulnerability. In gaming environments, hate speech was often
described as part of the “normal atmosphere,” making it harder for young people to
identify when behaviour crossed into abuse.
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Importantly, youth testimonies demonstrate that even those who are not directly
targeted are affected. Witnessing hate speech directed at others was described as
unsettling and normalising hostility, creating a climate of fear and insecurity. Some
young people reported avoiding online discussions altogether, not because they
feared being targeted personally, but because the environment felt aggressive and
unsafe.

Several participants highlighted that ambiguous or coded hate speech, often framed
as humour, irony, or provocation, was among the most difficult to confront. This
ambiguity left young people uncertain about whether their reactions were justified and
discouraged them from seeking support. Professionals confirmed that these indirect
and subtle forms of hate speech are increasingly common and often more damaging
over time, as they contribute to normalisation and self-censorship.

An additional dimension shaping young people’s experiences of online hate speech
concerns the use of ambiguity, humour, and irony as vehicles for harmful discourse.
Both survey respondents and focus group participants described encountering content
that targets specific groups through jokes, memes, or indirect references, making it
difficult to classify such content as hate speech in a clear-cut way. This ambiguity was
repeatedly identified as a source of confusion and emotional strain.

Young people explained that humour-based hate speech places them in a double bind.
When they feel offended or harmed, they may hesitate to react or seek support for fear
of being perceived as humourless, overly sensitive, or unable to “take a joke.” This
dynamic was described as particularly prevalent in peer environments, gaming
spaces, and comment sections where aggressive humour is normalised. As a result,
harmful messages can circulate widely without being challenged, even when their
impact is deeply felt.

Professionals noted that ambiguity also complicates adult and institutional responses.
Educators and youth workers may struggle to intervene when harmful content is
framed as satire or opinion, while legal and platform moderation systems often rely on
explicit thresholds that ambiguous content does not meet. This creates a grey zone in
which harm is experienced but accountability is diffuse or absent.

Over time, repeated exposure to ambiguous hate speech contributes to the
normalisation of exclusionary narratives. Young people described becoming
desensitised to language that would otherwise be considered unacceptable, gradually
lowering expectations of respectful communication. While this desensitisation can
function as a coping mechanism, it also risks embedding harmful norms and
reinforcing silence.

These findings highlight the importance of addressing not only explicit expressions of
hate, but also the discursive strategies through which hostility is made socially
acceptable. Prevention efforts that fail to engage with humour, irony, and coded
language risk overlooking a significant portion of the online harm experienced by
young people.
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3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences

The emotional consequences of online hate speech for young people in Greece are
both immediate and cumulative, shaping wellbeing over time. In the short term, victims
frequently described stress, anxiety, anger, sadness, and emotional exhaustion.
Several participants noted that encounters with hate speech could “ruin their mood”
for hours or days, even when they attempted to dismiss or ignore the content. The
unpredictability of online exposure contributes to a persistent sense of alertness, with
young people anticipating potential attacks whenever they go online.

Over the longer term, repeated exposure leads to deep erosion of trust. Many young
people reported losing confidence in online spaces as places for open expression and
dialogue. This was particularly evident among LGBTQ youth and young people from
minority backgrounds, who described becoming more cautious about revealing
personal information, expressing opinions, or engaging publicly. For some, this
resulted in identity concealment, limiting self-expression as a form of self-protection.

Social consequences were equally pronounced. Victims often described withdrawing
from online communities, unfollowing accounts, leaving group chats, or abandoning
platforms altogether. While these actions provided temporary relief, they also reduced
opportunities for connection and participation. In some cases, withdrawal extended
into offline life, with young people avoiding social interactions, activities, or discussions
linked to online experiences.

Feelings of isolation and stigma were common, especially when young people felt that
others did not understand or take their experiences seriously. Several participants
expressed frustration that adults, including teachers and parents, often minimised
online hate speech or framed it as something that should be ignored. This lack of
validation discouraged further disclosure and reinforced a sense of being alone with
the problem.

Educational impacts, though often indirect, were consistently reported by
professionals. Online hate speech was linked to difficulty concentrating, reduced
motivation, and emotional disengagement from learning. When incidents involved
classmates or school-related online spaces, the impact was more severe, sometimes
leading to absenteeism or avoidance of school activities. Professionals emphasised
that these outcomes are rarely attributed solely to online hate speech, making them
difficult to identify and address within educational systems.

Beyond immediate emotional distress, young people described a gradual spillover of
online harm into other areas of life. Several participants reported difficulty sleeping,
persistent rumination, and reduced concentration following exposure to hateful
content. These effects often translated into decreased academic engagement, as
emotional strain limited their ability to focus on schoolwork or participate actively in
class.
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Social withdrawal emerged as another important consequence. Some young people
described distancing themselves from peers, both online and offline, to avoid potential
conflict or further exposure. For those belonging to marginalised groups, this
withdrawal was sometimes accompanied by a heightened sense of isolation and
invisibility. Professionals noted that such patterns can be misinterpreted as
disengagement or lack of motivation, rather than as responses to digital harm.

Online hate speech was also linked to reduced civic and social participation. Young
people described avoiding discussions on social or political issues, refraining from
sharing opinions, or limiting their presence in public online spaces. This self-
censorship was driven by fear of harassment and contributed to a broader erosion of
trust in digital dialogue. Over time, professionals warned, these dynamics risk
undermining young people’s confidence in expressing themselves and participating in
democratic processes.

The spillover between online and offline life challenges the assumption that digital
harm is separate from “real life.” For young people, emotional distress caused by
online hate speech affects daily functioning, relationships, and educational
trajectories, reinforcing the need for holistic responses.

Intersectional Dimensions of Impact

Young people’s experiences of online hate speech are strongly shaped by intersecting
aspects of identity, including migration background, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, socio-economic status, and age. Findings from the UNITY project indicate
that for many young people, online hate speech does not target a single characteristic,
but rather reflects overlapping forms of discrimination that amplify harm.

Refugee and migrant youth described online hate speech as inseparable from broader
experiences of exclusion and insecurity. Digital hostility often referenced nationality,
religion, or legal status, reinforcing feelings of precarity and conditional belonging. For
these young people, online hate speech contributed to heightened anxiety about
visibility and self-expression, particularly in public online spaces.

LGBTQ youth highlighted the deeply personal nature of identity-based hate speech,
noting that online attacks frequently targeted core aspects of selfhood rather than
specific behaviours or opinions. Exposure to such content was described as
emotionally exhausting and, in some cases, retraumatising, especially for young
people in the process of identity exploration or disclosure.

Roma youth and other ethnic minority participants reported that online hate speech
often reproduced long-standing stereotypes and narratives present in mainstream
discourse. The persistence of these narratives online reinforced a sense of
stigmatisation and invisibility, particularly when hate speech was left unchallenged by
other users.

Professionals emphasised that intersectionality increases vulnerability while
simultaneously limiting access to support. Young people experiencing multiple forms
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of marginalisation often face compounded barriers to reporting, help-seeking, and
institutional trust. These findings underscore the need for responses that recognise
the layered and cumulative nature of harm, rather than treating online hate speech as
a uniform experience.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

In response to online hate speech, young people in Greece primarily rely on self-
managed and informal coping strategies, reflecting limited trust in institutional
responses. The most common reactions reported were ignoring hateful content,
scrolling past it, muting conversations, or blocking users. These strategies were
described as necessary for emotional survival, rather than as effective solutions. Many
young people acknowledged that while these actions reduce immediate exposure,
they do not address the underlying problem or prevent recurrence.

Peer support emerged as the most trusted and accessible form of help. Talking to
friends was frequently mentioned as a way to process emotions, seek reassurance,
and feel less alone. Peer conversations were perceived as safer than engaging with
adults, particularly when young people feared judgement or misunderstanding. In
some cases, collective peer responses—such as friends defending a victim or
reporting content together—were described as empowering and more effective than
individual action.

The role of families and caregivers emerged as an important but underdeveloped
dimension of young people’s coping strategies. While some participants described
turning to parents or caregivers for support, many expressed reluctance to do so, citing
concerns that adults lack understanding of online environments or may respond with
restrictive measures rather than support. This perceived intergenerational digital gap
limits the effectiveness of family-based support, even when relationships are otherwise
positive.

Young people reported that discussing online hate speech with caregivers often led to
advice focused on avoidance, such as reducing screen time or leaving platforms
altogether. While well-intentioned, such responses were described as insufficient for
addressing the emotional impact of identity-based hostility or the social consequences
of disengagement. Professionals noted that this dynamic can leave young people
feeling unsupported or misunderstood.

Caregivers themselves were described as needing guidance and resources to
respond constructively. Professionals highlighted the absence of accessible
information aimed at parents on how to recognise signs of online harm, initiate
supportive conversations, and collaborate with schools or support services.
Strengthening caregiver awareness and competence could therefore play a
complementary role in reducing isolation and improving early intervention.
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Formal reporting mechanisms were widely perceived as ineffective and discouraging.
Although many young people were aware that reporting tools exist on social media
platforms, few expressed confidence in using them. Participants cited unclear
procedures, lack of feedback, slow responses, and fear of retaliation as major barriers.
Emotional exhaustion also played a role; repeated exposure to hate speech made the
effort required to report feel overwhelming.

Trust in institutions to protect victims of online hate speech was generally low. Social
media companies were viewed as prioritising engagement over safety, while public
authorities were seen as distant or ill-equipped to respond to digital harm.
Professionals echoed these concerns, noting that support services are fragmented
and insufficiently visible, and that young people often do not know where to turn for
help.

Young people’s choices about how to respond to online hate speech can be
understood as a practical decision calculus rather than as a simple preference for
silence. Participants described weighing several factors simultaneously: the perceived
seriousness of the content, the likelihood of escalation, the effort required to report,
and the expectation that any report will lead to meaningful action. When the expected
outcome is low, young people are more likely to choose coping strategies that
minimise emotional cost, such as blocking, muting, or withdrawing from the
conversation.

This calculus is shaped by identity and context. Young people belonging to targeted
groups often described additional risks, including fear of becoming more visible to
perpetrators, being subjected to further harassment, or being blamed for “provoking”
reactions. Some also expressed concern that reporting could lead to unwanted
involvement of adults or institutions, reducing their control over the situation.
Professionals highlighted that these dynamics are especially relevant for minors, who
may worry about parental discovery, school consequences, or loss of autonomy.

These findings suggest that improving reporting rates requires more than technical
tools; it requires predictable pathways, clear feedback, and supportive human
response, so that reporting is experienced as a protective option rather than as an
exhausting and uncertain process.

Young people’s coping strategies often reflected a careful assessment of risk, effort,
and expected outcome. Ignoring or blocking hateful content was described as the least
emotionally demanding option, even when it failed to address underlying harm. Some
participants acknowledged that these strategies led to avoidance and silence, which,
while protective in the short term, contributed to feelings of powerlessness over time.

Professionals distinguished between adaptive and maladaptive coping. Seeking peer
support, sharing experiences, and collectively responding to harmful content were
identified as more empowering strategies, yet these depended heavily on the
availability of trusted relationships. In contrast, internalising harm or disengaging
entirely from online spaces was associated with longer-term emotional strain.
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A recurring theme was the desire for support that does not escalate situations
unnecessarily. Young people expressed concerns that involving institutions could lead
to loss of control, unwanted attention, or punitive responses. This highlights the
importance of confidential, youth-sensitive support mechanisms that prioritise agency,
consent, and emotional safety.

Access to specialised support, such as psychological counselling or legal advice, was
described as limited. Even when services exist, awareness among young people is
low, and pathways to access are unclear. Professionals stressed the importance of
trusted intermediaries, such as teachers or youth workers, but acknowledged that
many lack training or time to address online hate speech effectively.

Despite these limitations, both youth and professionals highlighted the potential of
collective, educational, and youth-led approaches. Examples of solidarity, calm
counter-speech, and peer-led initiatives were viewed positively, particularly when they
avoided confrontation and focused on empathy. These experiences suggest that
empowerment and participation are critical components of effective coping and
prevention.

Overall, the qualitative findings demonstrate that online hate speech has a profound
and lasting impact on young people’s emotional wellbeing, social participation, and
educational engagement. Coping strategies remain largely defensive and
individualised, reflecting gaps in institutional trust and support. Addressing these
impacts requires accessible, youth-centred support mechanisms, improved digital
literacy, and stronger collaboration between education, civil society, and digital
platforms.

Digital Ecosystem Dynamics

Beyond individual behaviour, online hate speech is shaped by the broader digital
ecosystem, including platform design, content moderation practices, and algorithmic
amplification. Young people repeatedly described encountering hateful content not
because they actively sought it out, but because it appeared in recommended feeds,
comment sections, or trending topics.

Algorithms prioritising engagement were perceived as amplifying polarising and
emotionally charged content, including hate speech. Professionals noted that this
dynamic increases the visibility and perceived normality of hostile discourse,
particularly for young users who lack contextual awareness or media literacy.

The speed and scale of content circulation further intensify harm. Hateful posts can
spread rapidly across platforms, moving from public spaces into private chats and
offline interactions. This blurring of boundaries makes it difficult for young people to
disengage and limits the effectiveness of individual coping strategies.

Participants expressed frustration with inconsistent moderation and unclear
enforcement of platform rules. These experiences contributed to distrust toward
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reporting mechanisms and reinforced the belief that responsibility for protection rests
primarily with users themselves.

Understanding online hate speech therefore requires moving beyond individual
actions to consider structural and technological factors that shape exposure and
response.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

Greece has established a criminal-law framework addressing hate speech and hate
crime, which applies to both offline and online conduct. The national legal approach
combines specific criminal offences related to incitement with the recognition of bias
motivation as an aggravating circumstance in sentencing. This framework reflects
Greece’s obligations under European Union law and the standards of the Council of
Europe.

The primary legislative instrument addressing hate speech is Law 927/1979,
commonly referred to as the anti-racism law, as substantially amended by Law
4285/2014. This legislation criminalises the intentional public incitement to violence,
hatred, or discrimination against individuals or groups based on protected
characteristics, including race, colour, religion, national or ethnic origin, sexual
orientation, gender identity, and disability (Hellenic Republic, 2014). Importantly, the
law explicitly applies to conduct carried out via the internet and other digital media,
making it directly relevant to cases of online hate speech affecting young people.

Law 4285/2014 also introduced provisions criminalising the public condoning, denial,
or gross trivialisation of genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and the
Holocaust, when such conduct is likely to incite hatred or violence (Hellenic Republic,
2014). These provisions were adopted to align Greek law with European and
international standards concerning the prevention of hate-based violence and
extremist narratives, including in online environments.

Hate crime in Greece is addressed primarily through bias motivation as an aggravating
circumstance under the Greek Criminal Code. Article 81A provides that when a
criminal offence is committed out of hatred based on protected characteristics, the
court must impose a more severe penalty (Republic of Greece, n.d.). This approach
does not establish hate crime as a separate offence but integrates it into sentencing
practice, consistent with legal models used in several EU Member States.

At the European Union level, the Greek legal framework is linked to Council
Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA, which obliges Member States to criminalise
certain forms of racist and xenophobic conduct, including public incitement to violence
or hatred (Council of the European Union, 2008). Greece’s 2014 legislative
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amendments were widely understood as a response to this framework and as part of
the country’s alignment with EU criminal-law standards.

At the Council of Europe level, Greece operates within the normative guidance
provided by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), which
regularly assesses national legal frameworks and practices related to hate speech,
hate crime, and victim protection (ECRI, 2023). While ECRI recommendations are not
legally binding, they provide authoritative guidance and identify gaps in
implementation.

In institutional terms, online hate-related offences fall within the mandate of the Cyber
Crime Division of the Hellenic Police, which is responsible for the prevention,
investigation, and prosecution of crimes committed through electronic means (Hellenic
Police, n.d.). National e-government services also allow for the online submission of
complaints related to cybercrime, including offences affecting minors.

In terms of definitions, “hate speech” in Greek law is addressed through criminal
provisions on incitement, rather than through a single comprehensive statutory
definition used consistently across policy domains. “Hate crime” is defined
operationally through bias motivation linked to an underlying offence, rather than as
an autonomous offence category. While this structure is legally coherent, it can pose
challenges for public understanding and reporting, particularly among young people.

In practice, this legal structure creates challenges not only for the general public, but
also for professionals working with young people. Focus group discussions revealed
uncertainty among educators and youth workers regarding how to interpret legal
thresholds and when to escalate incidents. This ambiguity can result in inconsistent
responses and missed opportunities for early intervention.

For young people, the lack of clear, accessible explanations of legal protections
reinforces confusion and discourages reporting. Participants expressed difficulty
distinguishing between offensive speech, hate speech, and hate crime, leading many
to conclude that their experiences fall outside the scope of institutional concern. This
gap highlights the need for operational clarity, practical guidance, and accessible
communication that bridges legal concepts and everyday digital experiences.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

In addition to criminal legislation, Greece has adopted policy measures aimed at
preventing racism, intolerance, and discrimination, which indirectly address online
hate speech and hate crime, including those affecting young people.

A central policy instrument is the National Action Plan against Racism and Intolerance
(NAPRI) 2020-2023, coordinated by the Ministry of Justice. The action plan frames
racism and intolerance as threats to democracy and social cohesion and includes
measures related to awareness-raising, education, institutional coordination, and
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protection of fundamental rights (Ministry of Justice, 2020). Although the plan does not
focus exclusively on digital environments or youth, its objectives are relevant to
addressing online hate speech and discriminatory narratives.

Public policy developments indicate that Greece has been preparing a follow-up
National Action Plan against Racism and Intolerance for the period 2024-2027,
signalling continued national commitment to combating racism and intolerance
(European Commission, 2024). However, detailed youth-specific implementation
measures and monitoring indicators remain limited in publicly available
documentation.

Complementary national strategies address specific forms of discrimination. The
National Action Plan for Gender Equality 2021-2025 includes measures aimed at
preventing gender-based violence and sexist discrimination, including in digital
contexts (General Secretariat for Family Policy and Gender Equality, 2021). In
addition, Greece has adopted an LGBTI Equality Strategy 2021-2025, which is
relevant to addressing online hate speech and harassment targeting LGBTQ youth,
particularly through education, awareness-raising, and institutional reform (Council of
Europe, 2022).

With regard to youth-specific prevention, policy measures in Greece tend to rely on
general education and equality frameworks, rather than on a dedicated national
strategy addressing online hate speech among young people. Findings from the
UNITY professional focus group indicate that cooperation between schools, civil
society organisations, law enforcement authorities, and digital platforms exists but
remains uneven and largely informal, with limited institutionalisation and continuity at
the national level.

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

Despite the existence of a formal legal and policy framework, the effective
enforcement of laws addressing online hate speech and hate crime in Greece faces
persistent challenges, particularly in relation to youth.

A key issue is systematic underreporting. Qualitative findings from the UNITY youth
survey and focus groups indicate that many young people do not report online hate
speech due to lack of trust in institutions, fear of retaliation, uncertainty about legal
thresholds, and negative perceptions of platform reporting mechanisms. As a result,
official statistics are widely understood to capture only a fraction of actual incidents.

A second challenge relates to evidence and attribution in digital environments. Online
hate speech often involves anonymous or pseudonymous users, deleted content, or
cross-border platforms, complicating investigation and prosecution. Establishing
intent, identifying perpetrators, and determining whether speech meets criminal
thresholds require specialised expertise and resources.
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Professionals described enforcement as a multi-step process in which breakdowns
can occur at several stages. These include the preservation of evidence, identification
of perpetrators, cooperation from digital platforms, and timely investigation. Young
people often lack guidance on how to document incidents effectively, such as
preserving screenshots or contextual information, which can weaken cases from the
outset.

Even when evidence exists, delays and lack of communication regarding outcomes
undermine trust. Participants reported that the absence of feedback following reports
contributes to the perception that enforcement mechanisms are ineffective. This lack
of visibility not only discourages future reporting but also reinforces reliance on
informal coping strategies.

Legal thresholds also pose difficulties. While Greek law criminalises incitement to
hatred or violence, much of the harm experienced by young people online consists of
hostile, degrading, or discriminatory speech that may not meet criminal-law criteria.
This gap contributes to uncertainty among victims and frontline professionals and
discourages reporting.

Regarding institutional capacity, Greece benefits from a specialised Cyber Crime
Division within the Hellenic Police. However, findings from the UNITY professional
focus group point to uneven training and awareness among non-specialist actors,
including educators and local professionals, as well as limited feedback to
complainants once reports are filed. These factors reduce the visibility of enforcement
outcomes and undermine confidence in institutional responses.

Beyond formal legal and regulatory frameworks, online hate speech is also shaped by
informal norms and platform-specific cultures that lie largely outside the reach of
enforcement mechanisms. Young people described environments in which hostile
language, exclusionary humour, or aggressive debate styles are perceived as normal
or expected, particularly in gaming communities, comment sections, or politically
oriented spaces.

Professionals emphasised that regulation alone cannot alter these norms, especially
when harmful behaviour is socially rewarded through visibility or peer approval. In such
contexts, enforcement actions may address individual cases without influencing the
broader culture that sustains them. This gap contributes to frustration among young
people, who perceive a mismatch between formal rules and everyday online
behaviour.

These observations underline the limits of relying solely on legal or technical solutions.
Addressing online hate speech also requires cultural and normative change, including
peer influence, positive role modelling, and the promotion of alternative norms of
interaction. Without attention to these informal dimensions, regulatory measures risk
remaining reactive and disconnected from lived digital practices.
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Overall, while Greece’s legal and policy framework is formally aligned with European
standards, qualitative evidence suggests that implementation gaps, underreporting,
and limited preventive capacity reduce its effectiveness in protecting young people
from online hate speech and hate crime. Strengthening enforcement therefore
requires not only legal provisions, but also training, coordination, victim support, and
trust-building measures.

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1 Governmental Actors

In Greece, responsibility for preventing and responding to online hate speech and hate
crime affecting young people is distributed across multiple governmental actors,
reflecting the complex and cross-sectoral nature of the phenomenon. These
responsibilities extend across the domains of justice, public order, education, youth
policy, equality, and digital governance, resulting in a framework that is formally
comprehensive but often fragmented in implementation.

The Ministry of Justice plays a central role in shaping the legal and policy environment
related to hate speech and hate crime. It is responsible for legislative initiatives,
alignment with EU and Council of Europe standards, and the coordination of national
policy instruments such as the National Action Plan against Racism and Intolerance.
From an institutional perspective, the Ministry approaches hate speech primarily as a
fundamental rights and rule-of-law issue, focusing on legal safeguards, equality before
the law, and compliance with international obligations. However, its role in direct
prevention or youth-facing intervention is limited, relying instead on cooperation with
other ministries and actors.

The Ministry of Citizen Protection, through the Hellenic Police, holds responsibility for
enforcement. Within this structure, the Cyber Crime Division serves as the primary
specialised unit for addressing offences committed online, including hate-related
conduct. This unit provides reporting mechanisms and investigative capacity for digital
crimes. Nevertheless, findings from the UNITY professional focus group indicate that
young people often perceive law enforcement as remote, reactive, or relevant only in
extreme cases, particularly when online hate speech does not clearly meet criminal
thresholds. This perception limits the preventive impact of law enforcement and
contributes to underreporting.

The Ministry of Education, Religious Affairs and Sports occupies a crucial position in
prevention, as schools are often the first settings where the consequences of online
hate speech become visible. Teachers and school administrators are frequently
confronted with conflicts, bullying, or emotional distress rooted in online interactions.
While broader themes such as bullying prevention, respect for diversity, and digital
citizenship are included in educational frameworks, professionals consistently
reported that online hate speech as a distinct phenomenon is insufficiently addressed.
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Teacher training remains uneven, and schools often lack clear guidance on how to
respond to incidents that originate online but affect school life.

Youth policy responsibilities in Greece are diffuse and shared across institutions, with
no single authority tasked exclusively with youth online safety or hate speech
prevention. As a result, coordination mechanisms between ministries, local authorities,
schools, and social services are often informal and person-dependent. Professionals
described cooperation as reactive, activated mainly after incidents occur, rather than
embedded in systematic prevention frameworks.

Overall, while Greece has relevant governmental actors and formal mandates in place,
the UNITY findings highlight a gap between institutional responsibilities and young
people’s lived experiences. The lack of structured coordination, youth-friendly
communication, and preventive orientation reduces the visibility and effectiveness of
governmental responses from the perspective of young people.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organisations constitute a key pillar of Greece’s response to hate speech,
discrimination, and hate-motivated harm, particularly in areas where institutional
mechanisms are limited in reach or perceived as inaccessible by young people. NGOs
often operate closer to affected communities than public authorities and are therefore
able to respond more flexibly to emerging needs, including those related to online hate
speech and its emotional, social, and educational consequences. Their work spans
victim support, prevention, education, advocacy, and community empowerment, and
is especially significant for groups disproportionately targeted by online hostility, such
as migrants and refugees, Roma communities, and LGBTQ youth.

In the Greek context, civil society responses to online hate speech are rarely isolated
interventions. Instead, they are embedded within broader efforts to address structural
discrimination, social exclusion, and inequality. As a result, while many organisations
do not focus exclusively on online hate speech, they regularly encounter its effects as
part of young people’s lived experiences. The following sections outline the roles
played by key civil society actors working with different communities, highlighting their
contributions as well as the challenges they face in sustaining and scaling their work.

Civil society organisations working with migrants and refugees

Civil society organisations play a critical role in responding to hate speech,
discrimination, and hate-motivated harm in Greece, particularly where institutional
responses are limited or perceived as inaccessible by young people. NGOs frequently
act as first points of contact, offering support, advocacy, and community-based
responses that address both the immediate and long-term consequences of online
hate speech.
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In the area of migrant and refugee support, the Greek Council for Refugees is a long-
standing organisation providing legal aid, psychosocial support, and rights education
to refugees and asylum seekers. Through its work, it regularly encounters cases in
which online hate speech and hostile digital narratives contribute to fear, exclusion,
and mistrust among young refugees and asylum-seeking youth.

Similarly, ARSIS — Association for the Social Support of Youth focuses on vulnerable
young people, including unaccompanied minors and young migrants. Its interventions
address social exclusion, identity challenges, and the cumulative effects of
discrimination, which professionals note are often reinforced through online hostility
and stigmatising discourse.

Community-led organisations such as the Greek Forum of Refugees and the Greek
Forum of Migrants work on advocacy, participation, and representation of migrant and
refugee communities. Their activities contribute to countering stigmatising narratives
and promoting alternative voices in public and digital discourse. Other organisations,
including METAdrasi, Praksis, SolidarityNow, and the Melissa Network, provide social,
legal, and psychosocial services that address the broader impacts of discrimination
and exclusion, including those intensified by online hate speech.

Civil society organisations working with Roma communities

Roma communities in Greece face persistent structural discrimination, which
increasingly extends into digital environments. Online hate speech often reproduces
long-standing stereotypes and exclusionary narratives, contributing to social
marginalisation and affecting young Roma’s sense of belonging and participation.

The Greek Helsinki Monitor has documented racist narratives and hate-motivated
incidents affecting Roma communities, contributing to visibility, public awareness, and
accountability. Through monitoring and advocacy, the organisation highlights gaps
between legal protections and lived experiences of discrimination, including in online
contexts.

Roma-focused organisations such as Action Synergy and Roma Support Group
Greece work on community empowerment, education, and participation. Their
activities address the social and structural conditions that enable online hate speech
and stigmatisation of Roma youth, recognising that digital hostility reinforces existing
inequalities and exclusion.

Civil society organisations working with LGBTQ communities

LGBTQ youth are among the groups most frequently targeted by online hate speech
and harassment in Greece, particularly in social media environments where anonymity
and visibility increase exposure to hostility. Several civil society organisations provide
specialised support and advocacy in response to these challenges.

The Colour Youth plays a central role in supporting LGBTQI+ young people through
peer support, safe spaces, awareness campaigns, and advocacy. Its work explicitly
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addresses online harassment, cyberbullying, and hate speech based on sexual
orientation and gender identity, while also promoting resilience and empowerment.

Pride organisations such as Athens Pride and Thessaloniki Pride contribute to public
visibility and counter-narratives that challenge stigma and discriminatory discourse,
including in digital spaces. In addition, Orlando LGBT+ provides psychosocial support
and counselling services, addressing the emotional and mental health impact of
sustained exposure to online and offline hate.

Cross-cutting challenges and cooperation needs

Across all thematic areas, civil society organisations provide essential support,
prevention, and advocacy functions related to hate speech and discrimination.
However, findings from the UNITY professional focus group indicate that awareness
of NGO services among young people remains uneven, and access is often shaped
by geographic location, language barriers, and social networks. Many organisations
rely on short-term project funding, which limits sustainability and reach.

Professionals consistently emphasised the need for stronger institutional recognition
of civil society expertise, clearer referral pathways between public authorities and
NGOs, and long-term cooperation mechanisms. Strengthening these links is seen as
essential to ensuring that young people affected by online hate speech can access
timely, trusted, and appropriate support.

5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness-raising are widely recognised as key preventive responses
to online hate speech affecting young people in Greece. Schools, youth organisations,
and NGOs play complementary roles in this area, although efforts remain uneven and
insufficiently institutionalised.

Within formal education, themes related to digital citizenship, bullying prevention, and
respect for diversity are addressed through cross-curricular activities, thematic
initiatives, and extracurricular programmes. However, professionals participating in
the UNITY focus group consistently reported that online hate speech is rarely
addressed explicitly or practically. Teachers often lack training on digital platform
dynamics, reporting mechanisms, and the emotional impact of online harm, resulting
in uncertainty about how to intervene effectively when incidents arise.

Professionals emphasised that effective prevention in schools requires a whole-school
approach, as online hate speech often manifests through peer dynamics, classroom
climate, and informal student interactions rather than through a single identifiable
“‘incident.” In this sense, prevention is not limited to delivering information about online
safety; it includes building consistent norms around respect, inclusion, and
accountability across the school environment.
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A key weakness identified is limited educator preparedness for the specific
characteristics of online hate speech, including coded language, meme culture, and
the rapid escalation of group attacks. Teachers may be familiar with bullying as a
concept but less equipped to interpret or respond to hate speech that is indirect,
ambiguous, or framed as humour. Participants noted that practical training is needed,
including how to document incidents, how to support targeted students without
escalating risk, and how to engage with parents when online harm crosses into school
life.

This supports the case for structured guidance and training packages that are adapted
to real platform practices and that include scenario-based learning, rather than relying
on one-off awareness sessions.

Civil society organisations frequently implement media literacy and online safety
programmes, often in cooperation with schools. These initiatives tend to focus on
critical thinking, recognition of harmful content, empathy, and responsible online
behaviour. Professionals highlighted that approaches which are participatory, youth-
led, and grounded in real online experiences are perceived as more effective than
abstract or rule-based interventions.

At the national level, sustained awareness campaigns specifically targeting online hate
speech remain limited. Existing initiatives are often project-based and time-bound,
frequently linked to NGO or EU-funded activities rather than long-term national
strategies. Cooperation with technology companies is generally indirect, focusing on
the use of existing platform tools or educational materials rather than structured
partnerships.

Local partnerships between schools, NGOs, youth workers, and community actors
were identified as promising practices, as they allow for context-sensitive responses
and foster trust among young people. However, these initiatives often depend on
individual commitment and external funding, raising concerns about continuity and
scalability. Overall, the findings point to a need for systematic integration of online hate
speech prevention into education policy, expanded teacher training, and stronger,
sustained partnerships between public institutions, civil society, and digital platforms.

A further challenge identified across institutional and civil society responses relates to
governance and coordination. Responsibilities for addressing online hate speech
affecting youth are distributed across multiple ministries, agencies, and sectors, often
without clearly defined coordination mechanisms. While this reflects the cross-cutting
nature of the issue, it also leads to fragmentation, duplication of efforts, and gaps in
coverage.

Local-level actors, including municipalities and community services, were identified as
underutilised despite their proximity to young people. Professionals noted that local
authorities often lack both the mandate and the resources to engage systematically in
prevention and support, resulting in reliance on informal networks or externally funded
projects.
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Sustainability remains a key concern. Many effective initiatives operate on short-term
funding cycles, limiting continuity and institutional learning. The absence of stable
funding structures constrains long-term planning and undermines trust among
beneficiaries.

Strengthening governance would therefore require clearer role definition, long-term
investment, and structured cooperation between national authorities, local actors, civil
society, and educational institutions.

6. Good Practices and Lessons Learned

This section identifies and documents effective and promising practices in Greece that
contribute to the prevention of, or response to, digital hate speech and hate crimes
affecting young people. The practices presented here do not necessarily operate
exclusively in online environments; rather, they address online hate speech as part of
broader strategies tackling discrimination, exclusion, and youth vulnerability, in line
with findings from the UNITY project.

The examples focus on initiatives targeting the three priority groups of the project:
refugees and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic minorities, particularly Roma
communities. Emphasis is placed on practices that demonstrate effectiveness through
youth participation, community engagement, sustainability, adaptability, and alignment
with lived experiences, rather than solely through quantitative indicators.

Across all thematic areas, UNITY focus group findings highlight that practices are most
effective when young people are involved as active participants, when initiatives are
embedded in trusted community structures, and when they combine prevention,
support, and empowerment rather than relying on punitive or awareness-only
approaches.

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants
Community-based support and empowerment initiatives

One of the most significant strengths of good practices addressing online hate speech
against refugees and migrants in Greece is their community-based and holistic
orientation. Organisations such as the Greek Council for Refugees have implemented
long-term programmes providing legal assistance, psychosocial support, and rights
education to refugee and migrant youth. While these initiatives are not exclusively
focused on online hate speech, they effectively address its consequences by
strengthening young people’s resilience, awareness of rights, and trust in support
mechanisms.

Professionals noted that young refugees often experience online hate speech as an
extension of offline discrimination and social exclusion. Programmes that combine
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counselling, group sessions, and rights education help young people contextualise
online hostility, reduce self-blame, and develop coping strategies. The effectiveness
of these practices lies in their continuity, cultural sensitivity, and trust-based
relationships, which are essential for youth who may be reluctant to engage with formal
institutions.

Youth-centred programmes for unaccompanied minors and young migrants

Another example of effective practice is the work of ARSIS — Association for the Social
Support of Youth, which supports vulnerable youth, including unaccompanied minors
and young migrants. ARSIS implements educational, psychosocial, and social
inclusion programmes that indirectly address online hate speech by tackling its root
causes, such as isolation, marginalisation, and lack of digital literacy.

UNITY professionals highlighted that ARSIS programmes are effective because they
adopt a youth-centred and participatory approach, allowing young people to articulate
their experiences of online hostility and discrimination within a safe environment. By
strengthening social bonds, critical thinking, and self-confidence, these initiatives
reduce the likelihood that young migrants will internalise hateful narratives or
disengage from digital and social life.

Counter-narratives and advocacy led by migrant communities

Community-led advocacy initiatives represent another important good practice.
Organisations such as the Greek Forum of Refugees and the Greek Forum of Migrants
promote participation, representation, and public dialogue led by migrants and
refugees themselves. Through campaigns, public statements, and engagement with
media, these organisations challenge xenophobic narratives and promote alternative
voices.

Although not always framed explicitly as “online hate speech prevention,” these
initiatives contribute to changing the narrative environment in which online hate
circulates. Their effectiveness stems from authentic representation and community
ownership, which increases credibility and counters stereotypes more effectively than
top-down messaging.

A defining strength of these initiatives is their integration of online hate speech within
broader inclusion and protection frameworks, rather than treating it as a stand-alone
issue. Professionals noted that refugee and migrant youth rarely experience online
hate speech in isolation; instead, digital hostility is closely linked to offline exclusion,
racism, and precarious living conditions. By addressing legal status, psychosocial
wellbeing, education, and community participation simultaneously, these initiatives
reduce vulnerability to online harm indirectly but effectively.

Another factor contributing to effectiveness is the active involvement of migrant and
refugee communities in programme design and delivery. Initiatives that incorporate
cultural mediators, peer mentors, or community representatives were described as
more credible and accessible to young people. This participatory approach helps
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counter mistrust toward institutions and creates spaces where young people feel safe
to share experiences of online hostility.

At the same time, professionals acknowledged limitations related to sustainability and
reach. Many initiatives depend on short-term funding and operate primarily in urban
centres, leaving gaps in rural or remote areas. These constraints highlight the need
for stronger institutional support and long-term investment to ensure continuity and
scalability.

Lessons learned from these practices include the importance of long-term
engagement, trust-building, and empowering young migrants as agents rather than
beneficiaries. Initiatives that address online hate indirectly—by strengthening identity,
rights awareness, and social inclusion—are often more impactful than isolated
awareness campaigns.

From an operational perspective, effective practices addressing online hate speech
against refugee and migrant youth rely on multi-layered implementation models rather
than single-activity interventions. Professionals described a progression from low-
threshold engagement, such as informal group discussions or creative workshops,
toward more structured support mechanisms including counselling, legal information,
and referral pathways. This staged approach allows young people to engage at their
own pace and reduces barriers to participation.

Implementation is also shaped by risk management considerations. Practitioners
emphasised the need to assess potential digital exposure before initiating activities
involving online expression or public engagement. Decisions regarding anonymity,
moderation, and data protection are treated as integral to programme design rather
than technical afterthoughts. In several cases, activities were deliberately kept offline
or semi-private to avoid exposing participants to additional harm.

Another operational element concerns staff competencies. Effective initiatives invest
in continuous staff training that combines knowledge of digital environments with
intercultural competence and trauma awareness. Professionals noted that technical
understanding of platforms alone is insufficient; staff must also be equipped to respond
to emotional distress, mistrust, and fear associated with online hostility. This
combination of skills is resource-intensive but critical for programme credibility.

Finally, coordination within organisations emerged as a key factor. Initiatives that
integrate digital hate speech prevention into broader youth support structures are
better able to respond flexibly when issues escalate. Fragmented project teams, by
contrast, face difficulties maintaining continuity when staff change or funding ends.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

Safe spaces and peer support models
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One of the most widely recognised good practices in Greece addressing online hate
against LGBTQ youth is the creation of safe spaces combined with peer support, as
implemented by Colour Youth. Colour Youth offers peer-led groups, community
spaces, and educational activities that explicitly address online harassment,
cyberbullying, and hate speech based on sexual orientation and gender identity.

UNITY youth focus group participants highlighted that LGBTQ youth often experience
online hate speech as persistent and identity-targeted, making safe spaces essential
for processing experiences and building resilience. The effectiveness of this practice
lies in its participatory design, where young people co-create activities, campaigns,
and messages, ensuring relevance and trust.

Awareness campaigns and visibility initiatives

Pride organisations such as Athens Pride and Thessaloniki Pride provide another form
of good practice by promoting visibility, positive representation, and counter-
narratives. Their public campaigns and educational activities contribute to challenging
stigma and discriminatory discourse, including in digital spaces.

Professionals noted that visibility-based initiatives are particularly effective when
combined with educational outreach and community dialogue. While visibility alone
does not prevent online hate speech, it creates social conditions in which hateful
narratives are more likely to be challenged, both online and offline.

Psychosocial support and counselling services

A complementary practice is provided by Orlando LGBT+, which offers psychosocial
support and counselling services to LGBTQ individuals affected by discrimination and
hate. These services address the emotional and mental health impact of sustained
exposure to online and offline hate speech, which UNITY findings identified as
significant among LGBTQ youth.

The effectiveness of this approach lies in its trauma-informed and individualised
support, which acknowledges that online hate speech can have long-term
psychological consequences. Integrating psychosocial support into broader advocacy
and education efforts enhances overall impact.

Good practices addressing online hate against LGBTQ youth are particularly effective
when they prioritise emotional safety, visibility, and peer solidarity. Professionals
emphasised that online hate speech targeting sexual orientation or gender identity
often takes a highly personal and identity-based form, which requires responses that
go beyond awareness-raising and address emotional resilience and self-acceptance.

Initiatives that combine peer-led support with professional counselling were
highlighted as especially impactful. LGBTQ youth reported valuing spaces where they
could share experiences of online harassment without fear of judgement or forced
disclosure. The presence of trained facilitators alongside peers was seen as crucial in
balancing emotional support with guidance on coping strategies and reporting options.
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Visibility-focused initiatives, such as public campaigns and Pride-related activities,
were also identified as contributing to longer-term change by challenging stigma and
normalising LGBTQ identities in public and digital discourse. However, professionals
cautioned that visibility must be accompanied by protective measures, as increased
exposure can also lead to heightened online backlash. This underscores the
importance of combining advocacy with support structures that help young people
navigate increased visibility safely.

Lessons learned from LGBTQ-focused practices include the importance of youth
leadership, safe environments, and combining prevention with care. Initiatives are
most effective when LGBTQ youth are actively involved in shaping responses and
when emotional wellbeing is treated as central rather than secondary.

Practices addressing online hate speech against LGBTQ youth also differ significantly
in their use of digital and organisational tools. Professionals described the careful
selection of platforms for outreach, communication, and support, prioritising
environments perceived as safer, moderated, or community-controlled. In several
initiatives, mainstream social media platforms were used primarily for visibility and
signposting, while sensitive discussions were moved to closed or encrypted spaces.

Moderation strategies were identified as central to effectiveness. Rather than relying
solely on platform reporting tools, organisations developed internal moderation
protocols, including community guidelines, escalation procedures, and peer
moderators. These tools helped maintain safe spaces while avoiding overly punitive
responses that could discourage participation.

Organisational practices also included crisis response planning. Professionals noted
that online hate incidents can escalate rapidly, particularly following public campaigns
or media exposure. Preparedness plans, including staff roles, communication
strategies, and support referrals, were seen as essential to preventing burnout and
secondary harm to participants.

In addition, several initiatives incorporated digital self-care and boundary-setting into
their activities. Rather than focusing exclusively on confronting hate speech,
programmes supported young people in managing online presence, controlling
exposure, and disengaging strategically. This pragmatic approach was described as
empowering, particularly for young people who feel pressured to remain constantly
visible or responsive online.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities
Documentation and accountability mechanisms

A key good practice addressing hate targeting ethnic minorities in Greece is the
systematic documentation of racist incidents by the Greek Helsinki Monitor. Through
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monitoring, reporting, and advocacy, the organisation contributes to increased visibility
of hate-motivated incidents affecting ethnic minorities, including Roma communities.

While documentation does not directly prevent online hate speech, it plays a crucial
role in countering denial, informing policy, and raising public awareness. Professionals
emphasised that reliable documentation strengthens accountability and supports
advocacy for improved institutional responses.

Community empowerment and Roma-led initiatives

Roma-focused organisations such as Action Synergy and Roma Support Group
Greece implement community-based initiatives aimed at empowerment, education,
and participation. These practices address the structural discrimination that fuels
online hate speech against Roma youth, including negative stereotypes and social
exclusion.

UNITY findings suggest that Roma youth often encounter online hate that mirrors long-
standing offline discrimination. Practices that strengthen community leadership,
promote positive representation, and engage young Roma in dialogue are effective in
building resilience and encouraging participation in digital and public life.

Education and intercultural dialogue initiatives

Educational initiatives promoting intercultural dialogue and anti-racism, often
implemented in cooperation with schools and local communities, represent another
promising practice. Although such initiatives are frequently small-scale and project-
based, professionals highlighted their potential to challenge prejudices early and
reduce the normalisation of hate speech.

Good practices addressing online hate speech targeting ethnic minorities are most
effective when they adopt a long-term, community-empowerment perspective.
Professionals working with Roma communities emphasised that online hate speech
frequently mirrors entrenched offline discrimination, making short-term awareness
campaigns insufficient on their own. Initiatives that invest in education, leadership
development, and community participation were seen as better positioned to address
the root causes of hostility.

An important element of effectiveness is the involvement of community members as
active agents, rather than passive recipients of support. Projects that engage Roma
youth in dialogue, storytelling, and advocacy help counter dominant narratives and
promote alternative representations. These approaches contribute to resilience by
strengthening identity and collective confidence, which professionals identified as
protective factors against online harm.

At the same time, significant challenges remain. Limited resources, negative public
attitudes, and geographic isolation restrict the reach of many initiatives. Professionals
stressed that without stronger institutional backing and integration into broader anti-
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discrimination strategies, even well-designed projects risk remaining isolated
examples rather than systemic responses.

Lessons learned from practices addressing ethnic minorities underline the importance
of community ownership, long-term engagement, and intersectional approaches.
Initiatives that recognise the compounded effects of ethnicity, poverty, and social
exclusion are better positioned to address online hate speech in a meaningful and
sustainable way.

A further dimension distinguishing more robust practices is their approach to
evaluation and learning. Professionals acknowledged that measuring the impact of
online hate speech interventions presents methodological challenges, particularly
when outcomes relate to emotional wellbeing, trust, or empowerment. As a result,
effective initiatives tend to prioritise qualitative feedback, reflective sessions, and
participatory evaluation methods over narrow quantitative indicators.

Sustainability emerged as a structural concern across practices. Many initiatives
operate within limited funding cycles, which restricts long-term planning and staff
retention. Professionals noted that sustainability is not solely a financial issue, but also
an organisational one: initiatives embedded within broader institutional missions are
more likely to persist beyond individual projects.

Linkages with policy frameworks remain uneven. While civil society organisations
often generate valuable insights, these are not systematically integrated into national
policy development. Practices that engage in structured dialogue with public
authorities, contribute to consultations, or align with national action plans were
described as having greater potential for systemic impact.

Finally, professionals stressed that sustainability requires recognition of limits. Not all
practices are designed to scale, and attempting to do so without adequate support
risks undermining quality. In this sense, sustainability involves maintaining integrity
and effectiveness, even when reach remains limited.

How to evidence effectiveness without overclaiming

A recurring challenge in identifying “good practices” is that many initiatives addressing
discrimination and hate speech do not produce easily quantifiable outcomes,
especially when the desired change concerns confidence, trust, resilience, or
willingness to seek help. Professionals therefore stressed the importance of using
realistic and ethically appropriate indicators of effectiveness. These may include
evidence that young people feel safer discussing experiences, that they demonstrate
increased awareness of reporting options, or that they show reduced withdrawal from
online spaces.

In the Greek context, practitioners highlighted that evidence of effectiveness often
emerges through qualitative signals, such as repeated engagement by young
participants, increased willingness to disclose experiences, or improved collaboration
between schools and community actors. While these indicators may not be captured
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in formal statistics, they provide credible evidence of value when documented
systematically through reflective logs, participant feedback, and structured debriefing.

This approach is particularly relevant for initiatives involving ethnic minorities, where
historical mistrust and stigma may initially limit participation. In such cases, building
sustained engagement and safe participation can be understood as meaningful
progress in itself, and as a prerequisite for longer-term outcomes. Strengthening
evaluation capacity—without imposing unrealistic measurement requirements—
therefore represents an important step in consolidating and scaling promising
practices.

7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

This section provides an in-depth analysis of the structural, institutional, and
experiential gaps identified in Greece with regard to preventing and responding to
online hate speech and hate crime affecting young people. Drawing on findings from
the UNITY youth survey, youth and professional focus groups, and the analysis of
legal, policy, and civil society responses, the section highlights areas where current
frameworks fall short of addressing young people’s lived realities.

The gaps identified are interrelated and mutually reinforcing. Deficiencies in data
collection affect policy design; weaknesses in enforcement undermine trust; limited
prevention and education leave young people unprepared; and gaps in victim support
deepen harm and silence. These challenges are particularly pronounced for refugees
and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic minorities, whose experiences of online hate
are often layered onto broader patterns of social exclusion.

Gaps in Data, Evidence, and Knowledge

One of the most fundamental gaps identified is the absence of comprehensive,
systematic, and youth-specific data on online hate speech and hate crime in Greece.
Existing official data sources primarily capture reported criminal offences and are
heavily shaped by legal definitions and reporting practices. As a result, they fail to
reflect the everyday, low-level, and cumulative forms of online hate speech that young
people encounter regularly and that may not meet criminal thresholds.

Age-disaggregated data is particularly scarce. There is limited information on how
online hate speech affects different age groups within youth populations, how
experiences differ by gender, sexual orientation, migration background, ethnicity, or
disability, and how intersecting identities shape exposure and vulnerability. This lack
of granularity makes it difficult to design targeted and proportionate responses.

While qualitative research initiatives such as the UNITY project provide valuable
insights into young people’s experiences, professionals emphasised that these remain
episodic rather than systemic. Greece lacks a coordinated mechanism for regularly
collecting and analysing qualitative data on youth experiences of online hate speech,
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including indirect victimisation and bystander exposure. This results in an over-
reliance on incident-based data, which obscures broader social dynamics.

Another critical knowledge gap concerns long-term impacts. There is very limited
longitudinal research examining how sustained exposure to online hate speech affects
young people’s mental health, self-esteem, identity formation, educational attainment,
and civic participation. For marginalised youth, these impacts may accumulate over
time, reinforcing disengagement and mistrust, yet they remain largely invisible in policy
debates.

Finally, professionals highlighted the lack of systematic evaluation of interventions.
Prevention programmes, awareness campaigns, and support initiatives are rarely
assessed beyond basic output indicators. Without robust evaluation, it is difficult to
identify best practices, understand unintended effects, or scale effective models. This
weak evidence base limits strategic learning and long-term planning.

Weaknesses in Legislation and Enforcement

Greece’s legal framework provides formal protection against hate speech and hate
crime, yet a significant gap exists between legal standards and young people’s lived
experiences of harm. Much of the online hate speech encountered by young people
takes the form of degrading language, harassment, exclusionary jokes, or hostile
commentary that falls below criminal thresholds but nonetheless causes substantial
emotional and social damage.

This gap creates uncertainty for victims, who often struggle to determine whether their
experiences are legally relevant. Many young people reported internalising harm or
guestioning their own reactions, particularly when online hate is framed as humour or
opinion. Professionals noted that this ambiguity discourages reporting and reinforces
the perception that the law is disconnected from everyday digital realities.

Enforcement challenges further compound these issues. Underreporting is
widespread and rooted in multiple factors, including low institutional trust, fear of
retaliation, lack of anonymity, and previous experiences where reporting yielded no
visible outcome. Platform-based reporting mechanisms were often described as
opaque and inconsistent, while formal reporting channels were perceived as slow,
complex, or intimidating.

Even when cases are reported, practical barriers such as anonymous perpetrators,
deleted content, and jurisdictional complexity make investigation and prosecution
difficult. Professionals highlighted that young people rarely receive feedback on the
progress or outcome of their cases, reinforcing the belief that reporting is ineffective.

Capacity gaps were also identified within the enforcement ecosystem. While
specialised cybercrime units exist, training and awareness among non-specialist
frontline actors—including educators, youth workers, and local authorities—remain
uneven. Coordination between law enforcement, educational institutions, and support
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services is often informal and reactive, limiting opportunities for early intervention and
prevention.

Gaps in Prevention, Education, and Digital Literacy

Prevention emerged as one of the areas with the most pronounced unmet needs.
Although elements of digital citizenship and bullying prevention are present within
educational frameworks, online hate speech is rarely addressed as a distinct and
complex phenomenon. Where it is addressed, approaches are often fragmented,
inconsistent, and dependent on individual educators or external projects.

Teachers and school leaders frequently reported feeling underprepared to deal with
online hate speech, particularly when incidents occur outside school hours or on
private platforms. Initial teacher education and continuing professional development
rarely include structured training on online hate speech, platform governance, or the
psychological impacts of digital harm. As a result, school responses vary widely,
creating unequal protection for students.

Young people expressed frustration with abstract or moralising educational
approaches that fail to reflect real online experiences. They emphasised the need for
practical skills, including recognising subtle forms of hate speech, understanding
algorithmic amplification, responding safely as victims or bystanders, and navigating
reporting mechanisms. Many participants stressed that prevention efforts should
acknowledge the complexity of online spaces rather than presenting simplified
narratives.

Media literacy initiatives implemented by NGOs are valued but remain unevenly
distributed, particularly outside urban centres. Short-term project funding limits
continuity, and coordination with national education policy is weak. Cooperation with
digital platforms is minimal and rarely extends beyond the use of generic educational
materials, missing opportunities for context-specific or innovative interventions.

Gaps in Victim Support and Access to Services

Access to comprehensive, youth-friendly victim support represents another major gap.
While civil society organisations provide essential services, awareness among young
people is inconsistent, and access is shaped by geography, language, digital literacy,
and social networks. Young people in rural or marginalised settings face particularly
high barriers.

UNITY findings indicate that many young people rely almost exclusively on informal
coping strategies, such as ignoring content or seeking peer support. While these
strategies may offer temporary relief, they do not address longer-term emotional harm
or prevent recurrence. Fear of not being believed, being blamed, or facing further
discrimination discourages many from seeking formal help.

Professionals highlighted the absence of clear, visible, and coordinated referral
pathways linking schools, youth services, NGOs, and mental health providers. In many
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cases, responsibility for follow-up is unclear, resulting in fragmented or incomplete
support. This gap is especially problematic for cases that do not meet criminal
thresholds but nonetheless require psychosocial intervention.

For refugees, migrants, LGBTQ youth, and Roma communities, additional barriers
include fear of stigma, mistrust of institutions, and previous negative experiences with
authorities. These factors further limit access to support and reinforce silence.

What Young People Say They Need

Young people participating in the UNITY project articulated a range of clear, concrete,
and experience-based needs. Central among these is the need for safe, trusted
spaces—both online and offine—where they can speak openly about experiences of
hate without fear of judgement, minimisation, or escalation. Trust, confidentiality, and
empathy were repeatedly emphasised as prerequisites for engagement.

Young people also highlighted the importance of digitally literate adults. They want
teachers, youth workers, and counsellors who understand contemporary online
platforms, gaming environments, and digital communication norms. Being believed
and taken seriously was described as more important than immediate solutions.

Participants expressed a strong need for clear and accessible information about hate
speech, rights, and reporting mechanisms. They want reporting processes that are
simple, transparent, and responsive, with feedback that acknowledges their
experience and explains outcomes in understandable terms.

Crucially, young people stressed that they do not want to be positioned solely as
passive victims. They expressed interest in active participation, including co-creating
campaigns, peer-to-peer support initiatives, and educational content grounded in real
online experiences. Empowerment, agency, and recognition of their expertise were
consistently identified as key needs.

Emerging Risks and Future Challenges

Looking ahead, professionals identified several emerging risks likely to shape the
future of online hate speech affecting young people in Greece. One key concern is the
increasing use of artificial intelligence tools to generate and disseminate harmful
content, including deepfakes, manipulated images, and automated harassment.
These technologies may intensify harm while complicating detection and
accountability.

Political polarisation and global crises were also highlighted as factors likely to
exacerbate online hostility. Periods of heightened social tension were described as
catalysts for increased hate speech, particularly targeting migrants, minorities, and
activists. Young people may be especially vulnerable during such periods due to high
online engagement and limited institutional protection.

Another emerging challenge concerns the migration of harmful discourse to less
regulated platforms and private spaces. As moderation increases on mainstream
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platforms, hate speech may become more fragmented and harder to monitor,
increasing reliance on informal reporting and peer intervention.

These trends underscore the need for forward-looking strategies that anticipate
change rather than reacting to harm after it occurs. Continuous monitoring, adaptable
policy frameworks, and sustained investment in digital literacy will be essential to
address evolving risks.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

This national report has examined the prevalence, forms, impacts, and responses to
online hate speech and hate crimes affecting young people in Greece, with a particular
focus on refugees and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic minorities, including Roma
communities. Drawing on survey data, focus group discussions with young people and
professionals, and analysis of the legal, policy, institutional, and civil society
landscape, the findings point to a phenomenon that is widespread, normalised, and
deeply embedded in young people’s digital lives. While much of the harmful content
encountered by young people does not reach criminal thresholds, its cumulative
emotional, social, and educational impact is substantial and cannot be treated as
marginal or incidental.

The analysis demonstrates that Greece has established formal legal and policy
frameworks aligned with European standards, alongside specialised institutional
actors and a strong civil society ecosystem. However, these structures do not yet
translate into consistent, trusted, and accessible protection for young people.
Underreporting remains pervasive, prevention efforts are fragmented, digital literacy
education is uneven, and access to victim support depends heavily on informal
networks and civil society capacity. As a result, a significant gap persists between
institutional responses and young people’s lived experiences of online hate speech.

In this context, policymakers are called upon to move beyond a predominantly
legalistic or reactive approach and to adopt a coherent, youth-centred strategy
addressing online hate speech as a form of harm with long-term consequences. This
includes strengthening national data collection systems with age-disaggregated and
gualitative components, investing in long-term prevention and education rather than
short-term projects, and ensuring stable funding for civil society organisations that
work directly with affected youth. Policymakers should also establish clearer
coordination mechanisms between ministries, schools, law enforcement, and social
services, and embed meaningful youth participation in the design, implementation, and
evaluation of policies. Without sustained political commitment and cross-sectoral
coordination, existing frameworks will continue to fall short of their protective potential.

For educators and education authorities, the findings highlight an urgent need to treat
online hate speech as a core educational issue rather than a peripheral one. Schools
require systematic integration of online hate speech, discrimination, and digital
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citizenship into curricula across age groups, supported by practical guidance rather
than abstract principles. Teacher training—both initial and in-service—should equip
educators with the skills to recognise online hate speech, respond to disclosures,
support affected students, and engage constructively with parents and external
services. Educational environments must foster trust and openness, enabling young
people to speak about online harm without fear of minimisation or punishment.
Empowering students through peer-led initiatives and participatory projects can further
strengthen prevention and resilience.

Civil society organisations emerge as indispensable actors in prevention, support, and
advocacy, particularly for groups disproportionately targeted by online hate speech.
Their proximity to communities, trust-based relationships, and experiential knowledge
position them uniquely to address harm that does not reach criminal thresholds but
nonetheless causes significant damage. To maximise their impact, civil society actors
should be supported in developing youth-led and participatory approaches,
strengthening cooperation with schools and public institutions, and contributing
systematically to monitoring and policy dialogue. At the same time, public authorities
must recognise that civil society cannot substitute for institutional responsibility;
sustainable funding, formal referral pathways, and long-term partnerships are
essential to ensure continuity and reach.

Finally, social media companies and digital platforms bear a substantial share of
responsibility for the environments in which online hate speech proliferates. Young
people’s experiences point to the need for reporting mechanisms that are simple,
transparent, and responsive, with clear feedback that acknowledges harm and
explains outcomes. Platforms should invest in youth-friendly safety tools, improve
moderation consistency, and take proactive measures to prevent algorithmic
amplification of hateful or polarising content. Collaboration with educators, civil society
organisations, and young users themselves is critical to developing responses that
reflect real digital practices rather than abstract compliance standards. Supporting
media literacy and prevention initiatives should be viewed not as optional corporate
responsibility measures, but as integral to platform governance.

Across all stakeholder groups, one overarching message is clear: effective responses
to online hate speech must place young people at the centre. Young people do not
ask only for protection; they ask for recognition, understanding, and meaningful
involvement. They want adults who understand digital realities, institutions they can
trust, and opportunities to contribute actively to prevention and change. Addressing
online hate speech in Greece therefore requires a shift toward preventive,
participatory, and trust-based approaches, grounded in lived experience and
sustained by long-term commitment.

By bridging the gap between policy and practice, investing in education and support,
strengthening cooperation across sectors, and empowering young people as partners
rather than passive recipients of protection, Greece can move toward a digital
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environment where diversity is respected, harm is addressed effectively, anq)fo,ung
people are able to participate fully, safely, and confidently in online and offli €.
MVidee

The Netherlands
Study done by MVidee

1. Introduction and National Context

The Netherlands is one of the most highly digitalised societies in Europe, with internet
access and online participation deeply embedded in everyday life from early
adolescence onwards. According to Statistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de
Statistiek; CBS, 2024), internet penetration among young people is almost universal,
with over 95% of individuals aged 12-25 using the internet daily. This high level of
connectivity makes digital environments central spaces for communication, learning,
entertainment, and identity formation, while also increasing exposure to online risks
such as hate speech and hostile interactions.

Young people represent a substantial share of the Dutch population. CBS population
statistics (CBS, 2024) indicate that several million residents are under the age of 25,
forming a large and digitally active cohort. The same data sources show that daily
internet use among adolescents and young adults in the Netherlands is among the
highest in the European Union. As a result, online participation is not incidental but a
structural part of young people’s social and civic lives.

National youth monitoring consistently demonstrates high levels of daily screen and
media use among Dutch adolescents. Data from the Landelijke Jeugdmonitor,
compiled by CBS in cooperation with youth research institutes, and thematic
overviews from the Nederlands Jeugdinstituut (NJi, 2023) show that young people
spend multiple hours per day engaged with digital media. These routines typically
involve a combination of social networking, instant messaging, video consumption,
gaming, and participation in online communities. Such intensive and continuous
engagement increases the likelihood of encountering harmful or hateful content,
including in semi-private spaces such as group chats or gaming platforms.

Studies on ICT use by young people conducted by CBS (2024) indicate that the vast
majority of adolescents and young adults use multiple social media platforms
simultaneously. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube are
particularly popular among younger age groups, while older youth often combine these
with platforms used for discussion, news consumption, or activism. This multi-platform
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usage creates a fragmented digital ecosystem in which young people move fluidly
between public, semi-public, and private online spaces, each with different norms and
levels of moderation.

Digital experiences of young people are shaped not only by age but also by local
context. CBS demographic data (CBS, 2024) show that large urban centres such as
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht have higher proportions of residents
with a migration background and greater visibility of LGBTQI+ communities. These
cities also tend to have more extensive networks of schools, youth organisations, and
support services. In contrast, smaller municipalities and rural areas often have fewer
locally accessible support structures. Insights from the UNITY focus groups conducted
by MVidee Stichting in 2025 suggest that while online hate speech occurs across the
country, the availability of offline support and the perceived social climate influence
how young people experience, interpret, and respond to online hostility.

Online hate speech has become an increasingly prominent topic in Dutch public
debate. Discussions frequently intersect with broader societal issues such as
migration and asylum, religion, gender identity, LGBTQI+ rights, and political
polarisation. Research by the Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP, 2023) points to
growing concerns about polarisation in Dutch society and the role of digital media in
amplifying confrontational narratives. At the same time, policy discussions increasingly
focus on how to balance freedom of expression with the need to protect young people
from harm in online environments.

Traditional and online media play a significant role in shaping public understanding of
hate speech and hate crime. Media coverage influences which incidents gain visibility
and how targeted groups are portrayed. According to SCP analyses (SCP, 2023),
media attention around sensitive topics such as migration or gender identity can
contribute to heightened emotional responses in online discussions. This observation
is echoed by participants in the UNITY focus groups conducted by Mvidee Stichting,
during which participants reported that peaks in online hostility often coincide with
periods of intense media coverage or public controversy.

Findings from the UNITY field research confirm the relevance of this digital context. In
the UNITY Project Questionnaire the majority (87%) of respondents reported
encountering hateful or offensive content online within the past twelve months. Most
respondents (40.9%) encountering such content weekly. Social media platforms were
identified as the primary environments in which such content is encountered, where
88.4% of the respondents listed it in the first place. Respondents most frequently
associated online hate with refugees and migrants, followed by LGBTQI+ individuals,
indicating that these groups are perceived by young people as particularly visible and
vulnerable targets in Dutch digital spaces. Focus group discussions further highlighted
that online hate is often experienced as persistent and difficult to avoid due to the
central role of digital platforms in everyday youth communication.
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Taken together, official statistics and the project UNITY field research demonstrate
that young people in the Netherlands operate in a highly digitalised, socially diverse,
and media-saturated environment. While digital platforms offer significant
opportunities for connection and expression, they also expose young people,
particularly LGBTQI+ youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds,
to increased risks of online hate. This national context provides the foundation for
analysing prevalence, impacts, and responses in the subsequent sections of the
UNITY Country Study.

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

This section presents available quantitative evidence on online hate speech and hate
crime affecting young people in the Netherlands. It draws on police and prosecution
data, government and equality-body reports, NGO monitoring, European surveys, and
UNITY field research. While no single dataset captures the full scope of online hate,
triangulating these sources allows for an evidence-based assessment of scale, trends,
and dominant forms of hate.

Official reporting mechanisms capture only a fraction of online hate incidents.
According to annual figures from Discriminatie.nl, local anti-discrimination services
registered thousands of discrimination reports each year, with online incidents forming
a growing share of total reports. In recent reporting years, online discrimination
accounted for roughly one quarter to one third of all registered discrimination cases,
with social media and online comment sections most frequently mentioned as the
setting.

Police data provides a narrower but complementary perspective. Dutch police and the
Openbaar Ministerie register hate crimes that meet the threshold of criminal offences,
including online threats, incitement to hatred, and discriminatory insults. Annual hate
crime statistics show several hundred registered hate crime cases per year, of which
a substantial proportion include an online component. However, both police and
prosecution authorities emphasise that these figures represent only the most severe
cases and do not reflect the broader prevalence of online hate speech.

Underreporting is widely acknowledged. The College voor de Rechten van de Mens
and Discriminatie.nl consistently note that many victims, especially young people, do
not report online hate because they:

e do not expect effective follow-up,

e are unsure whether the behaviour qualifies as discrimination,

e fear escalation or exposure (particularly relevant for LGBTQI+ youth),

e face language or institutional barriers (especially migrant and refugee youth).
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This is corroborated by the UNITY questionnaire data, where several respondents
indicated that although they encounter hateful content online, they rarely report it
through official channels.

Trends Over Time

Available monitoring suggests that online hate speech has increased in visibility and
reporting over recent years, rather than decreased or stabilised. Discriminatie.nl
reports show a year-on-year rise in online discrimination notifications, particularly
following periods of heightened public debate or international events.

Similarly, the College voor de Rechten van de Mens (2023; 2024) observes that digital
communication is increasingly the context in which discrimination manifests. The
Institute highlights that online hate is not only more frequent but also more persistent,
as content can be shared, archived, and repeatedly encountered.

At the European level, data from the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA, 2022;
2024) confirms that exposure to online hate speech remains structurally high among
young people, with no indication of a decline. FRA’s most recent updates show that
younger respondents are significantly more likely than older age groups to report
encountering hate speech online, particularly those belonging to minority groups.

UNITY field research reflects these broader trends. While the questionnaire does not
measure change over time, the high proportion of respondents reporting recent
exposure suggests that online hate remains a current and ongoing issue rather than
a declining one.

Types of Hate Most Commonly Reported

Across Dutch and European datasets, certain forms of hate speech appear more
frequently than others.

Racism and xenophobia are among the most commonly reported forms.
Discriminatie.nl data shows that discrimination based on race, ethnicity, and national
origin consistently ranks among the top grounds for reporting, including in online
contexts. Research by Kennisplatform Integratie & Samenleving (KIS) and Amnesty
International Nederland further documents widespread online hostility toward
migrants, refugees, and Muslims, often linked to political debates on migration and
asylum.

Anti-LGBTQI+ hate is also prominent. Reports from COC Nederland and Transgender
Netwerk Nederland indicate that homophobic and transphobic expressions are
frequent in online environments, particularly during periods of increased LGBTQI+
visibility. European survey data from FRA (2022) shows that LGBTQI+ respondents
report substantially higher exposure to online hate speech than the general population.

Sexism and gender-based hate frequently intersect with other forms of discrimination.
Young women and gender-diverse youth are disproportionately exposed to sexualised
harassment, degrading language, and threats online. Although not all such incidents
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meet the legal definition of hate speech, they contribute significantly to hostile online
environments.

UNITY questionnaire findings align with these patterns. When asked which groups are
most often targeted by online hate, respondents most frequently identified:

e refugees and migrants, and
e LGBTQI+ individuals.

This mirrors national and European monitoring and reinforces the relevance of
focusing on these groups in the Dutch context.

Youth-Specific Exposure

Young people’s intensive digital engagement increases exposure risk. CBS (2024)
data confirms that adolescents and young adults spend substantial time online and
use multiple platforms daily. This increases the likelihood of encountering hate speech
across different digital spaces, including social media feeds, comment sections, group
chats, and gaming environments.

Educational support organisations such as Stichting School & Veiligheid report that
schools increasingly deal with the consequences of online hate, even when incidents
occur outside school hours. These observations suggest that online hate is not
confined to isolated platforms but is embedded in young people’s everyday digital
interactions.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

Available data indicates that young people in the Netherlands engage across a wide
range of digital platforms, with differing levels of exposure to online hate depending on
platform type. According to CBS (2024), social media platforms are among the most
frequently used online spaces for adolescents and young adults, with particularly high
usage of Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube. Messaging applications such
as WhatsApp are also used daily by the vast majority of young people, while smaller
groups engage on platforms such as Telegram, Discord, and gaming-related
communication channels.

Evidence from the UNITY Project Questionnaire indicates that social media platforms
are most commonly associated with encounters with hate speech, followed by
comment sections and group-based messaging environments. Gaming platforms and
voice-chat environments were mentioned less frequently but were still identified as
spaces where discriminatory language can occur, particularly in peer-to-peer
interactions.

Age and background appear to shape platform use patterns. National youth studies
summarised by the Nederlands Jeugdinstituut (NJi, 2023) show that younger
adolescents are more likely to use visual and entertainment-oriented platforms, while
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older youth combine these with platforms used for discussion, news consumption, or
activism. Focus group participants suggested that young people with migrant or
refugee backgrounds and LGBTQI+ youth often rely heavily on online spaces for social
connection, which may increase exposure across multiple platforms rather than a
single environment.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

Research suggests that online hate speech among young people does not emerge in
isolation but is influenced by a combination of social, digital, and structural factors.
Studies by the Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP, 2023) highlight the role of peer
influence and group dynamics, noting that online environments can normalise hostile
language through humour, memes, or group pressure, particularly in semi-private
spaces such as group chats or gaming communities.

European research by the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA, 2024) points to
exposure to polarising or extremist content as a contributing factor, especially when
young users encounter such material repeatedly through algorithm-driven feeds.
Limited digital literacy and critical evaluation skills, particularly among younger
adolescents, can further reduce the ability to recognise or challenge discriminatory
narratives.

Offline experiences also play a role. SCP (2023) and KIS (2023) note that experiences
of discrimination, social exclusion, or marginalisation offline may increase the
likelihood that young people engage in hostile behaviour online, either as a form of
retaliation or as participation in polarised group identities. Socio-economic insecurity
and perceived lack of social recognition can further reinforce these dynamics.

Insights from the UNITY focus groups support these findings, with participants
describing how online hate can be reinforced by peer validation, anonymity, and a lack
of perceived consequences. While focus group data does not allow for generalisation,
it illustrates how structural and social factors identified in research are experienced
and reproduced in everyday digital interactions among young people.

3. Impact on Victims

This section presents qualitative findings on the impact of online hate speech on young
people in the Netherlands, drawing on UNITY focus groups and responses from the
national questionnaire. The analysis focuses on how young people describe their lived
experiences, the emotional, social, and educational consequences of online hate, and
the coping strategies and support mechanisms they use or lack. The findings highlight
both shared patterns and group-specific vulnerabilities, particularly among LGBTQI+
youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds.
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Introductory note on field research participants

The qualitative findings presented in this section are based on field research
conducted in the Netherlands within the UNITY project, including two focus groups
with young people and 24 valid questionnaire responses from participants based in
the Netherlands. The combined methods provide insight into lived experiences of
online hate speech, while not aiming for statistical representativeness.

Age and role profile

Most questionnaire respondents were young people themselves. Over 54% identified
as youth aged 15-30, while 37.5% were professionals working with young people (e.g.
in education, youth work, or civil society), and 8.3% represented civil society
organisations. In terms of age distribution, the largest group was 20-24 years old
(33.3%), followed by participants aged 40+ (29.2%), reflecting the inclusion of both
youth voices and professional perspectives. Smaller proportions were aged 25-29
(16.7%), 15-19 (8.3%), and 30-39 (12.5% combined).

Gender diversity

The sample reflected gender diversity. 54.2% of respondents identified as female,
41.7% as male, and 4.2% as non-binary. Focus group participation similarly included
young people of different gender identities, enabling discussion of gendered
dimensions of online hate and differential exposure to hostility.

Minority, LGBTQI+, and migration background

A substantial proportion of respondents identified as belonging to groups that are more
frequently targeted by online hate. 25% of questionnaire respondents identified as
LGBTQIA+, while 25% reported having a migrant or refugee background. An
additional 8.3% identified with multiple minority categories, indicating overlapping
identities. Focus group discussions further reflected these dynamics, with participants
describing how sexual orientation, gender identity, ethnicity, religion, or migration
status shaped their online experiences and vulnerability to hate speech.

Digital engagement relevance

All participants reported regular and active use of digital platforms, particularly social
media and messaging applications, making them well positioned to reflect on online
dynamics affecting young people. The focus groups provided in-depth qualitative
insights into personal experiences, perceptions, and coping strategies, while the
guestionnaire offered complementary quantitative indications of exposure, targets,
and perceived impacts.

Together, this field research captures a diverse cross-section of youth and youth-
related perspectives in the Netherlands, with particular relevance for understanding
how online hate speech affects LGBTQI+ youth and young people with migrant or
refugee backgrounds in everyday digital environments.
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3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

Across both focus groups and questionnaire responses, young people described
online hate as a frequent and emotionally charged part of their digital lives, rather than
as isolated incidents. Participants reported encountering hateful comments, slurs,
stereotyping, and degrading language across social media platforms, messaging
apps, and gaming environments. For many, these experiences were not limited to
direct attacks but also included witnessing hate directed at groups they identify with.

LGBTQI+ participants frequently described experiences of misgendering, mockery,
identity denial, and sexualised comments, particularly during periods of increased
visibility such as Pride-related discussions or public debates on gender identity.
Several participants noted that even when hate was not directed at them personally,
repeated exposure to hostile content created a sense of constant vigilance and
emotional fatigue.

Young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds described online hate as closely
tied to broader societal narratives about migration, religion, and belonging.
Participants referred to being labelled as outsiders, blamed for social problems, or
targeted through racist or xenophobic language. Some reported encountering hostility
both in Dutch-language online spaces and within transnational or diaspora networks,
creating a sense of being targeted from multiple directions.

A recurring theme across groups was the normalisation of online hate. Participants
indicated that discriminatory jokes, memes, or comments are often dismissed as “just
humour” or “part of the internet,” making it difficult to challenge or report them without
social consequences. This normalisation contributed to feelings of resignation and
reduced expectations of protection.

3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences
Emotional and Psychological Impact

In the short term, young people described experiencing stress, anger, anxiety, fear,
and sadness following encounters with online hate. Questionnaire responses
frequently mentioned feeling “drained,” “unsafe,” or “on edge” after exposure to hostile
content. Some participants described checking comments repeatedly or replaying
interactions in their minds, even when they attempted to disengage.

Over time, these experiences contributed to longer-term emotional effects, including
reduced self-confidence, identity-related insecurity, and loss of trust in online
environments. LGBTQI+ participants described questioning whether it was safe to
express their identity openly, while migrant-background youth reported heightened
awareness of being perceived as “different” or “unwelcome.”
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Social Consequences

Social withdrawal emerged as a common coping response. Many participants reported
limiting their online presence, avoiding comment sections, leaving group chats, or
reducing participation in online discussions to protect themselves. While this
sometimes reduced immediate exposure, it also led to feelings of isolation and
reduced access to peer support, particularly for those who rely on online spaces for
community and connection.

Some participants described tension with peers or family members when online hate
intersected with offline relationships. For example, disagreements arose when peers
shared or tolerated discriminatory content, or when family members dismissed online
hate as insignificant. These dynamics sometimes reinforced feelings of being
misunderstood or unsupported.

Educational Impact

Several participants reported that online hate affected their concentration, motivation,
and sense of safety in educational settings. Even when incidents occurred outside
school hours, the emotional impact often carried into the classroom. Some young
people described avoiding school-related online platforms, group assignments, or
discussions out of fear that hostility would continue or escalate.

In more severe cases, participants mentioned absenteeism or disengagement from
extracurricular activities, particularly when online harassment involved classmates or
peers from the same educational environment. These experiences suggest that online
hate can indirectly undermine educational participation and wellbeing.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms
Individual Coping Strategies

Young people reported using a range of coping strategies, most of which were self-
managed rather than institutionally supported. Common responses included:

e blocking or muting accounts,

e leaving online groups or platforms,
e ignoring hateful content,

e limiting self-expression online.

While these strategies were often effective in the short term, participants noted that
they placed the burden of protection on the victim and could restrict opportunities for
social interaction and self-expression.

Reporting and Help-Seeking Behaviour

Knowledge of reporting tools varied. Some participants were aware of platform
reporting functions but expressed low confidence in their effectiveness, citing slow
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responses, lack of feedback, or content remaining online. Others were unsure how to
report incidents or did not know which organisations could provide support beyond the
platform itself.

Trust in institutions was mixed. Few participants described positive experiences with
formal reporting through schools, platforms, or authorities. Fear of escalation, being
taken less seriously, or facing additional scrutiny discouraged reporting, particularly
among LGBTQI+ youth concerned about visibility and among migrant or refugee youth
uncertain about institutional protection.

Support Services and Accessibility

Awareness of specialised support services was limited. While some participants
mentioned youth workers, trusted teachers, or NGOs as potential sources of support,
many were unsure where to turn. Language barriers, lack of culturally sensitive
services, and uncertainty about confidentiality further reduced accessibility for migrant
and refugee youth.

Overall, the findings suggest that while young people demonstrate resilience and
adaptive coping strategies, support structures remain fragmented and insufficiently
visible. Victims often navigate online hate alone, relying on avoidance rather than
empowerment or institutional protection.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

This section provides a concise overview of the Dutch legal and policy framework
addressing hate speech, hate crime, and online safety, with a focus on relevance for
young people, including LGBTQI+ youth and youth with migrant or refugee
backgrounds. It builds on the desk research and highlights key elements needed for
interpreting prevalence and impact findings.

4.1 National Legislation

The Netherlands addresses hate speech and hate-motivated offences primarily
through criminal law and equal treatment legislation. Key provisions are contained in
the Dutch Criminal Code (Wetboek van Strafrecht), particularly Articles 137¢c-137e,
which criminalise public group insult, incitement to hatred/discrimination/violence, and
the dissemination of discriminatory material. These provisions apply to online
expressions, including social media posts, comments, videos, and other digital
publications (Wetboek van Strafrecht, Articles 137¢c-137e).

In addition, the General Equal Treatment Act (Algemene Wet Gelijke Behandeling;
AWGB) prohibits discrimination on grounds including religion or belief, race, sex,
nationality, and sexual orientation, and applies to areas such as education,
employment, and access to services (AWGB). While the AWGB is primarily a
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civil/administrative framework rather than a criminal one, it provides an important legal
basis for addressing discrimination affecting young people in schools and youth-
related settings.

In practice, Dutch law does not always use a single stand-alone definition of “hate
speech” as a concept; instead, it regulates specific types of unlawful expression
through criminal provisions (e.g., insult, incitement, discrimination) and applies hate
crime considerations through offence qualification and enforcement practice. “Hate
crime” is generally understood in Dutch practice as a criminal offence motivated by
bias against a protected characteristic, with registration and prosecution guided by
police and prosecution protocols (Politie; Openbaar Ministerie).

The Dutch framework aligns with relevant EU and Council of Europe standards,
including the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, and EU legal instruments that
address discrimination and victim protection. A key recent development is the EU
Digital Services Act (DSA), applicable in the Netherlands, which strengthens
obligations for large online platforms to act against illegal content (including illegal hate
speech), improve reporting mechanisms, and increase transparency and risk
assessments (European Commission, 2024). Council of Europe standards and
monitoring (including ECRI recommendations) also inform national approaches to
racism and intolerance, including in digital environments (Council of Europe/ECRI).

Further information and findings on this topic can be found in the Desk Research
document part of the UNITY project.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

Dutch policy responses to discrimination and online hostility involve a mix of national
strategies and decentralised implementation through municipalities, education, and
civil society partnerships. While policy frameworks often address discrimination
broadly, online hate is increasingly included under wider agendas of digital safety,
social safety in schools, anti-discrimination policy, and polarisation prevention.

Youth-specific prevention efforts are most visible in the education and youth sectors.
Schools in the Netherlands have a legal duty to provide a socially safe learning
environment and are expected to maintain policies addressing bullying and
discrimination, including online forms of harassment. In practice, this is supported
through guidance and training resources by Stichting School & Veiligheid (Foundation
for School Safety) and supervision by the Inspectie van het Onderwijs (Inspectorate
of Education) (Stichting School & Veiligheid; Inspectie van het Onderwijs).

National media literacy efforts also support prevention. The Netwerk Mediawijsheid
(Dutch Media Literacy Network) coordinates initiatives that strengthen digital
resilience, critical thinking, and safe online behaviour among young people, often in
cooperation with schools and youth organisations (Netwerk Mediawijsheid).

141



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

Additionally, online safety guidance for youth, parents, and educators is provided
through Veiliginternetten.nl, supported by ECP (ECP | Platform voor de
InformatieSamenleving) (ECP/Veiliginternetten.nl).

Cooperation with police and local partners occurs in many municipalities through
safety networks involving schools, youth work, NGO’s and anti-discrimination
services. While these collaborations vary by locality, they aim to strengthen
prevention, early signalling, and referral pathways for youth affected by online hostility
(municipal youth safety networks; Discriminatie.nl/ADV’s).

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

Despite a strong legal framework, multiple sources point to persistent enforcement
challenges in online hate speech and hate crime cases. Underreporting remains a
major barrier, particularly among young people and among groups that may fear
visibility or consequences, such as LGBTQI+ youth or youth with migrant/refugee
backgrounds (Discriminatie.nl; College voor de Rechten van de Mens). Even where
incidents are reported, legal thresholds for criminal prosecution are high, and evidence
can be difficult to secure due to anonymity, deleted content, jurisdictional issues, and
the rapid volume of online interactions.

Prosecution of online hate speech cases is therefore relatively limited compared to
estimated prevalence. The Openbaar Ministerie handles discriminatory offences, but
practical constraints include proving intent, identifying perpetrators, and prioritising
cases in a high-volume digital environment (Openbaar Ministerie). Capacity and
specialisation are also relevant: police cybercrime resources and digital investigation
expertise are expanding, but investigating hate with an online component remains
time-intensive and technically complex (Politie/cybercrime units).

Finally, while the DSA strengthens platform obligations, enforcement is still developing
in practice and depends on effective oversight, cooperation mechanisms, and
accessible reporting channels for users, including youth (European Commission,
2024). Overall, the Dutch context is characterised by strong formal protections but
uneven practical outcomes, highlighting the need for continued investment in youth-
friendly reporting, institutional coordination, and digital investigation capacity.

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1 Governmental Actors

Responsibility for addressing online hate speech and hate crime in the Netherlands is
distributed across several ministries and agencies, reflecting the cross-cutting nature
of the issue.
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The Ministry of Justice and Security oversees criminal law, hate crime prosecution,
and digital safety policy. It works with the Openbaar Ministerie (Public Prosecution
Service) and the police on enforcement and registration of hate-motivated offences,
including those with an online component.

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science is responsible for education policy,
including citizenship education (burgerschapsonderwijs) and social safety in schools.
Through supervision by the Inspectie van het Onderwijs, schools are expected to
maintain a socially safe learning environment, which increasingly includes attention to
online behaviour.

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment contributes to anti-discrimination policy
and supports equality frameworks relevant to youth participation and inclusion.

Coordination between ministries occurs mainly through policy alignment rather than a
single dedicated national action plan on online hate speech. At the local level,
municipalities play an important role in implementation, often coordinating youth
policy, education, safety, and social services.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organisations play a central role in prevention, victim support, awareness-
raising, and knowledge development related to online hate speech.

Discriminatie.nl coordinates local anti-discrimination services (ADV’s), which receive
reports, provide advice and support to victims, and document trends in online
discrimination.

College voor de Rechten van de Mens monitors discrimination, issues judgments, and
provides policy recommendations, including on digital forms of hate and exclusion.

LGBTQI+ organisations such as COC Nederland and Transgender Netwerk
Nederland provide education, advocacy, peer support, and resources addressing
homophobic and transphobic hate, including online harassment affecting young
people.

Organisations focusing on migration and inclusion, such as Kennisplatform Integratie
& Samenleving and Pharos, contribute research, training, and culturally sensitive
guidance relevant to migrant and refugee youth.

Knowledge institutes such as Movisie support municipalities and practitioners with
evidence-based tools, training, and policy advice on discrimination, polarisation, and
digital hostility.

Services provided by these organisations include reporting and referral mechanisms,
educational materials, training for professionals, awareness campaigns, and peer or
community-based support, rather than large-scale legal representation.
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5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness-raising are key pillars of the Dutch response to online hate
speech among youth.

School-based initiatives focus on social safety, citizenship education, and prevention
of bullying and discrimination. Stichting School & Veiligheid supports schools with
protocols, training, and tools to address both offline and online incidents, including
discriminatory language and digital harassment.

Media literacy and online safety campaigns are coordinated nationally by Netwerk
Mediawijsheid, which develops resources to strengthen critical thinking, resilience,
and responsible online behaviour among young people. Practical guidance for youth,
parents, and educators is also provided through Veiliginternetten.nl, supported by
ECP.

Partnerships between schools, municipalities, NGOs, and youth workers are common,
particularly in larger cities. These partnerships aim to combine education, early
signalling, and referral to support services. Cooperation with technology platforms
mainly occurs through EU-level frameworks (e.g. platform obligations under the Digital
Services Act), rather than through extensive national public—private partnerships.

In summary, the Netherlands has a broad and active ecosystem of governmental and
civil society actors addressing online hate speech affecting young people. While
responsibilities are spread across sectors and levels, this ecosystem provides multiple
entry points for prevention, support, and awareness, setting an important foundation
for the gaps and needs identified in the upcoming section 7.

6. Good Practices and Lessons Learned

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants
Example 1

Pharos e-learning / online workshops for professionals working with people with a
refugee background

What it is: A structured set of online learning modules and workshops designed to
strengthen professionals’ ability to communicate and work effectively with people with
a refugee background, using videos, exercises and practical tools.

Implemented by: Pharos (expertise centre reducing health inequities; widely used by
practitioners).
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Target group: Primarily professionals supporting refugees and migrants (including
education and social support), with indirect benefits for young people and families
navigating Dutch systems.

Why it is effective: It is low-threshold and scalable (online), and focuses on culturally
sensitive communication, which is critical when migrant/refugee youth face online hate
and need trusted adults who can respond appropriately and connect them to support.

Example 2

“The Digital Us” / youth intervention to strengthen the social norm against online hate
and discrimination (KIS intervention database)

What it is: A youth-focused intervention that builds skills and confidence to respond to
online hate/discrimination (incl. racism/xenophobia), combining dialogue, learning and
support.

Implemented by: Listed in KIS (Kennisplatform Integratie & Samenleving) intervention
database.

Target group: Young people (16-30), including those affected by racism and
xenophobia.

Why it is effective: It explicitly supports youth to become active “upstanders”,
strengthens coping strategies, and aims at norm change (peer-level effects), which is
particularly relevant for migrant-background youth who often experience online hate
as “normalised.”

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth
Example 1

Gender & Sexuality Alliances (GSA) in schools + awareness actions such as Paarse
Vrijdag (COC / school-based networks) What it is: Student-led alliances in schools that
promote inclusion and social safety for LGBTQI+ students; often combined with
school-wide awareness actions (e.g., Paarse Vrijdag activities). Implemented by: COC
Nederland (national LGBTQI+ organisation) and school communities. Target group:
LGBTQI+ students and allies in secondary schools / mbo, including those exposed to
online and offline bullying. Why it is effective: It is youth-participatory by design
(students lead), creates visible peer support, and is associated in Dutch research with
lower levels of bullying and higher perceived support in school settings important
because online hate frequently spills into school dynamics.

Example 2

Dutch guidance and reporting-awareness messaging on online bullying related to
sexual orientation/gender identity (COC communications to schools)
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What it is: Practical calls and guidance to schools to set clear norms and respond to
online bullying targeting LGBTQI+ youth, linked to evidence on higher exposure
among LGB youth. Implemented by: COC Nederland. Target group: Schools and
students (protecting LGBTQI+ youth). Why it is effective: It strengthens institutional
norm-setting (“this is not acceptable”) and supports schools to respond consistently,
which young people often cite as missing when hate is dismissed as “jokes” or “internet
behaviour.”

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities
Example 1

Meld.Online Discriminatie (national online reporting point) + annual discrimination
reporting infrastructure (Art.1 / national reporting ecosystem)

What it is: A national online reporting point for discriminatory content and a broader
annual monitoring ecosystem that consolidates figures from multiple bodies (police,
equality bodies, anti-discrimination services).

Implemented by: Meld.Online Discriminatie (reporting platform) and annual reporting
compiled by Art.1 with national partners (as described in the discrimination figures
publication).

Target group: The general public including youth; particularly relevant to ethnic
minorities who face racism/anti-Muslim hate online.

Why it is effective: It offers a clear, accessible reporting route, and the broader
reporting system improves visibility of trends across institutions—an essential
condition for policy responses (even though underreporting remains an issue). Recent
reporting also indicates increased use of the online reporting channel, suggesting
improved reach.

Example 2

Movisie #DatMeenJeNiet! e-learning / training for recognising and responding to online
discrimination (Movisie)

What it is: An online training resource that provides practical guidance on recognising
discriminatory content and taking action (useful for youth workers/educators and youth
themselves).

Implemented by: Movisie (national knowledge institute), developed with partners and
aimed at practice.

Target group: Youth and professionals working with youth; relevant to ethnic minority
youth both as targets and as peers/“bystanders.”
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Why it is effective: It focuses on practical response behaviour (what to do when you
see online discrimination) and supports structured discussion and skill-building, useful
where hate is normalised in peer environments.

Across these examples, effectiveness is most strongly associated with: (1) youth
participation and peer-led norm setting (e.g., GSA), (2) practical, skills-based tools for
‘what to do” (e.g., #DatMeendJeNiet), (3) accessible reporting pathways plus trend
monitoring (Meld.Online Discriminatie + annual discrimination figures), and (4)
culturally sensitive professional capacity-building (Pharos), which helps ensure that
migrant/refugee youth can access trusted support when online hate occurs.

Local Good Practices
Example 1
Digital Children’s Rights Programme (City of The Hague)

Whatitis: A set of initiatives developed and tested in collaboration with the Municipality
of The Hague that focus on mapping and strengthening children’s digital rights,
including digital safety, privacy, and online participation in local communities. Activities
include interactive games, workshops, theater performances, and play-based
experiences to help youth reflect on their digital lives.

Implemented by: Municipality of The Hague in partnership with community
organisations and young people.

Target group: Children and young people in The Hague, including diverse
backgrounds (cultural, social, economic) who are active online.

Why it is relevant to online hate: While the programme is broader than just hate
speech, it explicitly addresses digital safety and inclusion, helping young people
understand their rights and navigate online spaces in ways that reduce vulnerability to
harmful content and discrimination. It builds awareness, digital literacy, and community
engagement on local terms.

Example 2

“The Digital Us Academy” & The Digital Us programme (National with youth focus,
active among Dutch youth including in The Hague)

What it is: A Netherlands-focused initiative that trains young people to identify,
guestion, and actively respond to online hate, racism, and discriminatory content. It
combines dialogue sessions, empathy-building, practical communication techniques,
and peer-to-peer engagement to transform bystanders into active upstanders on social
media.

Implemented by: Sharing Perspectives Foundation together with partners such as
Build Up and potentially community partners in cities including The Hague.
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Target group: Young people aged ~18-30, including those from diverse ethnic
backgrounds.

Why it’s effective: It uses dialogue-based learning and youth empowerment, focusing
on skills to intervene against hate speech, not just theoretical knowledge. It also builds
an inclusive community of youth practitioners and encourages collective action to
shape social norms online. The initiative’s emphasis on turning bystanders into
upstanders and equipping youth with practical strategies to respond to hateful content
demonstrates an innovative and participatory model relevant for ethnic minority and
migrant-background youth, as well as all young people navigating hostile digital
spaces.

7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

A key gap concerns the lack of comprehensive and comparable data on online hate
speech affecting young people. While various institutions collect statistics on
discrimination and hate crime, data are fragmented, use different definitions, and are
rarely disaggregated simultaneously by age, sexual orientation/gender identity, and
migration background. As a result, the scale and specific patterns of online hate
affecting intersectional youth remain insufficiently visible.

Longitudinal data are also limited. Existing monitoring focuses mainly on annual
reporting, which makes it difficult to assess long-term impacts of online hate on
wellbeing, education, or civic participation, or to evaluate whether interventions have
sustained effects over time. Qualitative victim perspectives are present in project-
based research, such as focus groups, but are not consistently integrated into national
monitoring frameworks.

Although the Netherlands has a strong legal framework addressing discrimination and
hate speech, implementation challenges persist, particularly in online contexts. Laws
are often difficult to enforce in practice due to:

e underreporting by young victims,

e anonymity of perpetrators,

e high evidentiary thresholds for prosecution,

e and the rapid volume and transnational nature of online content.

Young people in the focus groups expressed limited confidence that reporting online
hate would lead to meaningful consequences for perpetrators. This perception
weakens deterrence and reinforces the idea that online hostility is tolerated or
unavoidable. While recent EU-level regulation strengthens platform obligations,
practical enforcement and oversight are still developing, and their impact is not yet
fully visible to young users.

Preventive efforts are unevenly distributed. Schools and municipalities differ
significantly in how systematically they address online hate, digital discrimination, and
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identity-based harassment. While some schools integrate digital citizenship and social
safety effectively, others lack the time, resources, training, or confidence to address
complex online dynamics, particularly when incidents occur outside school hours or
involve anonymous actors.

Media literacy initiatives exist, but they do not always explicitly address online hate
speech, nor do they consistently incorporate intersectional perspectives. As a result,
prevention efforts may overlook how racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and
transphobia intersect in digital environments.

Support services for victims of online hate are available, but awareness and
accessibility remain limited, especially for young people. Focus group participants
indicated that they often do not know where to seek help beyond blocking or ignoring
content. Concerns about confidentiality, being taken seriously, or facing additional
scrutiny discourage formal reporting.

For migrant and refugee youth, additional barriers include language obstacles,
uncertainty about institutional roles, and limited culturally sensitive support. LGBTQI+
youth highlighted fears related to visibility and outing, which further reduce help-
seeking behaviour. Overall, support structures are perceived as fragmented rather
than coordinated, placing the burden of coping largely on the individual.

Young people participating in the UNITY field research articulated several clear needs:

e Clear, youth-friendly reporting pathways, with transparent follow-up and
feedback.

e Stronger institutional responses, so that online hate is visibly taken seriously.

e Safe spaces, both online and offline, where experiences can be shared without
judgement.

e Education that reflects real digital life, including gaming platforms, group chats,
and emerging online spaces.

e Involvement of young people themselves in designing prevention strategies
and responses, ensuring relevance and trust.

Participants emphasised that they do not only want protection but also empowerment
skills to respond, intervene as bystanders, and support peers.

Taken together, the findings point to the need for:

e more coherent and disaggregated data collection on youth online hate,

e improved enforcement visibility and trust,

e stronger, more consistent preventive education across schools and youth work,
e accessible, intersectional support services,

e and meaningful youth participation in policy and practice.

Addressing these gaps is essential for developing effective, inclusive, and sustainable
responses to online hate speech affecting young people in the Netherlands and
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directly informs the added value of UNITY’s survey, focus groups, training activities,
and cross-country exchange.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

This country study highlights that online hate speech is a persistent and structurally
embedded challenge for young people in the Netherlands, shaped by high levels of
digital participation, social diversity, and polarised public discourse. While the
Netherlands benefits from strong legal protections, an active civil society, and
extensive digital access, these strengths have not translated into consistent protection
for young people in online environments.

Quantitative data and qualitative findings demonstrate that online hate is a common
experience among youth, with LGBTQI+ young people and those with migrant or
refugee backgrounds facing disproportionately high exposure. Online hostility is
encountered across multiple platforms, most frequently on social media and in semi-
private digital spaces such as group chats and gaming environments. Underreporting
remains widespread, limiting the visibility of incidents and weakening institutional
responses.

The qualitative evidence shows that online hate has significant emotional, social, and
educational impacts, contributing to stress, withdrawal, reduced self-confidence, and
disengagement from online and offline participation. Young people often rely on
individual coping strategies, such as blocking or self-censorship, rather than
institutional support, reflecting limited trust in reporting mechanisms and enforcement
outcomes.

Institutional and civil society responses in the Netherlands are diverse and well-
developed, particularly in education, media literacy, and anti-discrimination work.
However, these efforts are often fragmented and unevenly distributed, with notable
gaps in intersectional approaches, youth-friendly reporting, and coordination across
sectors. The findings underline the importance of complementing legal frameworks
with preventive, participatory, and youth-centred strategies that reflect the realities of
contemporary digital life.

Based on the findings of the desk research, focus groups, and questionnaire, the
following action-oriented recommendations are proposed:

For Policymakers

e Strengthen coordinated national monitoring of online hate speech affecting
young people, with data disaggregated by age, sexual orientation/gender
identity, and migration background.

e Improve visibility and accessibility of reporting mechanisms, ensuring clear
pathways and feedback for young victims.
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e Support the implementation and enforcement of EU-level regulations, such as
the Digital Services Act, with specific attention to youth protection.

e Invest in intersectional prevention strategies that address overlapping forms of
discrimination in digital environments.

For Educators and Schools

e Integrate online hate, discrimination, and digital citizenship more explicitly into
citizenship education and social safety policies.

e Provide training and practical tools for teachers and school staff to address
online incidents, including those occurring outside school hours.

e Foster safe and inclusive school climates, including support for student-led
initiatives that promote respect and peer intervention.

e Strengthen cooperation with youth workers, anti-discrimination services, and
parents to ensure consistent responses.

For Civil Society Organisations

e Expand youth-centred and participatory approaches, ensuring that young
people are involved in designing prevention and support initiatives.

e Improve outreach and visibility of support services, particularly for LGBTQI+
youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds.

e Develop intersectional support models that reflect the combined experiences of
discrimination faced by some young people.

e Continue producing evidence-based tools and training for educators, youth
workers, and local authorities.

For Organizations

e Ensure clear, accessible, and youth-friendly reporting tools, with timely
responses and transparent outcomes in their online services.

e Strengthen content moderation practices for identity-based hate, including in
less visible spaces such as group chats and gaming-related environments.

e Increase transparency and accountability regarding algorithmic amplification of
polarising or harmful content.

e Collaborate with educators, civil society, and youth organisations to support
digital literacy and bystander intervention initiatives.

The findings from the Netherlands underscore that addressing online hate speech
among youth requires multi-level, coordinated action that combines legal protection,
education, community support, and platform responsibility. UNITY’s integrated
approach, bringing together research, youth participation, training, and cross-country
exchange, offers a valuable framework for responding to these challenges in a way
that is inclusive, evidence-based, and grounded in young people’s lived realities.
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Portugal =

A

Study done by EDUGEP =oUG=zr

This report, entitled Country Studies on hate speech and crime online in Portugal, was
written within the framework of the UNITY Project, under the call CERV-2024-CHAR-
LITI, as an output of WP2 — Knowledge and Education. It has as main objective to
conduct a study and analysis of the Portuguese national context regarding online hate
speech and crimes, with a specific focus on three target audiences: ethnic and
religious minorities, the LGBTQ community and refugees/migrants. The present report
addresses issues such as discrimination, racism, xenophobia, homophobia, prejudice
and intolerance.

For the purposes of this report, we considered as youth individuals aged between 15
and 30; professionals include those who have contact or training in some capacity
within the area, such as teachers, trainers, training technicians, operational assistants,
psychologists, law enforcement agents, among others; representatives of civil society
are considered to be agents who participate in NGOs, activist movements, policy-
making processes, or other related areas. Regarding the name of the Portuguese
institutions mentioned on this report, we inform that although the names presented
were translated, the acronyms used were maintained in its original form.

The data and testimonies collected will serve as a foundation and supporting resource
in producing more inclusive educational materials, commissioned accordingly to the
needs of the Portuguese population. The application of questionnaires, focus groups
and desk research alongside the use of quantitative and qualitative methodologies,
aims to present the national context of Portuguese society, enabling the identification
of problems and needs that will support and promote the development, proposal and
implementation of solutions, in the form of new measures, policies or programs.

In addition to its strong social dimension, this reportincludes an analysis of the existing
legal framework and its effectiveness, covering different institutions, authorities, and
organizations. After identifying the most urgent and recurring problems in the
Portuguese context, across the different analytical dimensions considered, the report
seeks to promote critical reflection and informed discussion for the development of
strategies and mechanisms presented in the final considerations and
recommendations.

1. Introduction and National Context

The United Nations indicates that, in the last months of 2025, the Portuguese
population stood at 10.4 million, with a decrease of approximately 15,000 inhabitants
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(equivalent to 0.1% of the population) between the end of 2024 and the end of 2025.
Currently, women predominate (52.4%) compared to men (47.6%").

According to data collected by DataReportal®, at the end of 2025, the average age of
the Portuguese population was 46.9 years. In demographic terms, Portugal has a
predominantly ageing population, with a relatively high proportion of individuals over
the age of 65.

In 2024, Internet usage in Portugal covered around 86.4% of the population, rising to
89.0% in early 2025. In terms of gender, the penetration rate °doesn’t diverge greatly:
88.6% of women and 88.4% of men use the Internet (DataReportal, 2025). However,
the same cannot be said about the variation in age groups.

The study of the data collected reveals strong adherence to the Internet among
younger generations: in 2024, practically 100% of young people between the ages of
16 and 24 used the Internet, while in the [25-34] and [35-44] age groups, penetration
was around 98-99%, which is quite high; in the older age groups, between 65 and 74,
the numbers are lower (approximately 61%) (DataReportal, 2025). This shows that the
younger the group, the higher the penetration rate. Nevertheless, there has been an
increase in Internet penetration among older age groups.

Regarding social media, DataReportal recorded 7.59 million social media profiles in
Portugal, equivalent to 72.9% of the population. On the other hand, around 1.15 million
people, the equivalent to 11% of the population, chose to remain offline on social
media. There were 6.87 million user profiles aged 18 or over at the end of 2025
(72.8%): 52% female and 48% male.

According to the report "Addictive Behaviours at Age 18: Internet Use — Survey of
Young People Participating in National Defence Day 2024", published by the Institute
for Addictive Behaviours and Dependencies (ICAD, I.P.), on July 23, 2025, based on
a sample of 91,989 young people!?, "out of every ten 18-year-olds, nine to ten used
online social networks, eight read/studied online, six played online and one to two
engaged in online betting. The majority used the Internet for four hours or more per
day, with 38% using it for five hours or more per day."

It is estimated that 38% of young people began using the Internet before the age of
10, a figure that has been increasing. Regarding online activities, there is a higher
proportion of young men engaging in online games, when compared to young women,
who tend to use the Internet to read, study or actively participate in social media
platforms (ICAD, 2025).

7 It should be noted that, at the time of publication, this data was only available for females and males.
(DataReportal, 2025)

8 Digital 2026 - Portugal

° Internet Penetration Rate corresponds to the percentage of the total population of a given country or
region that uses the Internet.

10 Held every year since 2015 (except for 2020 due to the constraints resulting from the pandemic).
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Over the past seven years, there has been an increase in the number of young people
who use, on average, the Internet for five or more hours per day. In 2017, only 29% of
young people reported this level of usage, and by 2024 this number increased to 38%,
with greater expressiveness among young women. The most commonly used devices
for accessing the Internet are smartphones and laptops computers (ICAD, 2025).

The aforementioned report indicates that 97% of young people aged 18 years old
(96% of young men and 99% of young women) use social media. Among them, 36%
spend an average of four or more hours per day on social media, 44% spend between
two and three hours and 17% spend less than two hours per day.

According to a study by Marktest 1!entitied "The Portuguese and social networks", the
most used social networks by young people aged between 15 and 24, are Instagram
(in first place, with 94.1% of Portuguese young people using the platform, which
contrasts with the 30.8% of young people in this age group who use it, worldwide),
WhatsApp (93.2% of young people) and Facebook (89.4%). Regarding YouTube and
TikTok, there was a great increase in the adhesion of Portuguese youth.

Concerning problems associated with Internet use, 36% of young people mentioned
having experienced some kind of difficulty in the twelve months prior to the survey —
being emotional distress (reported by 21% of young people), followed by difficulties at
school/work (18% of young people), the most frequently mentioned. These problems
were found to be more prevalent among females.

At this stage, several setbacks were identified: health problems that required medical
assistance, financial problems, behavioural problems at home, acts of violence or
disorderly conduct, and sexual relations without a condom. A study cited in Diario de
Noticias *?revealed that 86% of Portuguese youth admit to feeling "addicted" to social
media, raising concerns about mental health issues among them, or the risks
associated with the intensive use of these platforms.

After analysing the data collected for this report, included in the first section, itis clear
that social media is a central part of the daily lives of Portuguese youth, serving as a
means of leisure, socialising, education and information.

The lack of digital literacy programmes and parental control are some examples which,
combined with the high level of digitalisation and integration we are seeing in Portugal,
make young people particularly vulnerable to constant exposure to political/social
narratives, influences from toxic, discriminatory or extremist content, misinformation
and subsequent hate speech. These aspects and the normalisation and trivialisation
of them were reinforced by the professionals who participated in the Focus Group.

In recent years, there has been an increase in hate speech and crimes against ethnic
and religious minorities — such as Roma, Jewish (aggravated by the situation with

I This data was found in an article from MAGG magazine.
2 News Title: Study reveals that 86% of Portuguese Youth are addicted to social media
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Hamas, according to the ECRI report) and Muslim communities —, refugees/migrants
and LGBTQ community, which have even reached parliament itself. At present times,
the rise of far-right parties in the Portuguese Parliament is one of the most worrying
developments in Portuguese social and political life, according to the 2025 ECRI*3
Report, compromising human integrity and the fundamental rights of individuals.

On 18 June 2025, Euronews published an article'# highlighting growing concern about
the increase in hate crimes in Portugal, an opinion shared by the Council of Europe,
which states that there are "reasons for concern”. The article begins by referring to a
post by Carla Nunes Semedo, Cascais councillor, on social media: a black woman
and public figure, she recounted an incident involving her 17-year-old daughter, who
was attacked by a bus driver who told her he "did not transport animals". The case
echoed across social media and the press, leading to an investigation by the bus
company into the driver's conduct, serving as an excellent example of the spread and
movement of masses that can occur within social media, both in its most positive and
negative aspects, through the dissemination of hostile or discriminatory content.

The councillor, responsible for Health, Social Affairs and Human Rights, took the
opportunity to warn of the increasing trend in such cases, writing that "There is a
phenomenon even more worrying than the increase in hate speech: its normalisation.
The loss of shame. The ease with which people now say things that for years were
hidden under the veil of political correctness.”

In the same news item, Euronews emphasises that "in Portugal, every day there are
reports of assaults, hate speech or far-right movements,” mentioning that two days
after this episode, the Portuguese Criminal Investigation Police arrested six people
suspected of belonging to a far-right group supported by an armed militia. According
to the PJ', these individuals were "followers of an anti-system and conspiratorial
ideology that encouraged discrimination, hatred and violence against immigrants and
refugees”.

Several incidents were also mentioned, which took place on Portugal Day, Camdes
Day and Lusophone Communities Day (10th of June), when a group (allegedly) of
neo-Nazis attacked an actor outside a theatre in Lisbon. On the same day, hours later
in Porto, two volunteers who were assisting homeless people were assaulted for
interacting with and helping foreigners.

The news published by Jornal Expresso on 7 July 2025 — “Parents' associations
release letter condemning xenophobic statements and undue exposure of minors by
Chegal®” — reports on an incident that took place in Parliament, which quickly went
viral. It is considered in the ECRI report as a far-right party on social media: without
authorisation, the leader of Chega disclosed the names of children in a kindergarten

13 ECRI — European Comission Against Racism and Intolerance

14 News Title: Increase of Hate Speech and Violence: What is happening in Portugal?
15 Stands for Policia Judiciaria (Portuguese Criminal Investigation Police)

16 “Chega” defines itself as a “national, conservative, liberal, and personalist party”.
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class in the capital, with the aim of claiming without evidence that immigrants have
priority access to public education in Portugal, overriding the needs of Portuguese
citizens, inciting hatred and prejudice.

It should be noted that children are protected by the Portuguese Constitution and the
Declaration of Human Rights, and this act is a violation of their right to privacy. In
addition to highlighting the hate speech that circulates within our government
organisations, this type of content generates supporters on social media who promote
intolerance and discrimination, using minors to encourage hatred against migration,
based on their insecurities and misunderstandings.

The press news referred to on this section are just examples of how hate speech and
discrimination — which spread widely on social media and in Parliament —, influence
the existence of hate crimes based on intolerance, misunderstanding, misinformation,
and a lack of respect and empathy, both for others and for cultural diversity, targeting
minority groups such as the Roma, Jewish, or Muslim communities, migrant/refugee
groups and the LGBTQ community.

The impunity that the Portuguese judicial system guarantees to perpetrators and the
lack of education and awareness seen in Portugal regarding the topics mentioned in
this segment are constants that must be combated, by developing much needed new
policies: a restructuring of the laws is essential to ensure accountability for actions
committed, covering both the Portuguese population and the various elements of
political parties, as well as ensuring support structures and networks for victims, who
must be encouraged to report crimes committed against them, an opinion shared by
the several statements collected in the Focus Groups.

As Ana Paula Costa, president of Casa do Brasil de Lisboa'’, mentioned in her
participation in O Tal Podcast:

Immigrants have been used to atone for many of the country's social problems [...] We
are experiencing an attack on rights we have won [...] Hate speech cannot be confused
with freedom of expression. In the regulation of social networks, this idea needs to be
worked on.

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

The intensive and almost universal use of social networks among young Portuguese
people facilitates the spread of hate speech and hate crimes online for several
reasons. Firstly, the high exposure, regular frequency and long periods of time that
young people spend online increase the likelihood of contact with hateful content, even
of only passively. The fact that this contact begins at increasingly early ages increases
the likelihood of desensitisation and normalisation of such content among young
people.

7 House of Brasil - Lisbon
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Another aspect that should be highlighted is the fact that, for many young Portuguese,
the Internet and social media are the main source of information used for news,
opinions, social or political debates, which implies a strong presence of topics and
narratives related to migration, identity, sexuality, cultural differences, among others,
in the lives of young people. If this information is not handled with due care, it can lead
to the amplification of fear-mongering discourses that encourages exclusion and
intolerance.

Considering the rapid and intense spread and viralisation of online content, it is not
difficult for misinformation, prejudice, or stereotypes to spread: an extremist and
radical idea, such as hate speech, can spread very quickly and reach young people in
all regions. Contents such as memes, reels or reposts facilitate access to hate speech,
masking it as humour, satire, or provocation, thereby promoting the trivialisation and
normalisation of such behaviour.

This aspect becomes quite worrying when we consider that many young people do
not have the critical analytical skills to distinguish between reliable information and
information fabricated with malicious intent, in order to manipulate public opinion.

The nature of social media facilitates anonymity and promotes impunity, removing the
perpetrators of hate speech and crimes from responsibility for their actions and the
consequences they have on their targets.

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

Recent data shows that, in Portugal, young people are highly exposed to real risks of
hate speech, cyberbullying, and symbolic/virtual violence due to their continuous
presence on social media. The increase in online hate speech and hate crimes — which
frequently occurs on platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Facebook (mostly) and
messaging platforms such as WhatsApp — and the vulnerability of LGBTQ community,
migrants/refugees and minorities groups, establish a very worrying context.

According to statistics found on the Bar Association's website, crimes of discrimination
and incitement to hatred and violence in Portugal increased by more than 200% from
2020 to 2024, with 421 cases registered in 2024, the highest number ever recorded.
In the transition from 2022 to 2023, there was an increase of 38%, with 347 hate crimes
reported, based on discrimination and incitement.

In 2024, the Portuguese Association for Victim Support (APAV) reported that 268
complaints of hate speech — or complaints of other forms of online violence or crime —
were made through its hotline network. In its most recent study®, APAV exposed that
children and young people, especially in school settings, continue to be the main
victims of (cyber)bullying. Of these victims, 62.3% are female and 36.4% are male.

18 Conducted from January to September 2025
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A 2024 report by the Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG) states
that young women aged between 15 and 24 have "more negative experiences on the
Internet” compared to males of the same age group, due to factors such as socio-
cultural pressures (e.g. social comparison or online beauty standards). This report also
disclosures the vulnerability of young people's mental health and well-being as a result
of their exposure to contexts of online violence, harassment or digital humiliation

The study conducted in 2024, as part of Casa Brasil's ®Migramythis Project,
interviewed 262 people, mostly immigrants, on their experiences of xenophobia and
discrimination: 75.4% said they had been the target of some form of hate speech and
32.4% said this had happened on social media, namely Facebook, Instagram and X.
Hate speech and hate crimes against black people are quite common in Portugal,
gaining prominence and strength on social media (ECRI,2025).

The latest report by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance
(ECRI), released in 2025, highlights a "sharp increase in hate speech, especially
online," directed primarily at migrants/refugees, ethnic minorities, black people, and
the LGBTQ community. ECRI emphasises the persistence of hostile content on digital
plattorms and the inadequacy and ineffectiveness of the legal framework and
institutional responses. With regard to hate speech against LGBTQ people, there was
a 185% increase in content of this nature on social media between 2019 and 2022;
between 2020 and 2022, the Discrimination Observatory received 469 reports of
incidents of discrimination and violence. Roma communities are also a constant target
of discrimination, especially on social media, both from the general population and
from far-right politicians — an EU FRA survey revealed that 46% of Roma respondents
had been victims of hate-motivated harassment.

In the questionnaire applied in this project, participants considered that they saw/heard
hate speech most often on social media (96.8%), in public spaces (85.7%) and in the
news (38.7%)2°. Within social media, young people ?'established that this content is
most visible in public comments/posts (85.7%) and in memes or videos (42.9%)%2.

The data collected reflects a growing tendency of online hate speech and crimes
online, resulting from several factors, as the enforcement of laws that hold perpetrators
accountable and the lack of laws that protect victims, the lack of campaigns and
educational programmes that raise awareness to cultural diversity, non-discrimination,
respect and empathy, and the lack of tutelage by the State. During the Focus Group
held with professionals, these causes were identified and discussed, with consensus
among participants that, if immediate measures are not taken, both socially and
politically, an exponential increase in online hate speech and crimes is expected over
the next 5 years.

1 House of Brasil - Lisbon
20 Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 11.
2L There were 14 answers.
22 Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 60.
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It should be added that, although this increase can be observed, underreporting makes
it difficult to analyse and understand the real situation in Portugal.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

The collaborative study carried out by APAV and Geracao Cordéao, between 2022 and
2023, "Online Risk Behaviours, Cybersecurity and Mental Health in a Sample of
Portuguese Young People", reports that 46.8% of young people who participated in
this study mention to use their mobile phone more than 31 times a day, with the most
used applications being social media such as Instagram (92.7%), TikTok (51.2%) and
Facebook (46.6%), or messaging applications, as WhatsApp.

In the same study, 36.9% of young people surveyed said they had been "treated in an
offensive or unpleasant way" online: 37.4% say they had been the target of rumours
and 38.7% had been the target of offensive or humiliating images being shared, which
is a strong indicator and warning sign of the growing trend of harassment, insults,
cyberbullying or negative experiences online. 41% of young people reported having
"often" seen individuals being blackmailed, for example through the publication of
private content, noting that 39% of victims never sought support, whether they
witnessed or experienced online violence. In addition, 1 in 12 young people admitted
to having engaged in aggressive behaviour at some point in their lives.

The study conducted by the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences of the
University of Porto (FPCEUP), on the frequency of cyberbullying, highlighted that the
most active risk channels are social media, chats, and online gaming platforms,
identifying the presence of hate speech as a phenomenon associated with them and
their use.

Regarding the data collected in the questionnaires, 78.6% of young people spend
more time on social media 2than on other online spaces, with greater use of Instagram
(92.9%), TikTok (78.6%) and YouTube (64.3%)2%4. In turn, the young people who
participated in the Focus Groups mentioned that social media X is where they
encounter the most hate speech.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

The information collected and highlighted throughout this study, allows to interpret a
significant rise of online hate speech and crimes, with a tendency to increase if
effective and immediate measures are not taken.

23 Annex | — Questionnaire — Graph 56
24 Annex | — Questionnaire — Graph 57

159



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

Statistically, a significant number of young Portuguese people in the ‘young
people/students’ age group (typically up to 21 years old) have experienced online
harassment or violence, demonstrating the existence of real exposure to risk and
vulnerability, exacerbated by the constant use of electronic devices such as mobile
phones and social media.

As young people are a highly connected segment of the Portuguese population, with
high digital literacy and a continuous presence on the internet and social media, they
have a high capacity for action, based on the pillars of social mobilisation, activism,
sharing, dissemination and access to information, which in turn increases their
vulnerability to agents of perpetuation such as manipulation, disinformation, hate
speech and radicalisation, particularly in social contexts of crisis, inequality,
dissatisfaction or insecurity.

Given this analysis and the patterns observed, it is possible to identify several risk
factors and trends, such as the high exposure and intensive time that young people
devote to social media and the internet, facilitating contact with hostile discourse,
advertisements or propaganda that encourage hate speech.

Both the individuals who responded to the questionnaire and the participants of the
Focus Groups carried out, listed as causes and perpetuating agents of online hate
speech misinformation and lack of knowledge, fear, insecurity, intolerance and
prejudice, lack of empathy, presence on social networks, extremism, conservatism
and the insurgency of far-right parties and the economic crisis®.

The recurrence of hate crimes and cyberbullying and the growth in their incitement, as
well as the normalisation and trivialisation of all these factors, are very worrying issues
from a social point of view. The increase in cases recorded between 2020 and 2024
suggests that hostility, hatred and discriminatory violence are increasingly common
among young people, who lack the ability to analyse them for what they really are,
with a tendency to normalise this type of behaviour, which is highly common on social
media. This aspect not only aggravates individual vulnerabilities but also normalises
the use of hostile and discriminatory language.

Young migrants and minorities are particularly vulnerable to this type of content, often
being the target of online hate speech on social media, which they use as a means of
socialising and obtaining information. This discrimination is based on prejudice and
xenophobia, leading to their exclusion and discrimination.

The combination of the digital context with institutional vulnerability, exacerbated by
failures in integration, in the regularisation of their status and in social support, and the
lack of action or measures by the competent authorities, generates a crisis of
confidence among this section of the population, which in turn leads to underreporting.

% Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 17
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The lack of consequences encourages aggressors and aggression. Although it is
known that online hate speech and hate crimes are on the rise, they are either not
reported or not referred to as "hate crimes" in court, which constitutes a risk factor as
impunity transmits perpetrators a sense of security, allowing them to perpetuate their
behaviour, speech and crimes.

In this regard, it is important to note that victims can often become perpetrators when
exposed to online violence that creates vulnerabilities in their mental health and low
social skills. When left unidentified, these vulnerabilities become even more worrying,
starting a vicious cycle of hostile and discriminatory behaviour on social media and the
Internet.

Despite the existence of some support initiatives, such as APAV's "Linha Internet
Segura" (Safe Internet Line) and the PSP's "Escola Segura" (Safe School)
programme, and institutional surveillance (ensured by ECRI reports or justice
statistics), there is a persistent gap in prevention, education, awareness-raising and
accountability, which implies the need for more effective public policies, secure
platforms for reporting, consistent legal action and educational programmes focused
on young people on diversity and human rights.

3. Impact on Victims

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

As part of the UNITY project, 31 questionnaires were administered to young people,
professionals in the field and representatives of civil society, and three focus groups
were held: two focus groups were conducted with young people aged between 16 and
25, and one focus group was conducted with professionals in the field. The application
of this methodology was indispensable to the elaboration of this report, as it allowed
access to various data, the sharing of experiences and the expression of opinions,
ensuring contributions that greatly enriched the entire process.

Of the 31 individuals surveyed, 3 responded as representatives of civil society, 14 as
young people and 14 as professionals?®; 67.7% were female, 29% were male and
3.2% were non-binary (corresponding to one response)?’. In terms of age group, most
respondents were over 40 (32.3%), followed by the 25-29 age group (22.6%)%8. It was
found that only 9.7% of respondents considered themselves to belong to a minority or
vulnerable group, and 6.5% preferred not to answer?®.

% Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 6
27 Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 2
28 Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 1
29 Annex | — Questionnaires — Graph 4
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It should be noted that in response to the questions "In the last 12 months, have you
seen hateful or offensive content online?" *and "If so, how often have you seen such
content?"3!, 83.9% of respondents answered affirmatively, 9.7% answered that they
were unsure, and 6.5% answered no; to the second question, the majority responded
that they saw this content daily and most frequently on social media (96.8%).

At the beginning of the Focus Groups held with young people on November 7, 2025,
there was a high lack of knowledge about the concepts of "hate speech” and "hate
crime” in one of the groups. The participation of this group reflected, to some extent,
the growing concern about the normalisation and trivialisation of this type of content
on social media, which is mostly prejudiced and discriminatory but, taking the form of
memes or reels, is perceived as humour and harmless or irrelevant content.

It is important to analyse the general lack of knowledge of the two central concepts of
this report, reinforcing the need to integrate them into Portuguese legislation and to
present them to young people through awareness-raising actions, educational
programmes or even collaboration with technology companies, such as those
responsible for social networks themselves.

However, the young people who participated in the other Focus Group mentioned that
online hate speech is part of their reality, whether in a gaming context or on the social
networks they use. Nevertheless, this group demonstrated an ability to identify and
recognise this type of content, differentiating it from humorous content and highlighting
the inability of many young people to recognise it as offensive. In general, the group
showed itself to be very aware of the issue in question, reinforcing the need to define
mechanisms and strategies for protection and reporting, as well as awareness-raising
actions. When asked about their stance when encountering this type of content,
participants mentioned that they ignored it or reported it on the platforms, without
intervening directly or confronting the aggressors, which is consistent with the
information collected in the questionnaires.

Similarly, it was found that when online hate speech is directed at them personally,
they tend to dismiss it and consider it unimportant, which is not the case when it is
directed at people around them. The inquired said that this is because they do not
know whether the targets are psychologically capable of dealing with these situations,
which is a cause for concern for the group. Although they express this concern for
other individuals, it is not reflected in themselves, reinforcing the idea that the
normalisation of online hate speech and hate crimes is a constant in the Portuguese
social context.

The Professionals Focus Group was held on November 26, taking place between 7:30
p.m. and 9:00 p.m., lasting an hour and a half. Trainers and teachers from public and
private education, psychologists and technicians from the Commission for the
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Protection of Children and Young People (CPCJ) were selected. During this session,
those present shared their personal and professional experiences, expressing their
concerns about the current situation and presenting recommendations.

The opinion that hate speech is becoming increasingly prevalent at an early age and
that the consumption of hateful content is becoming more and more common, as a
result of a lack of parental and governmental regulation, was reinforce both in the
guestionnaires and in the focus groups conducted. In the questionnaires administered,
48.4% of respondents considered that the main role in combating hate speech should
fall to the Government, while 29% considered that it should be the responsibility of
Civil Society®?.

In general, all professionals present recognised the Internet as the useful tool that it
is, making it very clear that this is not the problem, but rather the way in which it is
used. In this regard, and based on their professional experience, they emphasised the
need to develop training courses in digital literacy for children, young people, adults
and professionals, which also addresses the development of social skills that enable
them to understand reality and act as protective mechanisms, combating the
violence/hostility to which they are subjected on online networks and platforms:

Bullying has always existed. The difference is that social media exposes it. It is a
matter of education and society [...] Digital Literacy must be applied in relation to the
machine, but also in relation to the use of the machine.*3

The creation of the subject "Digital Education” aims to educate young people — and,
eventually, parents — by addressing social skills and human values essential to
society, such as empathy, inclusion, tolerance and non-discrimination, presenting
concrete examples of the consequences of hate speech and crimes on victims — online
and offline —, in parallel with a more technical approach, developed within the scope
of digital literacy, focusing on highlighting and exposing the dangers of the Internet,
the importance of internet safety or the emergence of Atrtificial Intelligence.

The trivialisation and normalisation to which these contents are subjected, both by
members of the school community and by youth or parents/tutors, makes it difficult to
combat them, devaluing the reporting of crimes and leading to underreporting, which
in turn inhibits the correct and effective action of the competent authorities and the
Government, making it impossible to understand the overall and real picture. Similarly,
experts have expressed great concern about the trivialisation of hate speech and
crimes within the parliament itself:

There is a serious lack of empathy and respect for differences, which is why young
people must be educated in this regard. The fact that we currently have political parties
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in the parliament that promote hate speech, which easily reaches young people is
worrying.3*

Professionals agree that cultural and structural change is needed, based on
confrontation and accountability for this type of behaviour, which should begin with a
review of the law, as the laws are not effective and the policies are unclear, with no
response to the current needs of the school community or young people (for example,
the Student Statute dates from 2012, being completely outdated in view of the constant
changes and evolution of society) and should involve intervention with the school
community and Portuguese citizens through national campaigns coordinated within an
ecosystem, with direct awareness-raising actions in schools and outside the school
context, with a view to educating the "human" component.

Regarding gender distinctions or the type of content disseminated, professionals
agree that there is no palpable inequality, as everyone is affected regardless of
gender, identity or sexual orientation, nationality, ethnicity, religion, language or
culture.

3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences

In an increasingly connected society with a growing digital presence, the Internet and
social media have become extensions of individuals themselves, in social,
educational, and emotional contexts. Despite all the benefits that new technologies
offer, there are also negative factors that must be mentioned, such as the platform
they provide for hate speech and crimes, discrimination and different forms of violence.
These practices are often downplayed because they only occur online, however, this
statement is not true, and such behaviours have very real and profound impacts on
the lives of victims and on the social landscape itself, especially when it comes to
young people, who are more vulnerable and unprotected to these realities.

The emotional consequences related to the exposure of this type of contents can
manifest themselves through anxiety, fear, shame, isolation or loss of confidence and
self-esteem and, in more extreme cases, even lead to suicide or serious mental
disorders.

In the social context, hatred fuels prejudice, highlighting inequalities and contributing
to the exclusion of individuals and, sometimes, entire communities, hindering the
process of civic participation and democratic coexistence.

In the educational landscape, discrimination and cyberbullying compromise young
people’s performance and well-being, promoting the creation of unsafe environments
that compromise learning processes and a healthy development.

34 Annex lll — Focus Group Professionals
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The formation of identity and the desire to belong that commonly occurs at this age is
a contributing factor to the social and psychological vulnerability of young people
because, just as social networks offer communities or groups that young people can
join, there are also spaces of radicalisation, where aggressors thrive and victims are
easy and vulnerable targets — groups of young people can easily be influenced by
external elements and content that promote hate speech, xenophobia, homophobia,
extremism, antiimmigration, among others.

As mentioned above, when this aspect is combined with isolation, feelings of
dissatisfaction, a sense of injustice or vulnerabilities (at a social, economic or cultural
level), the impact can be even greater. The Internet and social media have the capacity
to function as a safe and conducive space, not for users and young people, but for
extremist narratives, which gain strength here.

It was with the recognition that these situations exist and are occurring more and more
frequently that the young people who participated in Focus Group reinforced the
importance of constant psychological support in schools and institutions, monitoring
social networks, both by parents of minors and by the technology companies
themselves, which can and should make use of Atrtificial Intelligence tools to filter
comments or content that is made available and disseminated, which is more hostile
or aggressive in nature, and the existence of support networks for these young people,
where they can share experiences with their peers.

An excellent example of this support from technology companies is the Roblox gaming
platform, mentioned in the Professionals Focus Group. This platform has concrete
plans for action regarding the use of inappropriate or discriminatory vocabulary in the
platform's forums — of an aggressive or hateful nature —, penalising players for their
behaviour by temporarily expelling them, preventing them from playing.

The young person who alerted the trainer to this reality showed frustration and
incomprehension at such a measure, assuming a trivialising and normalising position
to this type of discourse, considering that it is recurrent and, as such, harmless, since
he has never been held accountable for similar attitudes. Their stance on the
company’s policies reflects the general prospect of many young Portuguese people,
who appear disconnected from reality and lack the mechanisms or strategies to deal
with it, manifesting social skills that are inappropriate to the contexts experienced.

This situation and the fact the youth inquired in both focus groups and questionnaires
mentioned they ignore content of hate speech are mindsets which stem from the
situations they have witnessed or experienced, as a result of ineffective policies and
the Portuguese judicial system, and ultimately undermine young people’s self-esteem
and confidence, causing anxiety, irritability, insecurity and other negative feelings.
Fear, as a reflection of the trivialisation of hate speech and crimes and associated with
the vulnerability of victims in the face of verbal and even physical violence, is also an
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emotional and social consequence of these acts that compromise their reporting and
drives underreporting — "Being a victim is complex, but so is reporting it.”3®

Ethnic and religious minorities, migrant/refugee groups and the LGBTQ community
are particularly vulnerable to hate speech on social media and the Internet, especially
combined with institutional failures such as delay or inefficiencies in integration,
regularization and social support. These factors generate stigmatisation, exclusion,
fear, insecurity and scenarios of real discrimination, which affect trust in organizations.

In the transition from 2024 to 2025, warnings were issued about the growth of
problematic behaviours associated with intensive internet use among young people,
namely emotional distress, the risk of addiction and psychological vulnerabilities.
Understanding the consequences discussed in this section is essential to promoting
safer digital environments, preventing discriminatory behaviour, and strengthening
social and educational responses that protect the dignity and rights of all individuals.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

Coping strategies are the behaviours, thoughts and actions that individuals resort to
as a way to manage stressful situations, adversity or challenges. There are several
mechanisms and approaches to this management, such as focusing on the problem
(seeking a solution), focusing on emotions (managing the feelings triggered by the
problem) and avoidance (escaping the problem), which should be chosen according
to the specific situations and individuals.

General coping strategies for young people include education in digital literacy and
human rights, based on acquiring knowledge that enables them to recognise and
identify hate speech, its mechanisms and consequences, to combat the problem and
be able to consciously decide how to react. The Portuguese Institute of Sport and
Youth (IPDJ) programme promotes training on hate speech and alternative
narratives/human rights online, which can be very useful in combating and preventing
this issue on the part of victims.

Taking care of mental and emotional health also serves as a coping mechanism for
young people who are targets of online hate speech. They should be taught
selfregulation techniques (such as meditation, breathing, conscious distancing,
decompression or social support) and encouraged to talk to friends or trusted
individuals, seeking psychological help whenever necessary. It should be noted that,
during the focus group, young people expressed the need for constant psychological
support in educational institutions and the existence of support groups/networks.

The FRIENDS method is a prevention and intervention programme aimed at young
people of various age groups, recommended by the World Health Organisation, which
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aims to develop social and emotional skills such as resilience, emotional intelligence
and mechanisms for managing stress and anxiety, based on physiological, cognitive
and behavioural philosophies. This method serves as an excellent example of
mechanisms and strategies that can be adopted in the pursuit of a more balanced,
healthy and protected mind.

Community support and the existence of solidarity networks in which young people
can share experiences with their peers, associations, among others, promotes a sense
of belonging and reinforces empathy, conveying security to young people and
destroying the illusory thought that they are alone, which in turn reduces isolation and
reinforces self-esteem and confidence. It can also function as a mechanism for
preventing and actively combating online hate speech, as it encourages to report and
not trivialise such content. ILGA is one of the organisations offering this support
system to victims from the LGBTQ community.

The involvement of young people who are victims of online hate speech in campaigns,
education and awareness-raising actions and projects on this theme gives them a
sense of control over the difficult moments they may be experiencing or have
experienced, which consequently empowers victims and restores confidence and self-
esteem. Community building, encouraging civic participation and activism are
fundamental mechanisms and strategies for preventing and combating online hate
speech and hate crimes, with a real and potential impact on the victims who participate
in them.

For groups most targeted by online hate speech, there are more focused strategies
and operational mechanisms. APAV, through its specialised unit APAV SAFE?3, offers
specialised legal, psychological and social support to ethnic and/or religious minorities
and migrants/refugees who may have been victims of hate speech or crimes online or
in person, in favour of discrimination, (it also contemplates other types of crimes
committed against them). The safe internet hotline, run by the same organisation,
provides a safe space for victims to report illegal content or online hate crimes — in
2024, victims reported 268 cases of hate speech. For online hate crimes and speech
against the LGBTQ community, ILGA Portugal promotes and encourages reporting to
the platforms themselves and to the competent authorities, participating in projects to
monitor them.

Participation in research and reflection projects, such as Racism and Xenophobia in
Portugal: the normalization of hate speech in the public space of the Internet, and
collaboration with networks such as Rede Ex Aequo (association of LGBTQ young
people), enhance opportunities for mutual support, belonging and empowerment of
victims, while promoting education and critical awareness of the structural

% APAV SAFE is a line who offers support for Foreign Victims, Hate Crimes, Trafficking and Human
Exploitation.
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mechanisms of racism, xenophobia, homophobia, inter alia, which are often deeply
rooted at the social level.

Some more general programmes focused on integration, social inclusion and
empowerment promote the integration into society of the three most targeted groups
in Portugal, guaranteeing access to public education and healthcare and equal
employment opportunities, for example, by building systems of belonging and reducing
vulnerabilities. One example is the Pessoas 72030 programme, which seeks to
support vulnerable communities by promoting their integration and inclusion.

The national project to combat hatred and institutional coordination — COOPERHATE
— was launched in 2025 with the aim of strengthening the prevention, identification,
reporting and response to hate crimes and speech in Portugal, through cooperation
between security forces, civil society and organisational institutions.

Taking into account all the coping strategies and support and prevention mechanisms
in place in Portugal that have been highlighted in this section, and in line with the
growing trend in recent years of increased online hate speech and hate crimes, it is
imperative to continue investing in raising awareness among society, institutions and
the media, in providing professional support to victims at a legal, psychological and
social level, in strengthening safe community networks for them, and in promoting
digital literacy and human rights among youth.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

The Constitution of the Portuguese Republic, approved in 1976, is the country’s
fundamental law and establishes the principles, rights and duties of Portuguese
citizens and the structure of the Portuguese State. This document has undergone
revisions, adapting and corresponding to the country’s evolution, particularly in view
of its integration into the European Union, with the last revision occurring in 2005, 20
years ago.

For the topics explored in this report, it is important to mention some articles enshrined
in the Constitution of the Republic, namely Article 1, which includes the section on
Fundamental Principles, Article 13, included in the section on Fundamental Rights and
Duties, Article 26 — Other personal Rights —, and Article 37 — Freedom of Expression
and Information. Article 1 presents Portugal as a republic "based on the dignity of the
human person [...] and committed to building a free, just and supportive society";
Article 13 establishes the principle of equality:

1. All citizens have the same social dignity and are equal before the law.

37 “Pegssoas” translates to “People”.
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2. No one shall be privileged, benefited, prejudiced, deprived of any right or exempt
from any duty on the grounds of ancestry, sex, race, language, territory of origin,
religion, political or ideological convictions, education, economic situation, social
condition or sexual orientation.

Article 26, entitled "Other personal rights", states that:

The rights to personal identity, to the development of personality, to civil capacity, to
citizenship, to a good name and reputation, to image, to freedom of expression, to the
privacy of private and family life, and to legal protection against any forms of
discrimination are recognized to all.

For the present analysis, it is also worth mentioning Article 37, which is not directly
connected with the identity or status of victims, but rather with rights that apply to all
Portuguese citizens and are often used to justify excessive discriminatory acts, without
the awareness that, as Herbert Spencer said, "The freedom of each ends where the
freedom of the other begins", alluding to the need to define limits to individual freedom
so that it does not harm or invade the freedom of the other.

Article 37 — Freedom of expression and information — establishes that:

Everyone has the right to express and disseminate their thoughts freely through words,
images or any other means, as well as the right to inform, to be informed and to receive
information, without hindrance or discrimination.

Regarding hate speech or hate crimes as explicit and concrete terms, the Portuguese
Constitution does not provide specific guidelines. However, protection against this type
of crime is ensured in Article 240 of the Penal Code, which criminalises public
incitement to discrimination, hatred or violence against individuals or groups,
constituting one of the main criminal law provisions against racist, xenophobic or other
forms of intolerant behaviour.

This legal provision aims to protect human dignity and ensure equality, punishing both
individual actions and organised practices that promote inequality or hostility between
groups. In turn, Article 71-A of the Penal Code allows for increased penalties for crimes
committed with hate motives.

Although the Portuguese Constitution does not define what constitutes hate crimes or
hate speech in a legal context, Law No. 93/2017 - the Law on Combating
Discrimination and Hate — identifies what discrimination is and the types of
discrimination that exist (Article 3), listing some punishable practices considered
discriminatory (Article 4) and establishing a regime for preventing, prohibiting and
combating discrimination. It is understood as3:

a) “Discrimination” means any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based
on the factors indicated in Article 1, which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or

38 Direct transcription of Law No. 93/2017, without any change as of December 3, 2025
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restricting the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal basis, of rights,
freedoms and guarantees or economic, social and cultural rights.

b) “Direct discrimination” is when a person or group of persons is treated unfavourably
on the grounds of the factors indicated in Article 1, in particular in relation to the
treatment given, given in the past or likely to be given to another person or group of
persons in a comparable situation.

c) “Indirect discrimination” where, on the basis of the factors referred to in Article 1,
an apparently neutral provision, criterion or practice would put a person or group of
persons at a particular disadvantage, in particular in comparison with another person
or group of persons, unless that provision, criterion or practice is objectively justified
by a legitimate aim and the means of achieving that aim are appropriate and
necessary.

d) “Discrimination by association” means discrimination that occurs on the basis of a
relationship with or association to a person or group of persons to whom the factors
indicated in Article 1 are attributed or which they possess.

e) “Multiple discrimination” means discrimination resulting from a combination of two
or more factors of discrimination, in which case the objective justification permitted
under point (c) must be verified in relation to all the factors concerned.

f) "Harassment" occurs whenever behaviour related to the factors indicated in Article
1 takes place with the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of a particular person
or group of persons and of creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating,
destabilising or offensive environment.

It should be added that harassment is considered a discriminatory act when it occurs
within the parameters of subparagraph f) mentioned above, and that instructions or
orders given to encourage any of the above subparagraphs are also considered
discrimination.

Recent amendments to Article 240 of the Portuguese Penal Code *°consider acts
against persons or groups of persons "on the grounds of their ethnic or racial origin,
national or religious origin, colour, nationality, ancestry, territory of origin, religion,
language, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression or sexual
characteristics, physical or mental disability” to be punishable.

The following acts are considered punishable:

1) Founding or establishing an organisation or carrying out propaganda activities that
incite or encourage discrimination, hatred or violence [...] or participating in such
organisations.

39 Resulting from Article 2 of Law No. 4/2024 — Diary of Republic No. 10/2024, Series | of 2024-01-15,
in force from February 14, 2024
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2) Inciting acts of violence against the individuals/groups mentioned above.
3) Defaming or insulting the individuals/groups mentioned above.

4) Threatening the individuals/groups mentioned above.

5) Inciting discrimination, hatred or violence against the individuals/groups mentioned
above.

These amendments broaden the scope of punishable behaviour and remove previous
requirements that restricted the definition of hate crimes, focusing on activities that
encourage such behaviour and not just incitement.

The criminalisation covers public demonstrations, speeches, messages disseminated
through social media or digital platforms, among other forms of expression. On the
other hand, Article 240 also punishes the dissemination, production or distribution of
material that promotes discriminatory ideologies. It should also be added that, in the
case of crimes committed through computer systems or online media, the court may
order the deletion of data or content.

The rule reflects the international commitments made by Portugal, such as the
European Convention on Human Rights and various United Nations instruments
aimed at combating racism and intolerance. In short, Article 240 of the Penal Code is
a pillar in the defence of fundamental rights and equality, establishing laws and
measures aimed at combating discriminatory practices and promoting a more inclusive
society that respects diversity.

National Legislation Addressing Ethnic and Religious Minorities

In January 2024, Law No. 3/2024 established the Commission for Equality and Against
Racial Discrimination (CICDR), reinforcing Law No. 93/2017 of 23 August.

The CICDR is an ‘“independent administrative entity, endowed with powers of
authority, which operates within the Assembly of the Republic [...] establishing the
legal framework for the prevention, prohibition and combating of discrimination on the
grounds of racial and ethnic origin, colour, nationality, ancestry and territory of origin”.

Although it is called the Commission for Equality, the CICDR's areas of activity do not
cover issues of gender equality, sexual orientation, sexual characteristics or religion,
a factor that can be considered a gap in the Portuguese public administration system.
After research, it was found that these factors are covered by the Commission for
Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG).

On the other hand, the new legislation is not explicit regarding the role of promoting
education, training and awareness-raising to prevent and combat discrimination. In the
area of legal support, the CICDR sees its role as limited to that of an observer, in that
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this body is restricted to providing information, not including legal representation,
intervention as amicus curiae“® or monitoring important judicial decisions.

The news published on 29 October 2025 by the Jornal Observador #!identifies as a
cause for concern the lack of a regulatory law or means/instruments to activate the
intervention mechanisms that the CICDR should resort to.

It should also be noted that, although the CICDR was established as an autonomous
body in 2023, the President of the Commission was only elected on 19 June 2024 and
took office on 3 December 2024, which means that this legal body was inoperative for
approximately one year. At present, the President of the CICDR states that she does
not have adequate resources or facilities to carry out the duties assigned to her, as
she is unable to access the archives that are still located in other facilities (due to the
existence of personal data, their removal involves legal obligations that the body is
unable to meet) or human resources to follow up on the cases and complaints reported
to the organisation, due to the lack of response from the Assembly of the Republic and
its allocation in the State Budget.

National Legislation Addressing LGBTQ Community

The Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG) is a Portuguese public
body, integrated in the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, under the supervision
of the Secretariat of State for Equality. Founded in 1975 as the Commission for the
Status of Women (CCF), in 1990 it became the Commission for Equality and Women's
Rights (CIDM), undergoing several restructurings over the years and eventually seeing
its current structure consolidated by Regulatory Decree No. 1/2012, in 2012, always
maintaining an active role against gender discrimination.

Although the CIG was originally created with a focus on equality between men and
women, it has constantly evolved and now encompasses all forms of genderbased
discrimination, including the issue of sexual orientation and gender identity, which was
included in recent CIG documentation as an integral part of its mission.

The CIG's mission is to ensure the implementation of public policies in the field of
citizenship and the promotion and defence of gender equality, with the following
functions (CIG, s.d.):

a) Promoting gender equality in various areas such as social, economic, political and
cultural.

b) Promoting education for citizenship and equality (raising awareness of the
identification and elimination of discrimination).

40 1t translates from Latin as friend of the court. It refers to a person or entity that is not an integral part
of a court case, but that offers information, knowledge or insights that can assist the court in making
decisions. It is a term commonly used in matters of social cause. (JurisHand, s.d.)

4 Titled: Commission against Discrimination continues without regulation and complaints to
accumulate.
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c) Supporting the protection of maternity and paternity and the reconciliation of
professional, personal and family life for both genders.

d) Prevent and combat domestic and gender-based violence and provide support to
victims.

e) Cooperate with international organisations and participate in international forums
on citizenship, gender and human rights.

f) Support the development of planning and data production tools: studies, reports,
statistics and indicators on gender equality to inform policy decisions.

g) Intervene through nationally and internationally funded programmes.

Considering the goals to which the CIG is committed, it is possible to verify its actions
in several areas of interest to this report, such as equality of gender in social relations,
employment, education and civic and political participation, and the promotion of
citizenship and non-discrimination, including in regards to sexual orientation and
gender identity, through actions such as public awareness-raising, funding for
inclusion based projects, and financial support to Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs).

The CIG has made a very important contribution to shaping the promotion of equality
and the rights of women and vulnerable groups, both at the institutional and legal
levels, acting to prevent and combat discrimination and coordinating social responses
with political responses. Similarly, it stands out for the crucial role it plays in reporting
discrimination forming partnerships with other entities (local authorities, NGOs, the
educational community, among others).

In recent years, the Portuguese Government has assigned specific responsibilities to
the CIG in the area of LGBTQ public policies. The organisation now develops,
coordinates and monitors national plans to combat discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity, monitoring and supporting measures to promote the
rights of the LGBTQ community.

Law No. 38/2018 established the right to self-determination of gender identity and
gender expression in Portugal, allowing for name and gender changes in civil registries
and protecting intersex individuals from non-consensual surgical interventions. In turn,
Law No. 85/2021 amended the Blood Donor Statute to prohibit discrimination based
on gender identity or sexual orientation, making blood donation eligibility equal for all.
On January 29, 2024, Law No. 15/2024 amended Law No. 38/2018, prohibiting the
so-called sexual conversion practices against LGBTQ persons, criminalising acts
aimed at altering, limiting or repressing sexual orientation, gender identity or
expression, and directly influencing the Penal Code.

Despite the progress and developments achieved by the CIG in recent years, some
gaps and obstacles to social development remain apparent. Although gender equality
is enshrined in law and international treaties, its practical application and social
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acceptance by the entire population, in terms of attitudes, everyday practices and real
opportunities, does not always keep pace with the legal framework.

On the deconstruction of structural inequalities, the CIG faces a long process but has
the possibility and means to develop studies and propose policies. The real problem
lies, as noted in the previous point, in external factors that depend on a social context
involving the labour market itself, private institutions and individual behaviour.

Regardless of its administrative and financial autonomy, in times of crisis or when
political priorities shift, the CIG may face a shortage of resources, as the projects on
which it focuses its efforts are costly and require continuous investment, which the
organisation may not be able to meet without external funding.

The evolution of new forms of discrimination and inequalities linked to gender identity,
sexual orientation, ethnicity, migration or poverty requires constant updating of the
instruments and policies adopted by the CIG. Similarly, the social context we
experience today makes it necessary to publicise its services so that those in need
can use the available means and ask for help, as ignorance of the existence and
purpose of the CIG limits the organisation's reach and impact on the population.

Unlike gender violence or gender equality, the area dedicated to LGBTQ policies is
not yet very developed, so their implementation often depends on external
partnerships, which can lead to marked regional inequalities.

The articulation between binary gender policies and LGBTQ policies is still being
consolidated, and the scarcity of national statistical data on discrimination against
members of this community hinders the development of more targeted policies.
Another gap identified by the CIG is the need for continuous training for public
services, which are not following the constant and rapid pace of social change.

National Legislation Addressing Refugees and Migrants

The year 2025 stood out as a year of major and profound changes to Portuguese
domestic policies, particularly concerning immigration laws and the integration of
migrants in Portugal. In order to understand the structure and intervention of this entire
mechanism, it is necessary to address the creation of the Agency for Integration,
Migration and Asylum, I.P. (AIMA).

AIMA was officially created by Decree-Law No. 41/2023 on June 2, 2023. It is
established as a public institute that it is part of the indirect administration of the State,
with legal personality, administrative and financial autonomy and its own assets,
having jurisdiction over the entire national territory, with services spread throughout
the country to ensure coverage of the different regions.

This institution emerged as the successor to the Foreigners and Borders Service
(SEF) in administrative functions relating to migration and asylum, also incorporating
the High Commission for Migration — police/tax functions were not allocated to AIMA,
which reinforces the clear distinction between security functions and integration and/or
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reception functions. Therefore, the creation of the agency corresponds to an attempt
to restructure the Portuguese system, with a special focus on border control and
migration management.

According to the Decree-Law enacting its constitution, the institution's main objectives
and mission are to implement and enforce national and European public policies on
migration, asylum and the integration of migrants in Portuguese territory, ensuring that
all foreign citizens in Portugal can fully exercise their fundamental rights on an equal
footing and without discrimination, in accordance with the law and the Constitution. In
this regard, it is also the role of AIMA to facilitate and guarantee the documentation
and regularisation of migrants (such as residence permits), maintaining a more
efficient and decentralised administrative system.

AIMA also proposes to create conditions for these individuals to freely develop
activities, integrating them socially, culturally, and economically into the country, and
guaranteeing the reception and integration of migrants who require asylum, whether
they are beneficiaries of international or temporary protection, promoting a dignified
and inclusive conduct. To this end, it encourages international cooperation and the
participation of the Portuguese State in migration and asylum policies and
programmes at European and international level. The promotion of social, civic and
professional inclusion and integration of migrants and their descendants, through
means such as teaching the Portuguese language and knowledge of it, is an objective
and mission for AIMA.

The new situation that arose with the creation of AIMA reflects the desire and objective
to promote a “"paradigm shift" in the relationship between the different public
administration bodies and foreign citizens, presenting proposals that are more focused
on accessibility, proximity, efficiency and integration. By centralising all functions
related to migration, asylum, integration and reception in this institution, it was hoped
that more coherent and effective management would be achieved, focused on the
rights and needs of immigrants, which, as can be confirmed in section 7 - Failures and
Needs Identified in this document, is not the case.

Nevertheless, the creation of AIMA symbolised Portugal's institutional and European
commitment to ensuring a humanistic, equitable and efficient approach to migration,
seeking not only to control bureaucratic processes and migratory flows, but also to
guarantee reception, dignity and inclusion for all those arriving in Portugal.

The new legislation of immigration and integration of migrants in Portugal, mentioned
above and published on October 22, 2025, in Law No. 61/2025, replacing Law No
23/2007 — known as “Foreigners Law” — makes it difficult to enter and reside on
Portuguese soil. The main changes include the end of the expression of interests to
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regularize the stay*?, the prohibition of entry as a tourist for a subsequent change of
immigration status and the existence of new types of visas, including one for highly
qualified professionals and stricter rules for family reunification, which is now more
difficult, requiring a minimum period of legal residence in Portugal to apply for it.

At the same time, the new legislation seeks to decentralise support for integration,
strengthening the role of local authorities and associations, and creating organisations
such as the National Council for Migration and Asylum (CNMA - Decree- Law No.
53/2024), which acts as an advisor to the Government, independently and
autonomously from AIMA. Although they complement each other, they operate at
different levels and there is no overlap in their functions: AIMA is the management and
operational body and CNMA is the advisory and strategic forum, whose function and
objective is to advise the Government on national migration and asylum policy,
ensuring the participation of public and private entities in the strategic debate and in
the definition of different policies.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

The National Plan to Combat Racism and Discrimination (PNCRD), 2021-2025, is the
first national plan developed in this area, with the aim of promoting equality and
combating racism and discrimination through measures in different areas, including
education, security, health, housing, employment and justice.

This national plan is structured around four cross-cutting principles: dismantling
stereotypes, coordination and governance, integrated intervention to combat
inequalities, and intersectionality.

Some of the measures proposed in Area 7 — Justice, Security and Rights of the
aforementioned plan focus on promoting counselling, guidance and information
services for victims of discrimination, actions and campaigns to raise awareness of
rights and access to justice, with the aim of empowering victims of discrimination and
racism and increasing confidence in the institutions responsible for intervening.

The following activities proposed in the structuring of the PNCRD are highlighted in
this report: revision of the CICDR model and presentation of a legislative proposal,
revision of Article 240 of the Portuguese Penal Code, support for the production of a
white paper on the legal framework for protection against multiple and intersectional
discrimination, and implementation of the Plan for the Prevention of Manifestations of
Discrimination in the Security Forces and Services.

42 The end of the expression of interest implies that the intention to reside permanently in Portugal must
be validated through a visa requested at the consulate in the country of origin, before the trip, and it is
not possible to apply for a residence permit after entering Portugal as a tourist.
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A central and constant aspect of this plan, throughout its five years of implementation,
is the promotion of awareness-raising actions and campaigns, with the aim of raising
awareness and alerting people to discrimination in different sections of society.

Council of Ministers Resolution No. 91/2023 approved the Integrated Urban Security
Strategy (EISU) as a means of ensuring security and well-being in the Portuguese
society. This document pays particular attention to hate crimes and their monitoring
on social media, in accordance with the measures set out in the National Strategy for
Combating Terrorism (ENCT), particularly with regard to the coordination of "all
necessary capabilities to combat hate speech and disinformation in cyberspace, as
well as in other common global communication spaces and for the dissemination of
extremist propaganda”, in the context of prevention.

As adopted in other European Union Member States, this strategy aims to implement
measures for the identification of hate crimes or crimes that violate legal discrimination
standards, to be disseminated by the Security Forces, other entities and society in
general. The following are considered hate crimes:

a) Racist, xenophobic or homophobic expressions or comments or any other vexatious
comments, against any person or group because of their ideology, religious orientation
or for being a person with a disability.

b) [When the victim belongs] to a minority group [and is targeted] on ethnic, racial,
religious, sexual orientation or identity grounds.

c) Possession of propaganda, banners or flags of an extremist or radical nature.
d) Existence of elements that may represent a symbology related to hatred.
e) [According to] the victim's perception.

Within the scope of public plans and policies in favour of the LGBTQ Community, CIG
participates in the development and implementation of policies such as the Action Plan
to Combat Discrimination based on Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender
Expression, and Sexual Characteristics (PAOIEC), citizenship education
programmes, which include modules on LGBTQ diversity and equality, and initiatives
to combat hate speech, homophobic and transphobic bullying, and promote healthier
and safer school and professional environments for all.

PAOIEC is a Portuguese government plan, under the CIG, integrated in the National
Strategy for Equality and Non-Discrimination 2018-2030, approved by Council of
Ministers Resolution No. 61/201846, which recognised the importance of "equality and
non-discrimination as a condition for building a sustainable future for Portugal, as a
country that effectively respects human rights and fully ensures the participation of all.”

This plan is implemented within the scope of the protection and empowerment of
members of the LGBTQ community, seeking to ensure their right self-determination of
gender identity and expression, while also guaranteeing the protection of their sexual
characteristics, with a focus on the education system. It aims to combat discrimination
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by increasing awareness of the needs of LGBTQ people and the discrimination they
face, promoting inclusion and preventing hate speech and crimes online.

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

In recent years and in line with European Union guidelines and objectives, Portugal
has been developing sets of public policies that are aimed at preventing and
combating hate speech and crimes and other forms of discrimination, such as racism,
xenophobia, homophobia, gender violence or ethnic or religious intolerance. These
measures were coordinated by various organisations — such as CIG, the Portuguese
Criminal Investigation Police, PSP, among others — and have led to some
improvements. However, the limitations that constrain the full effectiveness of these
policies remain.

The legal and institutional reinforcement that occurred with the amendment of Article
240 of the Penal Code, which supports the criminalisation of incitement to hatred and
violence, the creation of specialised entities (such as the CICDR), and the
development and implementation of national plans and strategies based on combating
racism and discrimination, gender-based violence, gender identity and expression,
and sexual orientation, are just a few examples of the cross-cutting concern with the
issue of inclusion.

The implementation of citizenship education programmes and campaigns, in parallel
with various awareness-raising initiatives promoted by CIG and different NGOs, have
been useful strategies for raising public consciousness. However, they are not
sufficient to prevent or combat discrimination and hate speech and crimes online.

Cooperation with civil society organisations and the continuous improvement of
reporting and flagging mechanisms contribute to the training, monitoring and direct
support of victims, broadening the reach of public policies.

However, given the persistence of certain challenges, such as underreporting and the
resulting statistical invisibility, resulting from a lack of reporting by victims or a lack of
notification by the security forces, it is very difficult to obtain a real response on the
effectiveness of the measures or policies imposed.

The social context and mindset of the Portuguese population, as well as the
emergence of far-right political parties in the AR that promote hate speech and hate
crimes, are very worrying aspects that compromise the effectiveness of public policies,
according to the latest ECRI report (2025), as this content easily reaches young people
on social media, with discussions full of doctrines based on anti- Gypsyism, anti-
Muslim sentiments, racism against black people, and xenophobic and/or homophobic
sentiments.

In short, the slow pace of cultural change, resulting from the constant presence of hate
speech online and behaviours and structures that have become commonplace in
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people's daily lives, requires continuous investment in education and prevention to
accelerate the process of changing mindsets.

The limited capacity to respond in the digital environment and insufficient human and
financial resources are also factors that compromise the effectiveness of public
policies, hindering the implementation of measures.

The lack of monitoring of disseminated content, whether by the Government, the
Security Forces, the competent authorities or even parents/guardians, promotes the
growth of hate speech and crimes online, increasing the exclusion, isolation and
insecurity of victims. The increase in hostile and aggressive content on social media,
which is discriminatory in nature, reinforces inappropriate attitudes among a large part
of the Portuguese population.

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

Coordination with institutional actors, public bodies, civil society organisations and
educational and awareness-raising initiatives in response to online hate speech and
crimes has made it possible to develop increasingly comprehensive and inclusive
mechanisms and tools in line with the desired objectives.

The following section provides a summary of the main entities, public bodies and civil
society organisations referred to throughout this report in the context of combating
hate speech, discrimination and violence. This list does not exclude the existence of
other relevant entities, projects or initiatives in Portugal that contribute to the
prevention of such phenomena, the protection of victims and the promotion of human
rights.

5.1 Governmental Actors

As a result of the research work carried out for the preparation of this report and
considering the existence of various government bodies with direct or indirect powers
in combating discrimination, online hate speech and crimes, and violence, whether
online or offline, the following agents are considered to be of the utmost importance:

e Agency for Integration, Migration and Asylum, I.P. (AIMA).

e Commission for Equality and Against Racial Discrimination (CICDR).

e Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG).

e Public Security Forces, such as PSP, Portuguese Criminal Investigation
Police and GNR.

e Ministry of Education.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGO's

179



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

Civil society organisations and Non-Governmental Organisations complement the
State's actions by offering direct support to victims, monitoring, advocacy and training,
playing a key role in building a more inclusive society. The following organisations
were highlighted in the preparation of this report:

e Portuguese Association for Victim Support — APAV — anti-violence and human
rights association.

e Youth Associations/Networks, such as the ex aequo Network.

e Portuguese Institute of Sport and Youth — IPDJ.

e ILGA Portugal.

5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

In order to prevent hate speech, promote equality and encourage more responsible
and attentive behaviour in the digital space, Portugal has promoted various
educational campaigns and initiatives.

Among the national campaigns, the following stand out: the “Racism: No” initiative,
promoted by ACM*, the “Safe Internet Line”, by APAV, the “Safe School” project, run
by PSP, some of the CIG campaigns already mentioned, and the school programmes
on Education for Citizenship and Development, which include modules on human
rights, diversity, equality and respect online.

As part of the Recovery and Resilience Plans (PRR), educational and community
projects at national level, EDUGEP has developed training courses in Digital Literacy,
Inclusion and PLNM (Portuguese as a Non-Native Language, training for non-
speakers of Portuguese, with a view to promoting integration and social inclusion).
Digital literacy sessions are promoted in schools, libraries and community centres. The
projects include training for teachers on the prevention of bullying and hate speech,
intercultural mediation workshops and projects funded by various entities, such as
Erasmus+, which focus on diversity, inclusion, and combating hate in digital spaces.

On social media and in the press, we see awareness-raising campaigns featuring
public figures who speak out against discrimination. NGOs and some administrative
bodies produce videos and educational content for young people on the topics
presented, with the aim of spreading the word, and partnerships with radio, television
and some digital platforms increase the reach and impact of prevention messages.

6. Good Practices and Lessons Learned

43 |nstitution disabled in 2023.
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In developing this study, it became clear that there are several factors that must be
considered by government officials, institutions, social organisations, schools, and civil
society. The internet and social media, for example, can be used as strategic arenas
for disseminating and promoting integration policies in the areas of digital education,
media literacy, combating intolerance and prejudice, and promoting respect and
empathy for cultural diversity, rather than being seen solely as the public enemy of
online hate speech and crimes.

Digital literacy programmes should be mediated and encourage critical thinking among
the population since, as mentioned in the focus group of professionals, young people
need to be trained not only "in relation to the machine, but also in relation to the use
of the machine". Similarly, young people should acquire social and technical skills that
help them identify misinformation, hate speech, manipulation and react with empathy.

In line with the opinions of the young people who participated in the focus groups,
priority is given to creating safe reporting channels and networks/systems to protect
and support victims of hate speech and digital crimes, with the strengthening of justice
and legislation, psychological/social support and community mediation. In this regard,
ECRI (2025) considered that the Helpline and the Safe Internet Line**, for which APAV
is responsible, are good practices; in the field of sport, the creation of the Authority for
the Prevention and Combating of Violence in Sport (APCVD) aimed to identify cases
of racism and xenophobia within the sports context — at the time of the ECRI report,
110 complaints had been registered: 39 were forwarded to the Public Prosecutor's
Office (for evidence of criminal activity) and the rest gave rise to administrative
proceedings — this initiative is considered a positive practice and the support of the
competent authorities is recommended to ensure its continuity.

The Portuguese Safer Internet Centre (PTSIC), co-funded by the European Union,
develops awareness campaigns for young people, children and families, with the aim
of increasing digital literacy, promoting respect for diversity and preventing hate
speech and discrimination.

The following good practices are proposed for the above-mentioned objectives and
reinforce the importance of promoting and establishing alliances between migration,
integration, social activism and young people with the aim of building positive
narratives that promote inclusion and resistance to hatred.

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

The 2025 ECRI report considered the measures and policies adopted to reestablish
the Discrimination Observatory, which had been inoperative since the dissolution of
the ACM, to be good practices. Similarly, the creation of the CICDR in 2024, already

44 Project co-funded by European Union.
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mentioned in this report, is also an example of good practice, essential to ensuring
protection against racial discrimination.

The temporary protection granted by the Portuguese State to a large number of
refugees, a policy implemented in the context of the migration crisis resulting from the
invasion of Ukraine, is considered a positive practice in terms of reception and
integration. The importance of the protocols and initiatives established between the
Government and civil society organisations that provide legal assistance to help
vulnerable groups access their rights, regularisation and integration is also reinforced.

The creation of "Guidelines on the inclusion of migrant students in education”, the
actions developed at local level within the scope of the PRRs, with the provision of
PLNM actions for foreigners, and the Strategic Plan for Learning Portuguese as a
Foreign Language (2024-2027), which includes the training of qualified professionals,
are considered good practices for the integration and inclusion of foreign students.
The Citizenship and Development curriculum component, adopted by the school
system as part of "inclusive education” since 2018, also promotes the non-exclusion
and nondiscrimination of young migrants/refugees, with content that focuses on
education about human rights, inclusion, tolerance, respect for ethnic-racial, cultural
and religious diversity, and empathy.

In the online context, the kNOWHATE project launched the #CortarOMalPelaRaiz
campaign “°in 2024. This campaign is based on the production of awareness-raising
materials on online hate speech, such as leaflets, brochures, podcasts or videos.
These resources seek to present hate speech and hate crimes, explaining what they
are, how they manifest themselves and how we can combat them, drawing attention
to the vulnerability of certain groups, such as migrants or radicalised people. In
addition to the information it disseminates, the campaign also offers tools for detecting
and reporting crimes.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LBTQ Youth

The laws mentioned in point 4.1 of this report — National Legislation — are considered
good practices, namely: the law guaranteeing the right to self-determination of gender
identity and gender expression, as well as the protection of individuals' sexual
characteristics, the law forbidding discrimination against individuals regarding
eligibility to donate blood, and the criminalisation of so-called "conversion therapies".
The 2019 Health Strategy for the LGBTQ Community, and the adoption of a public
action plan for equality are also fundamental to this point.

In the school environment, it is important to mention the dissemination of guidelines
such as the Guide on the Right to Be in Schools, designed to meet the needs of young
LGBTQ students, to be disseminated to teaching and non-teaching staff in the school

4 Translates to “Cut the evil at the root”.
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community, and the recognition of the importance of training teachers and technicians
in the context of school inclusion with tools for preventing bullying and discrimination.

This proposal generated considerable controversy and debate in Parliament and
among the Portuguese population, reflecting one of the biggest problems felt in
Portugal with regard to the issue of inclusion, non-discrimination and the dissemination
of awareness-raising actions to protect young people from hate speech and crimes.
The guide referred some controversial measures, such as the existence of mixed-
gender toilets.

Draft Resolution No. 653/VXl/1st, drawn up by the CDS-PP Parliamentary Group,
recommended that the Government withdraw the guide from schools, stating that:

It is essential to ensure that the education system promotes a balanced education and
respects the rights of families and the freedom of each individual, without any form of
ideological indoctrination that could compromise citizens' trust in educational
institutions [...] the guide [...] has raised concerns among families and civil society for
promoting concepts associated with a particular ideological and philosophical
conception of the person, identity and human nature, which contradict the fundamental
principles of education in Portugal and the State’s obligation to respect the right of
parents to educate their children.

This document expresses concern about the lack of family involvement in school
policies in the education of young people, reinforcing that the Portuguese State should
not impose ideological or controversial views to society. Despite the presidential veto,
there are reports that some Portuguese schools continue to try to implement these
measures.

On November 5, 2025, ILGA Portugal launched a campaign encouraging society to
report online hate speech (as part of the Safe Net Project: Monitoring and Reporting
for Safe Online Environments, in which it has participated since 2023). After reporting
and monitoring discriminatory acts against the LGBTQ community, ILGA reports them
directly to the platforms and competent authorities.

The APAV campaign "Crime has changed address. The solution starts with you",
launched in 2025, involving partnerships with various entities, promoting awareness
of digital crimes, encouraging reporting, and promoting victim protection and a culture
of digital security. Like the previous initiative, this campaign is considered a good
practice.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

In the educational context, ECRI refers to the Operational Programme for the
Promotion of Education (OPRE) and the ROMA Educa programme as good practices.
These projects seek to improve the school enrolment rate and performance of young
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Roma students by awarding scholarships for attendance in the third cycle and
secondary education.

COOPERHATE “is a national project that began in 2025 and is scheduled to end in
2027. This project aims to strengthen coordination between different public authorities
and civil society in order to prevent and develop mechanisms to respond to hate
speech (online and offline). In this context, the aim is to increase the detection,
reporting and investigation of incidents, raising public awareness and supporting
victims.

In 2025, cooperation between the IPDJ and several institutions whose work focuses
on human rights and hate speech promoted face-to-face training activities for public
and social agents on the theme "hate speech and alternative narratives" and human
rights online. The aim of this training is to empower those responsible for/in direct
contact with the youth, migration and social inclusion sectors.

7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

AIMA's performance has shown persistent signs of inefficiency, widely reported in
recent articles and data, particularly with regard to the scarcity of resources, the
slowness of processes and the difficulty in providing effective responses to the needs
of migrants and applicants. This inadequacy compromises the capacity for intervention
and monitoring, leaving structural gaps that directly affect various vulnerable groups.

The inability of the CICDR to act due to external factors is also an important aspect,
which undermines its authority and the victims' trust in the institution. Currently,
complaints and reports received by the organisation go unanswered and often do not
even reach the Public Prosecutor's Office; when they do, the perpetrators are not, on
a large scale, penalised for their conduct; after cases are reported, the organisation
does not offer legal support to victims, which constitutes a serious gap in the system.

With regard to the considerations gathered in the Focus Group of professionals, there
is a clear lack of effective protection by the State, as well as the absence of robust and
continuous national awareness campaigns aimed at children, young people and
adults. The outdated Student Statute — last revised in 2012 — means that there are
no regulatory instruments suited to the contemporary digital reality, marked by the
growth of hate speech and aggressive behaviour online.

Regarding students, there is a notable lack of effective psychological support
networks, as well as insufficient understanding and empathy on the part of many adults
around them, who are often unaware of their digital experiences and current forms of
online violence. Added to this is the lack of effective protection mechanisms on digital

46 COOPERHATE is an ongoing Project, expected to end in 2027, and it is co-funded by EU, under the
call CERV- 2024-CHAR-LITI-SPEECH.
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platforms — where measures such as blocking inappropriate content or reporting
systems rarely produce satisfactory results, merely blocking users without solving the
structural problem.

In terms of knowledge production, data collection has significant limitations. Most
studies conducted in Portugal focus exclusively on the age group up to 21 years old,
leaving out young adults between 22 and 30 years old — precisely the group covered
by the UNITY Project — which prevents comprehensive and reasoned analyses on
phenomena such as cyberbullying, online harassment, or online hate speech in this
age group. Therefore, any statement regarding the 22—-30 age group will necessarily
be indirect or approximate, inferred from indicators such as internet use rather than
from accurate statistics.

Added to this gap is the tendency to assembly young people and adolescents into a
single category (from 11 to 21 years old), ignoring relevant subdivisions such as
gender, minority status, migration status or socio-economic background. In many
cases, the ages of the victims are not even made public. Furthermore, most of the
available data comes from school contexts or voluntary surveys, which are limited by
factors such as who responds, level of education, individual access to the internet,
and differences between urban and rural areas. It is therefore clear that these surveys
need to be conducted in a more persistent, systematic, and representative manner,
enabling more diverse results that are better suited to the Portuguese reality. The
collaboration of digital platforms in making data available aggregated and anonymized
would also be a differentiating mechanism and a catalyst for progress in the
Portuguese and European social landscape.

Another structural problem is the lack of a single system or national database
dedicated to recording online hate speech and crimes, capable of integrating social
variables (age, gender, type of victim) and channels of occurrence (social networks,
digital platforms, face-to-face context). This absence, which was already mentioned in
the focus group of professionals, prevents consistent analysis and hinders the
definition of effective public policies.

Underreporting remains a widespread reality: many victims do not report the crimes
they are subjected to, out of fear, mistrust or unawareness. This lack of reporting
makes it difficult to identify perpetrators and motivations that are legally classified as
hate speech or hate crimes, leading to multiple incidents being treated as common
crimes. On the other hand, underreporting is exacerbated by the response of the
competent authorities, who often fail to report/record incidents.

Finally, it is important to recognise the heterogeneity of online hate speech itself. It can
manifest itself in various forms — insults, cyberbullying, discriminatory attacks, racism,
symbolic abuse or even direct violence — requiring greater specification in the legal
framework, reinforcement of regulations and the provision of adequate operational
resources. More efficient prevention and action mechanisms are also needed, capable
of responding to the complexity and continuous evolution of these manifestations.
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8. Conclusions and Recommendations

The analysis carried out throughout this report highlights not only the persistence of
hate speech, discriminatory manifestations and social vulnerabilities, but also the
urgent need to strengthen prevention, protection and accountability mechanisms. In
this regard, strategic recommendations are presented that aim to improve the
response of the State and Portuguese society in combating racism, xenophobia, hate
crimes and all forms of discrimination, particularly against migrants and vulnerable
minorities.

Firstly, the State's strategic response must be strengthened through a new national
plan to promote the fight against racism, xenophobia, discrimination and hate crimes,
prioritising the target groups highlighted in the report (ethnic and religious minorities,
such as Roma, black people and Muslims, migrants/refugees and the LGBTQ
community). The legal framework applicable to hate crimes should be reviewed,
ensuring accountability and punishment for hate-motivated incitement, discrimination
and violence. Data on the motivations for hate crimes should also be monitored to
ensure greater reach and impact of the policies implemented.

In order to achieve a more equal and inclusive society, it is necessary to ensure
compulsory and specialised training for human resources, implementing training
programmes aimed at security forces, policy makers, local authorities and health and
education professionals. This training should focus on topics such as recognition,
reporting and intervention in the context of hate crimes, structural and/or institutional
racism, discrimination and digital violence. Protocols must be clear and integrated into
the monitoring and support of victims, providing and guaranteeing their protection and
offering psychological, legal and social support.

Similarly, there should be a strengthening of national public campaigns and
educational awareness-raising actions in the media, promoting values of equality,
diversity, integration and respect for human rights. The active participation of
marginalised communities and individuals in society should be encouraged as a
means of combating prejudice and promoting representation.

Cooperation between institutions and civil society should be invigorated through public
funding to ensure effective and coordinated responses in areas such as housing,
school and labour integration, health and educational support, ensuring coordination
between them in combating exclusion, intolerance and violence.

Finally, independent monitoring, evaluation and accountability mechanisms should be
created with direct involvement from civil society and the Government. In this regard,
it is suggested that regular reports be published presenting data on hate incidents,
complaints, court decisions and the resulting effectiveness of public policies, ensuring
institutional transparency and continuous improvement.
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The implementation of policies to combat hate speech in Portugal has made significant
progress, particularly in strengthening the legal framework, raising public awareness
and increasing cooperation with civil society. However, structural challenges remain
that prevent a truly comprehensive and effective response. These include the need for
more consistent, accurate and disaggregated data collection, continuous and cross-
cutting training in public administration, the strengthening of mechanisms for reporting
and monitoring victims, more structured and early educational intervention, increased
capacity to respond to hate in the digital environment, and the reduction of territorial
and institutional inequalities.

The consolidation of these areas is essential to ensure a coordinated and sustainable
approach to hate speech and hate crime in Portugal.

European data show that online hate speech and discrimination are not an isolated
phenomenon, but rather structural problems with profound impacts on the mental
health, social inclusion, civic participation and educational pathways of the most
vulnerable people.

To ensure the protection of fundamental rights, human dignity and diversity, it is
essential to strengthen the legal framework covering all forms of discrimination and
hate-motivated violence and to improve the moderation and transparency systems of
digital platforms by promoting citizenship education, digital literacy and respect for
diversity from childhood onwards, and fostering a collective culture of respect, equality
and empathy. Effective support must be provided to victims and vulnerable
communities, with accessible reporting mechanisms, psychological support and social
inclusion.

The data collected from the Focus Group of professionals highlighted the importance
of educational institutions in raising awareness among young people and the
shortcomings that the Portuguese education system faces today. In this regard,
professionals mentioned the lack of dissemination of school rules and regulations and
a lack of understanding of the student statute, as students are unaware of their rights
and duties. It was also suggested that a student handbook be created to provide young
students with clear policies and guidelines on various topics, namely cultural diversity,
tolerance, respect and empathy.

The creation of support networks and platforms or systems for reporting crimes in
schools is also essential to provide a safe and comfortable environment for young
people, as a way to combat underreporting and encourage the reporting of hate
crimes. The professionals strongly advocated the need for more proactive, direct and
incisive action on the issues addressed, with the elimination of the trivialisation and
normalisation of hate speech, both online and offline.

In this regard, it was proposed to create a new subject — Digital Education — that
combines social skills — appealing to empathy and understanding through the use of
concrete examples that alert young people to the consequences of discriminatory
acts/speech and their dissemination on social media — with digital literacy — warning
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of the current dangers of the Internet and the importance of cybersecurity. Still in the
field of education, there is an urgent need to develop curricula in the area of Digital
Literacy for young people, children, parents/educators and professionals in the field.

Regarding the lack of concrete data on online hate speech and crimes, we suggest
the creation of a national database that can be consulted by the entire population,
regulated by the government, which should promote national campaigns for education
and prevention across all social layers. Technology companies should also play an
active role in combating and preventing online hate speech and crimes.

The present report reflects the urgent need to develop more training programs and
curricula capable of integrating the national school system and educating the younger
generations, especially children. Nonetheless, it is also essential that these programs
are elaborated with the purpose in mind to have an effective and long-lasting impact
on the reception and integration of migrants/refugees, since it's almost non-existence
is one of the major lacks identified during the research made.

It is concluded that only through coordinated action — between the State, civil society,
educational institutions, digital platforms, and communities — will it be possible to
transform digital and physical spaces into safe, inclusive and fair environments for all.
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Romania 1 Institutul

Bucovin
Study done by Bucovina Institute

1. Introduction and National Context

Youth demographics and digitalisation in Romania

Romania has experienced a rapid yet uneven process of digitalisation over the past
decade, significantly shaping the social participation, communication practices, and
risk exposure of young people. Youth aged 15-29 represent approximately 16% of the
total population, a share close to the European Union average (Eurostat, 2024). This
demographic cohort is historically unique; they are the first generation to mature in a
post-accession European Romania, characterised by very high levels of internet
access and digital engagement. However, this connectivity sits alongside persistent
socio-economic and territorial inequalities, particularly the stark rural-urban divide
which dictates the quality of digital inclusion.

According to Eurostat, over 95% of individuals aged 16—29 in Romania use the internet
daily, making youth the most digitally connected segment of the population (Eurostat,
2024). Smartphones constitute the primary access device, facilitating constant
connectivity and continuous presence in online environments ("always-on" culture). As
a result, digital spaces have become central arenas for socialisation, identity
construction, entertainment, information consumption, and civic expression among
young people. Theoretical frameworks suggest that for this demographic, the "online"
and "offline" are not separate spheres but a continuous "onlife" experience.

At the structural level, however, Romania continues to face significant challenges
related to digital proficiency and the maturity of digital public services. The Digital
Economy and Society Index (DESI) 2022 and the Digital Decade Country Report 2023
place Romania among the lowest-ranked EU Member States in terms of advanced
digital skills, despite widespread basic internet use (European Commission, 2022;
2023). This paradox—high consumption but low functional literacy—creates a context
in which young people are highly exposed to complex digital ecosystems without being
systematically equipped with the critical and ethical competencies required to navigate
online risks. This "digital skills gap" implies that while youth are technologically adept
at operating interfaces, they often lack the cognitive tools to deconstruct sophisticated
manipulation techniques, algorithmic bias, or hate speech.

European comparative data indicate that young people in Romania spend several
hours per day online, often exceeding the EU average, particularly on social
networking and video-sharing platforms (European Commission, 2023). This intensive
use increases both opportunities for democratic participation and vulnerability to
harmful and hostile content. Consequently, the digital space acts as a double-edged
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sword: it is a vector for empowerment and education, yet simultaneously a conduit for
radicalisation and psychological distress.

Internet and social media use among young people

Social media platforms play a central role in the everyday lives of Romanian youth,
restructuring how they relate to peers, institutions, and society at large. At EU level,
88% of people aged 16—29 used social networking platforms in 2024, a trend mirrored
and intensified in Romania (Eurostat, 2024). National digital reports estimate that
Romania had approximately 13.3 million social media users in early 2024,
representing 67.4% of the population, with young people significantly overrepresented
among active and intensive users (DataReportal, 2024).

Platform preferences vary distinctly within the youth cohort, reflecting a fragmentation
of the digital public sphere. Adolescents and younger youth (15-19) predominantly
use TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube—platforms prioritising visuality and algorithmic
curation. Conversely, older youth (20-29) combine these platforms with Facebook and
messaging applications such as WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, and Telegram.
Social media are used not only for communication and entertainment but increasingly
as primary sources of news and socio-political content, effectively replacing traditional
gatekeepers of information.

Academic research demonstrates that young people in Romania are far more likely
than older generations to encounter political information incidentally through social
media feeds rather than through deliberate consumption of traditional media channels
(Stancea & Corbu, 2025). This phenomenon of "incidental news exposure” has
important implications for exposure to polarisation, misinformation, and hate speech.
Engagement-driven algorithms, designed to maximise time-on-site, tend to amplify
emotionally charged, divisive, and sensationalist content, thereby disproportionately
exposing young users to radical narratives.

The focus group with youth showed that digital platforms are perceived not merely as
neutral communication tools, but as environments that actively shape attitudes and
social norms. Participants described online spaces as increasingly hostile and
emotionally charged, contributing to a sense of desensitisation in which hate speech
becomes “background noise” rather than an exceptional event. This normalisation
suggests a shift in the "Overton window" of acceptable discourse, where vitriolic
language is reframed as authentic expression.

National debates on hate speech, freedom of expression and youth safety

Public debate on hate speech in Romania has intensified in recent years, driven by
the ubiquity of social media, increasing electoral polarisation, and evolving European
regulatory frameworks. These debates are frequently framed through a binary lens of
freedom of expression versus censorship, often marginalising discussions about the
substantive harm caused by hate speech to the dignity and safety of targeted
individuals and communities.
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The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) has repeatedly
noted deficiencies in Romania regarding data collection, legal clarity, and enforcement
related to hate speech and hate crime, including in online contexts (ECRI, 2019). Hate-
motivated incidents are rarely recognised as such by law enforcement, and online hate
speech is often trivialised as a minor offence or an inevitable aspect of vigorous public
discourse. This creates a culture of impunity where perpetrators perceive low risks of
sanction.

Youth safety in digital environments has received increasing attention, yet policy
discussions tend to adopt a "protectionist" stance focusing on cyberbullying and
general harmful content, rather than addressing hate speech as a structural
manifestation of discrimination. This framing risks obscuring the specific vulnerabilities
of historically marginalised groups, such as Roma youth, LGBTQ youth, and young
people with migrant or refugee backgrounds, who face intersectional forms of online
aggression.

The questionnaire showed that respondents perceived a significant gap—a "credibility
deficit"—between the scale of online hate speech and the capacity of institutions to
respond effectively. Similarly, the focus group with professionals highlighted a
widespread perception of institutional inertia and insufficient public condemnation of
hate speech. This is particularly damaging when hate speech is reproduced by political
actors or media figures, as elite cues validate discriminatory attitudes among the
broader youth population.

The role of media in shaping narratives on hate speech and hate crimes

The Romanian media landscape plays an ambivalent, often complicating role in
shaping societal attitudes towards hate speech. While overtly racist or explicitly
discriminatory language has become less common in mainstream legacy media due
to regulatory oversight, research indicates that implicit forms of stigmatisation, "dog-
whistling,” and stereotyping remain widespread. This is particularly evident in
coverage regarding Roma communities, migrants, and people living in poverty.

Media narratives often associate social problems with deviance, dependency, or moral
failure, without explicitly naming ethnicity or identity, yet using coded language that
audiences readily understand. Such framing indirectly legitimises prejudice and
creates fertile ground for online hate speech. Social media platforms further amplify
these narratives by enabling rapid dissemination without the checks and balances of
professional editorial oversight. The "click-economy" incentivises sensationalism,
often at the expense of vulnerable groups.

The focus group with professionals highlighted that hate speech has become
increasingly politicised in recent years, with discriminatory narratives used
strategically during electoral campaigns to mobilise base support. Refugees, people
living in poverty, LGBTQ persons, and civil society organisations were identified as
recurring targets of such discourse. This contributes to a climate of hostility and
polarisation that directly affects young people, who mimic these rhetorical styles in
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their own peer-to-peer interactions, viewing them as legitimate forms of political
argumentation.

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

2.1 Statistical Data and Trends

Measuring the prevalence of digital hate speech and hate crimes among youth in
Romania is complicated by fragmented data systems, inconsistent definitions, and
pervasive underreporting—a phenomenon often described in criminology as the "dark
figure" of crime. Official statistics capture only the "tip of the iceberg,” while qualitative
research and self-reported experiences suggest a far wider, systemic phenomenon.

Administrative data from the National Council for Combating Discrimination (CNCD)
indicate persistent patterns of discrimination closely linked to hate speech. In 2023,
CNCD registered 1,175 petitions, with significant numbers relating to nationality (96
cases), ethnicity (58), gender (37), age (31), religion (18), and sexual orientation (15)
(CNCD, 2023). Although these data do not strictly distinguish between online and
offline incidents, they reflect structural fault lines along which hate speech frequently
manifests in digital environments. The CNCD data, however, represents only those
incidents where victims had the agency and knowledge to file a formal complaint.

At the criminal justice level, data reported to the OSCE Office for Democratic
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) show that in 2023, Romanian authorities
recorded 95 hate crimes registered by the police, 252 cases prosecuted, and 239
convictions, alongside 70 offences of incitement to hatred or violence recorded
separately (OSCE/ODIHR, 2024). In 2022, 59 police-recorded hate crimes, 129
prosecutions, and 16 convictions were reported (OSCE/ODIHR, 2023). These
discrepancies—patrticularly the fluctuation in convictions—point to inconsistencies in
classification, reporting practices, and evidentiary standards applied by prosecutors
and judges.

European comparative data indicate high exposure levels among youth. According to
Eurostat, 49% of young people aged 16-29 in the EU encountered hostile or
degrading online messages in 2023 (Eurostat, 2024). Given Romania’s high levels of
social media use and lower levels of digital civility education, similar or higher
exposure levels are plausible.

The questionnaire showed that nearly all respondents had been exposed to hate
speech in the previous 12 months, most on a frequent basis, and none perceived a
decrease in the phenomenon. The focus group with youth further reinforced this
perception, with participants describing hate speech as increasingly normalised and
omnipresent. In terms of targets, racist and anti-Roma hate speech remains highly
prevalent, acting as a persistent historical continuity. This is joined by homophobic and
transphobic content targeting LGBTQ youth, and intensifying xenophobic narratives
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targeting refugees, suggesting a shifting landscape of prejudice responsive to
geopolitical events.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

Digital hate speech affecting youth in Romania is closely linked to the specific
technological affordances of the platforms they use. Social media platforms are the
primary spaces of exposure. According to Eurostat, 88% of young people aged 16—29
used social networking platforms in 2024 (Eurostat, 2024).

Romania had approximately 18.06 million internet users (91.6% penetration) and 13.3
million social media users in early 2024 (DataReportal, 2024). TikTok plays a
particularly significant role among younger users: a study by World Vision Romania
found that 84% of adolescents aged 14—19 use TikTok daily, with 53.4% accessing it
more than four times per day and spending around 2.5 hours per day on the platform
(World Vision Romania, 2023). TikTok's algorithmic feed, which serves content based
on engagement rather than follower networks, can rapidly spiral users into "hate
clusters.”

The questionnaire showed that respondents identified Facebook, Instagram, TikTok,
and YouTube as the main spaces where hate speech circulates. Messaging
applications such as WhatsApp and Telegram were also mentioned, particularly in
closed groups with limited moderation. These "dark social” channels pose unique
challenges for monitoring and intervention, as hate speech within them is invisible to
public scrutiny.

The focus group with youth identified TikTok as the most toxic platform, highlighting
the role of algorithms and comment sections in amplifying hostility even around neutral
content. The "Duet" and "Stitch" features were noted as tools often weaponised to
mock or harass creators. Participants also described X (formerly Twitter) as a platform
where extreme and explicitly hateful content circulates under the guise of free speech
absolutism. Instagram and Threads were perceived as less overtly hostile but still
prone to sarcastic or “humorous” forms of hate, which can be equally damaging due
to their insidious nature.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

The prevalence of digital hate speech among youth reflects a complex interaction of
individual, social, and structural factors. Peer influence and group dynamics play a
central role, particularly in online environments where social validation is mediated
through visibility and engagement metrics (likes, shares). The desire for "clout" can
incentivise transgressive behaviour.

The focus group with youth highlighted ignorance, frustration, and a lack of empathy
as key drivers of hateful behaviour, describing online aggression as a mechanism for
displaced anger and a search for validation. The anonymity of online environments
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was described as a “masked ball” that lowers moral accountability and facilitates the
"online disinhibition effect.” This psychological distancing allows perpetrators to
dehumanise victims without witnessing the immediate emotional consequences of
their actions.

Exposure to extremist and polarising content further contributes to perpetration.
Academic research links reliance on social media for news with susceptibility to
conspiracy narratives and exclusionary ideologies in Romania (Stancea & Corbu,
2025). Algorithmic amplification reinforces these dynamics by creating echo chambers
where hateful views are constantly reaffirmed.

The questionnaire showed that a lack of education—particularly in media literacy, civic
education, and emotional competencies—is perceived as a major cause of hate
speech. The focus group with professionals reinforced this assessment, emphasising
the absence of systematic digital literacy education in schools. Without these skills,
youth struggle to distinguish between valid opinion and hate speech.

Offline marginalisation also plays a critical role. The focus group with professionals
highlighted that experiences of poverty, disability, or social exclusion frequently
translate into online victimisation and, in some cases, retaliatory aggression. Finally,
perceived impunity and weak institutional responses create enabling conditions for
hate speech, contributing to its normalisation. When youth see that online aggression
carries no consequences, it validates the behaviour as a social norm.

3. Impact on Victims

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

Qualitative evidence collected from young people and professionals working with
youth indicates that digital hate speech is experienced as a persistent and intrusive
phenomenon, inextricably linked with everyday online participation. The focus group
with youth showed that hate speech is perceived as omnipresent in digital spaces, to
the extent that it becomes normalised and difficult to distinguish from general online
interaction. Participants described online hostility not as isolated incidents but as a
constant background presence—an "ambient toxicity"—that intensifies when it targets
personal identity characteristics.

Young participants emphasised that online environments feel particularly harmful
because anonymity and physical distance reduce accountability and empathy. They
described digital platforms as spaces where individuals feel protected from
consequences and therefore express hostility more freely than they would in face-to-
face interactions. According to the focus group with youth, this dynamic facilitates
collective aggression, or "dog-piling,” especially in comment sections. Hostile
messages tend to escalate rapidly as others join in, reinforcing a sense of group
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dominance. This accumulation of attacks was experienced by victims as
overwhelming, producing a perception of mass rejection rather than individual conflict.

Experiences related to refugees and migrants illustrate how rapidly shifting public
discourse affects young people’s sense of belonging. The focus group with youth
showed that participants perceived a clear deterioration in attitudes toward refugees
over time, particularly following initial waves of solidarity. Hostile narratives
increasingly framed refugees as undeserving or privileged, often based on superficial
markers such as visible material possessions (e.g., smartphones). These narratives
were experienced as deeply unjust and emotionally destabilising, especially when they
contradicted the broader values of empathy and solidarity that young people expected
from society.

The focus group also highlighted that LGBTQ youth are among the most frequently
targeted groups in online hate speech. Participants described a pattern in which
hostility is often disguised as humour, irony, or memes, making it socially acceptable
and difficult to challenge. This form of “joking hate” was experienced as particularly
harmful because it trivialises discrimination while reinforcing stigma. Youth
participants stressed the disconnect between online narratives suggesting that
LGBTQ people are “privileged” or "pushing an agenda," and their lived reality, which
includes harassment, fear of exposure ("outing”), and, in some cases, physical
violence.

The questionnaire showed that respondents who belong to minority groups, including
ethnic minorities, LGBTQ people, and those with migrant or refugee backgrounds,
reported frequent direct or indirect exposure to hate speech. These experiences were
often cumulative, occurring across multiple platforms and reinforcing feelings of
vulnerability.

The focus group with professionals provided complementary insights grounded in
long-term work with young people. Professionals described how digital hate speech
often amplifies existing social inequalities and follows young people across contexts.
They observed recurring patterns in which offline tensions related to poverty, disability,
or social difference migrate into online spaces, intensify through group messaging
applications, and then return offline as social exclusion. These dynamics were
reported to have lasting effects on young people’s confidence, sense of safety, and
willingness to participate in school or community life.

3.2 Emotional, Social and Educational Consequences

The emotional impact of digital hate speech on young people is described as
immediate and profound, often triggering a "fight, flight, or freeze" response. The focus
group with professionals highlighted that victims frequently experience stress, anxiety,
and fear following online attacks, particularly when hostility becomes repetitive or
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publicly visible. In some cases, these reactions were described as paralysing, leading
young people to withdraw from online spaces altogether as a form of self-protection.

Short-term emotional responses often evolve into longer-term psychological
consequences. Professionals reported that repeated exposure to online hostility can
erode young people’s trust in others and in social institutions. Victims may begin to
internalise negative messages, leading to identity struggles, diminished self-esteem,
and persistent feelings of shame. The focus group with youth similarly indicated that
being targeted online can alter how young people see themselves and their place in
society, particularly when attacks are linked to core identity traits such as ethnicity,
sexual orientation, or disability. This internalisation can lead to "self-silencing."

Social consequences are closely linked to these emotional effects. The focus group
with youth showed that online hate frequently leads to isolation, as victims anticipate
rejection or ridicule from peers. The public nature of online aggression contributes to
a fear of disclosure, with young people often choosing silence to avoid further
attention. Professionals observed that online hostility can strain relationships with
peers and family members, especially when adults minimise online harm or lack the
digital competence to intervene effectively.

Educational consequences were repeatedly highlighted in the focus group with
professionals. Online hate speech and related forms of cyberbullying were described
as factors contributing to reduced school engagement, avoidance of extracurricular
activities, and, in some cases, absenteeism. Professionals provided examples of
young people who withdrew from class participation or refused to engage in group
activities after being targeted online. These behavioural changes were often
accompanied by declining academic performance and increased reliance on
counselling services.

Research conducted in Romania on bullying and cyberbullying supports these
gualitative observations, indicating strong associations between online victimisation
and negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depressive symptoms, and
reduced school performance. European public health bodies have similarly warned
about the links between intensive social media use, exposure to online hostility, and
declining wellbeing among young people.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

Young people in Romania employ a range of coping strategies in response to digital
hate speech, most of which are oriented toward individual self-protection rather than
systemic confrontation. The focus group with youth showed that ignoring hostile
content, blocking aggressors, and withdrawing from comment sections are commonly
perceived as the only viable responses. Participants expressed scepticism about the
effectiveness of engaging in dialogue or attempting to educate perpetrators (counter-
speech), noting that such interactions often escalate hostility rather than resolve it.
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The questionnaire showed that reporting hate speech to platforms or authorities is
relatively rare, largely due to perceptions that reporting mechanisms are ineffective,
opaque, or burdensome. Respondents indicated limited confidence that reporting
would lead to meaningful consequences for perpetrators, and some feared secondary
victimisation or unwanted exposure. These perceptions were reinforced in the focus
group with professionals, who highlighted structural barriers within institutional
responses, including limited expertise, inconsistent application of legal provisions, and
lengthy procedures that do not match the speed of digital harm.

Awareness of platform reporting tools exists, but trust in their effectiveness is critically
low. The focus group with youth emphasised that algorithmic amplification often
outpaces moderation, making reporting feel symbolic rather than protective.
Professionals echoed this concern, noting that the speed and scale of online
escalation frequently exceed the capacity of both platforms and institutions to
intervene in a timely manner.

Support services for victims of hate speech are unevenly distributed and largely
dependent on the third sector (NGOs). The focus group with professionals highlighted
that specialised support exists primarily for certain groups, such as LGBTQ youth,
while other victims rely on general counselling or informal support from teachers,
social workers, or psychologists. This places significant responsibility on frontline
professionals who may lack adequate training or institutional backing.

Overall, qualitative evidence suggests that coping strategies among young victims are
shaped by a combination of personal resilience and structural constraints. When
institutional responses are perceived as weak or inaccessible, young people prioritise
emotional self-preservation over formal action. This reinforces cycles of
underreporting and normalisation, underscoring the need for integrated responses that
combine education, accessible support services, and credible institutional protection.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

Romania regulates hate speech and hate-motivated conduct through a hybrid
framework combining criminal law provisions, anti-discrimination
(administrative/contraventional) mechanisms, and sectoral rules applicable to media
and online content. While this framework contains several relevant legal bases, the
concepts of “hate speech” and “hate crime” are not formulated as unified, stand-alone
categories in Romanian law. Instead, the legal architecture addresses specific
behaviours (such as public incitement to hatred or discrimination) and recognises bias
motivation primarily through aggravating circumstances or through the interpretation
of discriminatory criteria across multiple legal instruments.
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The central criminal-law provision most directly relevant to hate speech is Article 369
of the Criminal Code, which criminalises public incitement “by any means” to violence,
hatred, or discrimination against a category of persons or an individual based on
protected grounds. The enumerated grounds include race, nationality, ethnicity,
language, religion, gender, sexual orientation, political opinions or affiliation, wealth,
social origin, age, disability, chronic non-contagious disease, and HIV/AIDS infection.
The offence is punishable by imprisonment from six months to three years or by a fine.
The legal formulation “by any means” supports applicability to online contexts,
including social media posts, livestreams, videos, or public messages distributed
digitally. However, proving the specific intent required for criminal conviction under this
article remains a significant hurdle in judicial practice.

A second key criminal-law mechanism relevant to hate crime is the aggravating
circumstance that explicitly recognises bias motivation. Article 77 of the Criminal Code
lists aggravating circumstances, including where an offence is committed for reasons
related to protected characteristics. This provision is vital because it provides a legal
pathway to qualify “ordinary” crimes (assault, threats, harassment, property damage,
etc.) as hate-motivated, even if Romanian law does not employ a single, consolidated
“hate crime” statute. Despite this, its application by prosecutors is inconsistent, often
resulting in hate crimes being prosecuted as common law offences.

In parallel to criminal law, Romania relies heavily on its anti-discrimination framework
in the administrative sphere, centred on Government Ordinance No. 137/2000 on
preventing and sanctioning all forms of discrimination. This ordinance provides
definitions and principles for equality and establishes the National Council for
Combating Discrimination (CNCD) as the main specialised equality body. The CNCD
has competence to investigate and sanction discriminatory acts in the public sphere
and certain forms of discriminatory expression. While the ordinance is not a “hate
speech law” per se, in practice it is frequently used to address public statements,
media content, and discriminatory discourse that may not reach the high threshold of
criminal liability required by Article 369.

For the media and audiovisual domain, Law No. 504/2002 on audiovisual broadcasting
sets standards applicable to broadcasters and underpins the regulatory powers of the
National Audiovisual Council (CNA). Although hate speech regulation in audiovisual
law is shaped by EU law, Romanian sectoral rules traditionally include obligations not
to broadcast content that incites hatred or discrimination. This area has been updated
to align with the EU Audiovisual Media Services Directive, including its 2018 revision
that extended obligations to video-sharing platforms.

In terms of alignment with European norms, Romania’s legal approach is shaped by
several binding and soft-law frameworks. At EU level, the Council Framework Decision
2008/913/JHA requires Member States to criminalise certain forms of racist and
xenophobic conduct. At Council of Europe level, Romania is connected to the
Budapest Convention ecosystem and has ratified the Additional Protocol concerning
the criminalisation of racist and xenophobic acts committed through computer systems
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(ETS No. 189). More recently, the EU Digital Services Act (Regulation (EU)
2022/2065) created a horizontal regime applicable in Romania that strengthens
platform accountability. Although the DSA does not redefine “hate speech” locally, it
subjects illegal hate speech under national law to clearer obligations for notice-and-
action and transparency reporting.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

Romania has adopted several policy instruments that explicitly reference hate speech,
xenophobia, antisemitism, radicalisation, and related forms of intolerance. The most
explicit national policy vehicle in this area is the National Strategy for Preventing and
Combating Antisemitism, Xenophobia, Radicalisation, and Hate Speech.

Romania adopted an initial national strategy for the period 2021-2023, which set
prevention and coordination goals. Building on this, in 2024, Romania adopted a
renewed National Strategy for 2024—-2027, along with an associated action plan,
through Government Decision No. 540/23.05.2024. This is particularly relevant
because it explicitly links hate speech with radicalisation dynamics and provides an
institutional umbrella for cross-sector interventions, acknowledging that legal
measures alone are insufficient.

A second policy instrument with direct relevance for hate speech targeting ethnic
minorities is Romania’s national Roma inclusion strategic framework for 2022-2027.
This strategy includes measures to combat discrimination and anti-Roma attitudes
(antigypsyism), explicitly recognising that such attitudes can generate hate speech
and hate crime. This is important for youth because educational settings and youth-
facing services are typically central to Roma inclusion policy.

Youth-specific prevention strategies are more often embedded in broader education
and child protection frameworks rather than framed exclusively as “hate speech
prevention.” In practice, prevention tends to be pursued through a mixture of civic
education, media literacy initiatives, and anti-bullying programmes. The focus group
with professionals highlighted that prevention remains uneven and often depends on
local capacity and the presence of motivated school staff or civil society partners. The
focus group with youth showed that young people perceive preventive education as
necessary, particularly in the domains of digital literacy, empathy-building, and critical
thinking, yet often find current offerings outdated or disconnected from their digital
realities.

Cooperation with platforms is increasingly shaped by EU-level instruments, especially
the DSA. However, the practical effectiveness of such cooperation depends on
national coordination capacity and on the ability of institutions and NGOs to translate
legal rights into accessible reporting and support pathways for young victims.
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4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

Despite the existence of relevant legal provisions, multiple sources converge on the
conclusion that enforcement in Romania remains uneven, with persistent gaps
between legal norms and practical outcomes. These gaps are visible in (1) low levels
of reporting, (2) inconsistent recognition of bias motivation, (3) limited prosecution and
conviction patterns for certain target groups, and (4) capacity constraints for
investigating digital evidence and online dynamics.

Hate crime cases annually recorded by authorities fluctuate significantly, often failing
to reflect the lived reality of minority groups. This statistical invisibility is partly due to
the high burden of proof required for criminal hate speech, where prosecutors must
prove specific intent to incite. Consequently, many cases are dismissed or reclassified
as minor offences. Furthermore, there is a lack of specialised training for law
enforcement officers regarding the nuances of digital hate speech and the specific
vulnerabilities of groups like LGBTQ youth or Roma.

The focus group with professionals indicated that digital forensics capacity is a major
bottleneck. Investigating online hate speech often requires cross-border data requests
to major platforms (like TikTok or Meta), a process that is bureaucratically
cumbersome for local authorities. As a result, many online incidents are treated as
"untraceable” or not worth the resource investment. This operational difficulty,
combined with a judicial culture that heavily privileges a broad interpretation of
freedom of expression, contributes to the perception of impunity that fuels the
continued prevalence of hate speech among Romanian youth.

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

Romania’s response to digital hate speech and hate crimes affecting youth involves a
complex, multi-layered governance landscape. This ecosystem comprises
governmental institutions, independent administrative bodies, and a vibrant but
resource-constrained civil society. The interplay between these actors is defined by
intersecting mandates across youth policy, education, justice, equality, and digital
affairs. While this multi-actor landscape allows for diverse forms of intervention—
ranging from punitive legal measures to soft-power educational initiatives—
coordination challenges, jurisdictional overlaps, and uneven institutional capacity
continue to hinder the efficacy of the national response.

5.1 Governmental Actors

Responsibility for youth-related policies in Romania is shared across several
ministries, reflecting a cross-sectoral approach that has undergone significant
institutional restructuring in recent years. Youth policy is currently coordinated within
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the Ministry of Labour, Family, Youth and Social Solidarity, which sets the strategic
direction for youth inclusion. However, the operationalisation of hate speech
prevention often falls under the remit of the Ministry of Education, particularly
regarding curriculum development and school safety. Concurrently, the hard power of
investigation and prosecution resides with the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the
Romanian Police, and the Public Ministry.

Romania reports hate crime data to international monitoring mechanisms through
these institutions. Law enforcement bodies are responsible for investigating offences
under the Criminal Code, such as public incitement to hatred or violence (Article 369)
and bias-motivated crimes (Article 77 h). Participation in international training
initiatives, including those supported by the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights (ODIHR), has contributed to incremental capacity-building. For
instance, the Romanian Police have integrated modules on hate crime recognition into
their training academies. Despite these advancements, institutional knowledge
remains uneven, particularly regarding the technical complexities of digital
environments, such as preserving ephemeral online evidence or navigating cross-
border data requests from social media platforms.

The National Council for Combating Discrimination (CNCD) plays a pivotal role as the
country’s autonomous equality body. Operating under Government Ordinance
137/2000, the CNCD addresses discriminatory discourse through administrative
procedures, functioning as a quasi-judicial entity. In 2023 alone, the CNCD processed
1,175 petitions, a significant portion of which related to public discourse affecting
protected characteristics such as nationality, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. For
many victims of online hate speech, the CNCD represents a more accessible and less
adversarial pathway than criminal proceedings, particularly when incidents do not
meet the high burden of proof required for criminal incitement. However, the Council’s
sanctions—often fines—are sometimes critiqued by civil society as being too low to
act as an effective deterrent against well-funded political actors or media entities.

The focus group with professionals highlighted that, despite high-level strategies,
frontline responsibility is often devolved to schools, school counsellors, and local social
services. Participants described a policy-practice gap, where national directives lack
the accompanying resources or operational guidelines for local implementation. This
results in significant territorial inequality, where the quality of response a young person
receives depends heavily on the specific capacity of their local school or police
precinct.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organisations (CSOs) are the backbone of Romania’s response to digital
hate speech and hate crimes, particularly regarding victim support, prevention, and
advocacy. NGOs frequently function as gap-fillers, providing specialised services that
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state institutions are either unable or unwilling to offer, particularly for stigmatised
groups.

Organisations working with LGBTQ youth are critical in this landscape. According to
the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), 43% of LGBTQ people in
Romania felt discriminated against in the year preceding the 2019 survey, yet reporting
rates to authorities remain negligible. NGOs fill this void by offering legal assistance,
psychological counselling, peer support groups, and safe online community spaces.
These services are vital for young people who face barriers to accessing formal
institutions due to a fear of outing, secondary victimisation, or institutional bias. Civil
society monitoring consistently indicates that LGBTQ victims rarely pursue formal
complaints without NGO accompaniment.

Anti-racism and Roma rights organisations address online hate targeting ethnic
minorities through a multifaceted approach involving advocacy, community
empowerment, and strategic litigation. With the Roma population representing a
significant minority in Romania—officially 3.4% of the population, though unofficial
estimates suggest higher numbers—online antigypsyism is a pervasive issue. NGO
initiatives focus on challenging these narratives through counter-speech, promoting
positive representation, and supporting Roma youth in developing resilience. These
organisations often act as intermediaries between communities and the CNCD, filing
complaints on behalf of victims who may lack the resources to navigate the legal
system.

In the broader field of online safety, organisations such as Save the Children Romania
implement extensive programmes addressing cyberbullying, harmful content, and
digital risks. While sometimes framed through the lens of child protection rather than
hate speech, these initiatives are highly relevant due to the conceptual and practical
overlap between cyberbullying and discriminatory harassment. Media literacy
organisations contribute to prevention by strengthening young people’s epistemic
vigilance. Through workshops and educational resources, these NGOs address the
cognitive mechanisms that make youth susceptible to misinformation and polarisation.
The focus group with professionals emphasised that NGOs are often perceived as
more trusted and approachable than state institutions, especially by marginalised
youth. However, the sector faces a sustainability trap, where reliance on project-
based, short-term funding limits the ability to maintain long-term services or expand
geographic reach to rural areas where digital literacy may be lower.

5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness efforts regarding online hate speech are implemented
through a matrix of formal education measures, Safer Internet initiatives, and non-
formal NGO-led programmes. Theoretically, hate speech prevention is embedded
within broader curricula related to civic education, social studies, and ICT. Romania
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participates actively in the European network of Safer Internet Centres, which provides
training resources for teachers and professionals. These initiatives aim to strengthen
the pedagogical capacity to recognise online risks and intervene in cases of
cyberbullying. However, the transition from internet safety, which focuses on technical
security, to digital citizenship, which focuses on ethical behaviour, remains a work in
progress in many schools.

Partnerships between schools and CSOs are a primary delivery mechanism for
prevention. NGOs frequently deliver workshops focusing on respectful online
communication, diversity, and empathy. The focus group with professionals noted that
while these interventions are highly valued, they are often ad-hoc and dependent on
the initiative of individual school principals. Consequently, a student in one school
might receive comprehensive digital citizenship training, while a student in a
neighbouring school receives none.

Media literacy campaigns targeting youth have gained prominence as a response to
the infodemic accompanying recent global crises. These campaigns aim to demystify
how digital platforms function, explaining the role of algorithms in creating echo
chambers. Developing these critical competencies is increasingly recognised by
academic and policy experts as essential for reducing both victimisation by helping
youth recognise danger, and perpetration by helping them resist manipulation.
Cooperation with technology companies remains limited at the national level and is
largely mediated by EU regulatory frameworks such as the Digital Services Act (DSA).
Both youth and professionals expressed scepticism regarding the effectiveness of
platform moderation, citing the slow removal of Romanian-language hate speech. This
perceived lack of corporate accountability reinforces reliance on informal coping
strategies, such as blocking or ignoring, rather than systemic solutions.

6. Good Practices and Lessons Learned

Romania offers a range of national and local practices that illustrate effective, albeit
often localised, approaches to preventing and responding to digital hate speech. While
these practices are not yet systematically scaled, they provide a blueprint for future
interventions, particularly regarding the protection of refugees, LGBTQ youth, and
ethnic minorities.

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

The geopolitical context of the war in Ukraine precipitated a massive mobilisation of
Romanian civil society. Following the influx of refugees, initiatives emerged to counter
potential xenophobic narratives and online hostility. These projects often utilised
intergroup contact theory, combining awareness campaigns with direct intercultural
dialogue and youth-led digital content creation. By involving both Romanian youth and
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young refugees in joint storytelling, these projects humanised migration experiences,
moving beyond statistics to personal narratives. School-based support programmes
for migrant and refugee youth represent another relevant practice. In several localities,
schools partnered with NGOs to provide psychosocial support, language assistance,
and digital inclusion training. These programmes addressed online hate indirectly but
effectively by strengthening social integration and reducing the isolation that makes
refugee youth vulnerable to online abuse. Lessons learned include the critical
importance of speed and adaptability—civil society was able to respond to the crisis
faster than state bureaucracy. However, the solidarity fatigue phenomenon observed
in longitudinal studies suggests that interventions must be sustained beyond the initial
crisis phase to prevent the resurgence of nativist narratives.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

Some of the most structured and resilient responses to online hate in Romania have
been developed within the LGBTQ advocacy sector. CSOs provide safe spaces that
operate on a continuum between the physical and the digital. For example, moderated
online Discord servers or private social media groups allow youth to explore their
identities without fear of harassment. Educational programmes on diversity and
inclusion, delivered in schools where partnerships allow, have proven effective. These
programmes are most successful when they are participatory and when LGBTQ youth
are involved as peer educators, shifting the dynamic from lecturing to sharing.
Strategic litigation has also been a powerful tool. By taking high-profile cases of hate
speech to the CNCD or the courts, NGOs clarify legal standards and signal that
impunity is not absolute. Even when financial penalties are low, the symbolic victory
of a legal condemnation helps to validate the victim's experience and set public
precedents.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

Initiatives targeting online hate against ethnic minorities, particularly Roma
communities, have increasingly moved towards digital empowerment. Rather than
viewing Roma youth solely as victims, projects focus on equipping them with digital
media production skills. This allows young Roma to create their own content,
challenging stereotypes through self-representation. Anti-racism campaigns in
schools link online hate to historical and structural discrimination, helping non-Roma
students understand the weight of specific slurs or stereotypes. Key lessons from this
sector highlight the necessity of trust-building. Interventions that are parachute-
dropped into communities without local buy-in rarely succeed. Successful programs
are those that work with community leaders and parents, ensuring that digital safety
is viewed as a collective community asset.
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7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

The Romanian context reveals persistent, systemic gaps and unmet needs across
data ecosystems, legal frameworks, and support mechanisms. These deficiencies
obscure the true extent of digital hate speech affecting youth aged 15-29 and dilute
the effectiveness of responses.

A primary gap concerns the structure and quality of data. While institutions record hate
crimes, official statistics suffer from a lack of granularity. Data is rarely age-
disaggregated in a way that allows for specific analysis of the youth cohort (15-29),
and there is no systematic differentiation between online and offline incidents in many
police databases. This creates a data blindness regarding the specific dynamics of
cyber-hate. Furthermore, the discrepancy between the thousands of complaints filed
with the CNCD and the relatively low number of criminal convictions, such as the 239
convictions recorded in 2023 per OSCE data, highlights a filtration process where
many incidents are lost or reclassified as they move through the justice system.

A second, critical gap is the phenomenon of underreporting, often visualised as the
iceberg of hate crime. Underreporting is driven by a profound trust deficit. The
guestionnaire results indicated that young people view platform reporting mechanisms
as black boxes with no feedback loops, and formal police reports as potentially
traumatic or futile. The focus group with professionals reinforced this, noting that the
procedural complexity of the legal system acts as a deterrent. When a young person
reports an incident and sees no result, their trust in the system is further eroded,
leading to future silence.

A further limitation is the lack of intersectional evidence. Current data collection often
treats identity markers such as ethnicity, gender, and sexuality as silos. This fails to
capture the compounded vulnerability of those at the intersections, such as Roma
women or LGBTQ refugees, who face specific, virulent forms of online harassment
that existing single-axis policies fail to address. Another major gap is the limited
understanding of youth perpetration. Public discourse focuses heavily on victims, yet
little is known about the pathways that lead young Romanians to become perpetrators.
The focus group with professionals suggested that coded hate, meme culture, and the
gamification of harassment in closed groups create a pipeline to radicalisation that is
largely invisible to educators and parents. Prevention efforts that do not address these
underlying drivers—such as toxic masculinity, peer validation, and algorithmic
radicalisation—are treating the symptoms rather than the cause.

In the legal and institutional sphere, the dual-track system of administrative versus
criminal proceedings creates confusion. While Article 369 of the Criminal Code covers
incitement, the high threshold for proving intent means many cases fall through the
cracks. Frontline officers often lack the specific training to distinguish between lawful
but awful speech and criminally actionable speech, leading to inconsistent application
of the law. Finally, support services are geographically and thematically uneven. While
Bucharest and larger cities may have specialised NGO support for LGBTQ or Roma
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youth, vast swathes of the country—patrticularly rural areas and small towns—are
support deserts. Mental health support is rarely integrated into standard hate crime
responses, despite the clear psychological impact of online victimisation.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

This Country Study has provided a comprehensive examination of the prevalence,
drivers, and impacts of digital hate speech affecting youth in Romania. The analysis
demonstrates that for the digital native generation aged 15-29, online environments
are the primary locus of socialisation and, consequently, a primary site of vulnerability.
Available gquantitative data paints a concerning picture: while official hate crime
records fluctuate, with 95 police-recorded cases in 2023, these are widely
acknowledged to be a fraction of the reality. European data suggests nearly half of
young people encounter hostile content online. Qualitative findings confirm that
exposure to hate speech is normalised, with Roma youth, LGBTQ youth, and migrants
bearing the brunt of this hostility. The study concludes that the response to this
phenomenon is currently fragmented, relying heavily on a stretched civil society to
compensate for institutional inertia.

To address these challenges, policymakers should implement systematic reforms in
data collection, specifically mandating age-disaggregation in all hate crime and
discrimination statistics. Itis crucial to introduce distinct recording categories for cyber-
enabled hate crimes to track digital trends accurately, as well as intersectional
indicators to capture compounded discrimination. Furthermore, the National Strategy
for Preventing and Combating Antisemitism, Xenophobia, Radicalisation and Hate
Speech must be operationalised into local action plans with dedicated budget lines,
moving beyond aspirational goals to measurable outcomes. Institutionalising
continuous training for police, prosecutors, and judges specifically on digital evidence
and the sociology of online hate is essential to ensure they understand the severity of
digital harm. Additionally, youth advisory boards should be formalised within the
Ministry of Family and Youth to ensure policy is informed by the lived digital reality of
young people.

For educators, the curriculum must evolve from safety to citizenship by integrating
modules on algorithmic literacy, cognitive bias, and counter-speech into the national
core curriculum. Teachers and students should be trained in active bystander
methodologies, empowering them to intervene safely when they witness online
harassment. Schools must also develop clear, written protocols for handling online
hate incidents that occur outside school hours but significantly impact the school
climate.

Civil society organisations should strengthen the rigorous documentation of online
hate trends through shadow reporting to act as a counterweight to official statistics
and support evidence-based advocacy. Fostering stronger coalitions between
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different minority advocacy groups, such as Roma and LGBTQ organisations, is also
recommended to address intersectional hate and share resources effectively.

Finally, social media companies must invest significantly in human moderation teams
that are fluent in Romanian and culturally competent to understand local slurs, coded
language, and context, particularly regarding specific anti-Roma terminology. In line
with the Digital Services Act, platforms should provide granular transparency reports
detailing the removal of hate speech in Romania, including response times. Reporting
tools must be redesigned to be user-friendly for youth, providing clear, tracking-
enabled feedback on the status of reports to rebuild trust in the mechanism.

Conclusion

This comprehensive study into digital hate speech and hate crimes affecting youth
aged 15-29 in Romania has illuminated a profound paradox at the heart of the
country’s digital transformation. While Romania boasts one of the highest internet
connectivity rates in the European Union and a youth population that is intensely
engaged with digital environments, this hyper-connectivity has not been matched by
the development of adequate protective infrastructures, digital civility, or institutional
resilience. The investigation reveals that for young Romanians, the digital sphere
functions simultaneously as a vital arena for identity construction and socialisation,
and as a hostile environment where discrimination is amplified, normalised, and
algorithmically accelerated. The findings underscore that online hate speech is no
longer an aberration or a peripheral nuisance; rather, it has metastasized into a
pervasive feature of the digital ecosystem, described by participants as an ambient
background noise that disproportionately silences the most vulnerable members of
society.

The evidence presented throughout this report demonstrates that the impact of this
phenomenon is unevenly distributed, following historical fault lines of discrimination
while also adapting to new geopolitical realities. Roma youth, LGBTQ individuals, and
increasingly, refugees and migrants, bear the brunt of a toxic digital discourse that
frequently transitions from online hostility to offline exclusion and psychological
distress. The normalization of aggressive rhetoric, facilitated by the anonymity of
platforms and the engagement-driven logic of algorithms, has created a culture of
impunity. Young people, navigating these spaces without systematic educational
guidance on digital citizenship, often find themselves desensitized to harm, viewing
hate speech as an inevitable cost of online participation. This desensitization is
compounded by a profound trust deficit in formal reporting mechanisms; the
widespread underreporting of incidents creates a statistical blindness that allows the
true scale of the crisis to remain hidden from official view, thereby justifying institutional
inertia.

Furthermore, the analysis of the institutional landscape highlights a critical gap
between the de jure framework and de facto enforcement. While Romania possesses
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the necessary legal instruments—spanning criminal law, administrative anti-
discrimination provisions, and national strategies—their application remains
fragmented and inconsistent. The reliance on a dual-track system of criminal and
administrative justice often results in procedural confusion, while law enforcement and
judicial bodies struggle to keep pace with the rapid evolution of digital evidence and
platform dynamics. In this vacuum, civil society organizations have emerged as the
primary custodians of victim support and prevention. However, the outsourcing of
essential protective functions to the NGO sector, which operates under perpetual
resource constraints, is not a sustainable long-term strategy. The current model, which
relies heavily on reactive measures and sporadic project-based interventions, fails to
address the structural drivers of hate speech, such as social polarization, lack of
empathy, and the monetization of outrage by social media platforms.

Ultimately, addressing digital hate speech among Romanian youth requires a
fundamental paradigm shift from a security-oriented approach to a holistic, societal
response. It necessitates moving beyond the mere removal of illegal content toward
the cultivation of a resilient democratic culture. This demands that policymakers
operationalise national strategies into tangible local actions, that educators transition
from teaching technical safety to fostering critical digital literacy, and that technology
companies are held to a higher standard of transparency and accountability regarding
their impact on the Romanian information space. If left unaddressed, the unchecked
proliferation of digital hate speech threatens not only the wellbeing of individual young
people but the very fabric of social cohesion in Romania, risking the alienation of a
generation from the values of pluralism and human rights. The path forward, therefore,
lies in a concerted, cross-sectoral commitment to reclaiming the digital sphere as a
space of safety, dignity, and genuine inclusion for all young citizens.
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PART Il — SYNTHESIS & FUTURE
ORIENTATION

The six country studies presented in this report offer a comprehensive and
comparative insight into the realities of digital hate speech and hate crime affecting
young people in Belgium, Bulgaria, Greece, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Romania.
Despite significant differences in national contexts, legal traditions, political climates,
and levels of institutional capacity, the findings converge on a clear and concerning
conclusion: online hate speech has become a pervasive and normalised feature of
young people’s digital lives, while existing responses remain fragmented, reactive, and
insufficiently adapted to youth realities.

Across all countries studied, young people are deeply embedded in digital
environments from an early age. Social media platforms, messaging applications,
gaming spaces, and comment sections function as primary arenas for socialisation,
identity formation, and information consumption. These same environments, however,
are also the spaces where hate speech most frequently occurs. The research confirms
that exposure to hateful or degrading content is not exceptional but routine, often
encountered daily or weekly. This constant exposure contributes to desensitisation
and normalisation, blurring the boundaries between acceptable expression, “joking”
hostility, and overt discrimination.

A consistent finding across the studies is that young people are rarely exposed to hate
speech as isolated observers. Many experience it as targets, witnesses, or participants
within peer groups and online communities. Groups most frequently affected include
migrants and refugees, ethnic and religious minorities, LGBTQI+ youth, and young
women, often facing intersecting forms of hostility. The qualitative findings underline
that online hate rarely remains confined to the digital sphere: emotional distress,
anxiety, withdrawal from online and offline participation, reduced educational
engagement, and long-term impacts on self-confidence and identity are widely
reported consequences.

The research also highlights that youth involvement in online hate speech is rarely
driven by ideological commitment alone. Instead, it emerges from a complex
interaction of peer dynamics, platform affordances, algorithmic amplification,
anonymity, and broader social narratives. For many young perpetrators, harmful
behaviour is linked to group belonging, humour cultures, provocation, or the pursuit of
visibility and validation. Exposure to polarising or extremist content—often
encountered unintentionally through recommendation systems—further reinforces
hostile norms, particularly in contexts marked by social insecurity, political polarisation,
or mistrust in institutions.

From an institutional perspective, the country studies reveal a persistent gap between
formal legal frameworks and lived realities. All six countries possess legal provisions
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addressing hate speech, hate crime, or discrimination, often aligned with European
and international standards. However, enforcement remains uneven. High legal
thresholds, difficulties in evidence collection, limited digital investigation capacity, and
inconsistent recognition of bias motivation contribute to low prosecution rates. For
young people, these systems are frequently perceived as distant, complex, and
ineffective.

Underreporting emerges as a structural issue across all contexts. Young victims often
lack clarity about what constitutes hate speech or hate crime, doubt that reporting will
lead to meaningful outcomes, or fear escalation, exposure, or secondary victimisation.
Platform reporting mechanisms are widely viewed as opaque and unreliable, while
institutional channels are seen as slow or inaccessible. As a result, many young
people rely on individual coping strategies (blocking, muting, withdrawing) placing the
burden of protection on victims rather than on systems designed to uphold rights.

The studies further demonstrate that prevention and education remain insufficiently
systematic. While promising initiatives exist in all countries, they are often project-
based, localised, or dependent on civil society actors with limited resources. Teachers,
youth workers, and frontline professionals repeatedly report a lack of practical tools,
training, and institutional support to address online hate effectively. Digital literacy
education, where present, frequently focuses on technical skills rather than critical
thinking, empathy, and ethical engagement—competencies essential for resisting hate
speech and fostering inclusive online cultures.

Taken together, these findings carry important implications for policy, practice, and the
future direction of the UNITY project. First, they confirm that addressing online hate
speech among youth cannot rely solely on legal enforcement or content moderation.
While accountability is essential, it must be complemented by preventive, educational,
and supportive approaches that reflect how young people actually experience and use
digital spaces. Second, the evidence underscores the need for youth-centred and
victim-informed interventions, ensuring that responses are accessible, credible, and
grounded in lived experiences rather than abstract legal categories.

The country studies also highlight the importance of multi-actor cooperation. Effective
responses require coordination between schools, youth services, civil society
organisations, equality bodies, law enforcement, policymakers, and digital platforms.
No single actor can address the complexity of online hate alone. Strengthening these
connections—while ensuring clear roles, referral pathways, and shared
responsibility—is essential for sustainable impact.

In this sense, the findings of WP2 provide a strong empirical foundation for the
subsequent work packages of the UNITY project. The documented gaps in education,
support, coordination, and trust directly inform the development of tailored educational
tools, capacity-building activities, victim support mechanisms, coalition-building
efforts, and awareness campaigns. By grounding these actions in comparative
evidence from six national contexts, UNITY is well positioned to contribute not only to
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local change but also to broader European debates on youth, digital safety, and
democratic resilience.

In conclusion, this report demonstrates that online hate speech and hate crime
affecting young people are neither marginal nor inevitable phenomena. They are
shaped by identifiable social, technological, and institutional factors—and therefore
can be addressed through informed, coordinated, and youth-centred action. The
country studies do not merely document problems; they point toward opportunities for
prevention, empowerment, and systemic improvement. The challenge ahead lies in
translating this knowledge into practice, ensuring that young people are not only
protected from harm but actively supported as agents of inclusion and positive change
in digital societies.

Comparative Synthesis

The comparative synthesis brings together the findings of the six national studies in
order to identify overarching patterns, structural dynamics, and meaningful
divergences in relation to digital hate speech and hate crime among youth. While each
country presents a distinct socio-political, legal, and digital context, the synthesis
reveals a set of shared dynamics that transcend national borders, alongside context-
specific manifestations shaped by local histories, public discourse, and institutional
arrangements.

Across all six countries, digital hate speech emerges as a pervasive element of young
people’s online environments rather than an exceptional or marginal phenomenon.
Youth across contexts report frequent exposure to hateful, degrading, or
dehumanising language, particularly in relation to migrants, ethnic minorities,
LGBTIQ+ people, and women. Importantly, this exposure is not limited to overtly
extremist spaces, but occurs predominantly within mainstream platforms and
everyday digital interactions. This finding challenges narratives that locate hate
speech primarily at the fringes of online ecosystems and instead points to its
normalisation within peer-to-peer communication, humour, and popular culture.

The comparative analysis further indicates that youth involvement as perpetrators is
rarely driven by coherent ideological commitment alone. Instead, it is shaped by a
combination of situational factors, including peer dynamics, the desire for social
recognition, emotional reactions to polarising content, and the perception of anonymity
or impunity in digital spaces. While ideological radicalisation is present in some
contexts—more visibly in relation to far-right narratives or nationalist discourses—it is
often intertwined with broader social grievances, identity formation processes, and
digital group dynamics. This pattern is consistent across countries, even where the
dominant political narratives differ.

At the same time, the synthesis highlights important national specificities. The groups
most frequently targeted by digital hate speech vary according to national
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demographics, migration histories, and public discourse. For example, Roma
communities are disproportionately targeted in Bulgaria and Romania, while migrants
and refugees from specific regions are more frequently targeted in Belgium and the
Netherlands. In Greece and Portugal, hate speech linked to migration and gender
intersects with economic precarity and political polarisation. These differences
underscore the importance of contextualised responses, even as common structural
drivers are identified.

The impact on victims displays a high degree of convergence across countries. Victims
consistently report psychological distress, fear, anger, and a sense of isolation, as well
as behavioural consequences such as withdrawal from online spaces, self-censorship,
and reduced civic participation. Particularly significant is the cumulative impact on
individuals who experience intersecting forms of discrimination. Young women from
minority backgrounds, LGBTIQ+ migrants, and activists or civil society actors often
face sustained and coordinated harassment, amplifying harm and limiting access to
support. These impacts are reported even in cases where incidents do not meet the
legal threshold for hate crime, highlighting a substantial gap between lived experience
and legal recognition.

Legal and policy analysis reveals marked divergence between countries in terms of
definitions, scope, and institutional arrangements. However, despite these differences,
enforcement gaps emerge as a shared challenge. Across contexts, victims express
low trust in reporting mechanisms, law enforcement actors report limited capacity or
prioritisation, and platform-level moderation is widely perceived as inconsistent and
insufficient. This convergence suggests that the challenge is not solely one of
legislative adequacy, but of implementation, coordination, and institutional culture.

Taken together, the comparative synthesis demonstrates that digital hate speech and
hate crime among youth are shaped by a combination of shared structural factors—
related to platform design, social polarisation, and youth vulnerability—and context-
specific dynamics rooted in national histories and discourses. This duality reinforces
the need for responses that are both coordinated at European level and tailored at
national and local levels.

Cross-country Recommendations

The cross-country recommendations build directly on the comparative synthesis and
translate its findings into strategic orientations for action. These recommendations are
formulated in response to challenges that recur across countries or stem from shared
structural conditions, while recognising the need for adaptation to national contexts.

A first overarching recommendation concerns the prioritisation of prevention and
education as central pillars of response. Across all six countries, the research
demonstrates that punitive or reactive approaches alone are insufficient to address
the scale and normalisation of digital hate speech among youth. Prevention strategies
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should focus on strengthening critical digital literacy, ethical online communication,
and awareness of the real-world consequences of harmful speech. Such efforts should
be embedded within formal and non-formal education systems and tailored to the
realities of youth digital cultures, including the use of visual content, humour, and peer-
driven platforms.

A second recommendation relates to victim support and access to justice. The findings
clearly indicate that many victims of digital hate speech fall outside existing support
frameworks, particularly when incidents do not constitute prosecutable hate crime.
Cross-country action is needed to promote accessible, multidisciplinary support
services that combine psychosocial assistance, legal guidance, and digital safety
support. These services should be sensitive to intersectional vulnerability and
designed to rebuild trust among groups that currently perceive institutions as distant
or unresponsive.

Third, the research points to the need for improved institutional capacity and
coordination. Law enforcement agencies, judicial actors, educators, and social
services across countries report limited training and unclear mandates in relation to
digital hate speech. Cross-country cooperation, supported at EU level, should prioritise
capacity-building, exchange of good practices, and the development of clear
operational guidelines that reflect both legal standards and the lived realities of victims.

Platform accountability emerges as a further critical area for action. While platform
usage patterns differ across countries, the underlying dynamics of algorithmic
amplification, inconsistent moderation, and opaque reporting processes are shared.
Cross-country recommendations therefore emphasise the importance of stronger
dialogue and coordination between public authorities, civil society, and digital
platforms, building on existing EU regulatory frameworks and ensuring that youth
perspectives and rights are adequately represented.

Finally, the recommendations highlight the value of sustained civil society engagement
and coalition-building. Across all six countries, civil society organisations play a central
role in prevention, support, and advocacy, often compensating for institutional gaps.
Cross-country cooperation should aim to strengthen these actors, enhance their
resilience to online harassment, and support their participation in policy dialogue at
both national and European levels.

Implications for Next Steps of UNITY Project

The findings of the comparative analysis have direct and significant implications for
the design and implementation of the UNITY project’s subsequent work packages. As
the evidence base, the research informs not only the thematic focus of activities, but
also their methodological orientation and target groups.
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For WP3, which focuses on victim support, the research underscores the necessity of
approaches that go beyond formal legal assistance. The documented impacts of digital
hate speech on mental health, social participation, and sense of safety point to the
importance of integrated support models combining psychosocial, legal, and digital
expertise. The evidence also highlights the need for targeted outreach to groups that
are underrepresented in formal reporting mechanisms, as well as for capacity-building
among professionals who support victims but may lack specific expertise on digital
hate speech.

In relation to WP4, the findings reinforce the importance of evidence-based advocacy
and coalition-building. The comparative analysis provides a strong foundation for
policy dialogue by demonstrating both shared systemic gaps and context-specific
needs. National coalitions established under UNITY can draw on this evidence to
formulate credible, context-sensitive recommendations, while situating them within a
broader European narrative that strengthens their legitimacy and impact.

For WP5, which addresses communication, awareness-raising, and campaigning, the
research offers critical insights into youth digital practices and the normalisation of
harmful speech. Campaign strategies should reflect the platforms, formats, and
narratives that shape youth engagement, while avoiding moralising or purely
informational approaches. The findings also suggest the importance of amplifying
victim voices in a safe and ethical manner, as well as of addressing bystander roles
and peer responsibility in online spaces.

Overall, the implications for UNITY highlight the coherence of the project’s design and
the central role of research in guiding action. By grounding WP3-WP5 in comparative
evidence, UNITY strengthens its capacity to deliver interventions that are both
contextually relevant and aligned with European priorities.

Final Conclusions

This report provides a comprehensive comparative analysis of digital hate speech and
hate crime among youth across six European countries, shedding light on a
phenomenon that is at once deeply contextual and fundamentally transnational.
Through the integration of national studies conducted within a shared methodological
framework, the report demonstrates the value of comparative research in revealing
patterns that would remain obscured within isolated national analyses.

The findings confirm that digital hate speech is a widespread and normalised feature
of youth online environments, with significant consequences for individuals,
communities, and democratic participation. They also reveal persistent gaps between
legal frameworks and lived experience, highlighting the limits of purely legalistic
approaches and the need for integrated strategies that combine prevention, support,
enforcement, and awareness.
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At the same time, the report underscores the importance of contextual sensitivity.
While structural drivers are shared, the forms, targets, and narratives of hate speech
are shaped by national histories, public discourse, and institutional arrangements.
Effective responses must therefore balance European-level coordination with locally
grounded action.

In concluding, the report reaffirms the European added value of the UNITY project and
of cross-country collaboration more broadly. By generating comparative evidence,
fostering shared learning, and informing action across multiple levels, the project
contributes meaningfully to efforts to protect fundamental rights, strengthen social
cohesion, and empower young people to challenge intolerance in digital spaces.

The conclusions of this report do not mark an endpoint, but rather a foundation for
continued engagement. As digital environments evolve and new challenges emerge,
the need for evidence-based, rights-oriented, and youth-centred responses will remain
pressing. The insights presented here provide a solid basis upon which such
responses can be built.
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PART IV — GENERAL ANNEXES

Questionnaire (All countries)

GENERAL QUESTIONS (ALL RESPONDENTS)

1. How old are you?
15-19

20-24

25-29

30-34

35-39

40+

2. What is your gender?
Female

Male

Non-binary

| prefer not to specify

3. What country do you live in?
Belgium

Romania

Netherlands

Greece

Bulgaria

Portugal

4. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group?
Ethnic or racial minority

LGBTQIA+

Migrant or refugee background

| do not consider myself part of a minority or vulnerable group

| prefer not to specify

Other (please specify)

5. What is your current role?

Young person (15-30 years old)

Civil society representative

Youth worker (teacher, social worker, psychologist, etc.)

6. How familiar are you with the concepts of hate speech and hate-motivated

actions?

1 — Not familiar at all
2

3
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4
5 — Very familiar

UNITY

7. In the last 12 months, have you seen offensive or hateful content on the internet?

Yes
Not sure
No

8. If yes, how often does this happen?
Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Rarely

Never

9. Do you think hate speech and hate-motivated actions are on the rise in your
country?

Yes

I’m not sure

No

10. Where do you most often see or hear hate speech?
Social media

School

Work

Public places

All of the above

Other (please specify)

11. How do you usually react when you encounter hate speech?
(Open-ended)

12. Do you think there are enough laws or policies in your country to ensure
protection against hate speech and hate-motivated actions?
Yes

Not sure

No

13. Do you feel safe reporting hate speech or hate-motivated actions in your
community?

1 — Not safe at all

2

3

4

5 — Very safe

14. Who do you think should play the leading role in combating hate speech?
The state
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Civil society organisations
Schools

Family

Mass media

People in general

Other (please specify)

15. Do you think education can help prevent hate speech, hatred and intolerance?
Yes

Not sure

No

16. What do you think are the main causes of hate speech?
(Open-ended)

17. Which social groups do you consider to be most often targeted by hate speech in
your country?

Refugees

Migrants

LGBTQIA+ community

Roma community or other ethnic minorities

Other (please specify)

18. Have you or someone you know ever been the victim of hate speech or a hate-
motivated action?

Yes

No

| prefer not to say

19. If yes, did you report it? Why or why not?
(Open-ended)

20. What do you think could help reduce hate speech in your community?
(Open-ended)

21. Would you be interested in participating in future UNITY activities (e.g.,
workshops, training courses, discussion groups)?

Yes

No

Maybe

22. If yes, please write your name and email address here.
(Open-ended, optional)

SECTION A — CIVIL SOCIETY REPRESENTATIVES
23. Name of the organisation

24. Country and region of activity
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25. Your position within the organisation

26. Type of organisation

Human rights NGO

Youth organisation

LGBTQIA+ rights group

Support for migrants/refugees
Roma / ethnic minority organisation
Research / academic organisation
Other (please specify)

27. Size of organisation
1-5 people

6—20 people

21-50 people

50+ people

28. Does your organisation work directly with young people (15-29)7?
Yes
No

29. In your experience, how common are hate speech or hate-motivated actions in
your country?

Rare

Occasional

Frequent

Very frequent

30. Which groups are most frequently targeted? (multiple choice)
Roma / ethnic minorities

Migrants / refugees

LGBTQIA+ people

Women and girls

Religious minorities

Civil society organisations / activists

Other (please specify)

31. Have you noticed an increase in hate speech among young people in the last 3
years?

Yes, significant increase

Slight increase

No change

Decrease

| don’t know

32. Which platforms or spaces are most problematic? (multiple choice)
Facebook
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Instagram

TikTok

YouTube

Gaming platforms

Messaging apps (WhatsApp, Telegram, etc.)
Other

33. How adequate is the current national legislation?
Very adequate

Somewhat adequate

Inadequate

Don’t know

34. How effectively are these laws enforced?
Very effectively

Somewhat effectively

Poorly

Not enforced at all

Don’t know

35. Does your organisation deal with hate speech or hate-motivated actions?
Yes
No

36. What challenges does your organisation face?
(Open-ended)

37. Do you collaborate with public institutions?
Yes

Sometimes

No

38. Have you collaborated with law enforcement or judiciary?
Yes, regularly

Yes, occasionally

No

39. Are you aware of any civil society coalition addressing hate speech nationally?
Yes
No

40. If yes, please describe.

41. Does your organisation provide or refer victims to assistance? (multiple choice)
Legal assistance

Psychological support

Digital security assistance
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Advocacy / complaint filing
Other

42. What resources would help your organisation respond more effectively?
43. What are the main obstacles victims face when seeking help?

44. Main organisational needs (select up to 3)
Training on hate speech / hate crime legislation
Digital security

Funding for victim support

Cooperation with authorities

Gender mainstreaming / intersectionality
Awareness campaigns

Other

45. Are NGOs themselves targeted by hate speech or disinformation?
Yes
No

46. If yes, please give an example (no names).

47. Are there effective awareness campaigns in your country?
Yes, general population

Yes, focused on young people

A few, limited

None known

48. Have you participated in awareness campaigns?
Yes
No

49. If yes, please describe.

50. How do you assess NGOs’ role in supporting victims?
1 — Not supportive

2

3

4

5 — Very supportive

51. What prevention initiatives are most effective for young people?
52. What should be policymakers’ priority?

53. Other comments

SECTION B — YOUNG PEOPLE (15-30)

54. Current occupation
Student
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Employee
Unemployed
Other

56. Platforms used regularly (multiple choice)
Instagram

TikTok

YouTube

Discord

Snapchat

Facebook

Gaming platforms

Streaming platforms

Other

57. Time spent online daily
Less than 1 hour

1-3 hours

3-5 hours

More than 5 hours

58. Have you seen hate speech directed at people your age online?
Yes

Not sure

No

59. Where do you see hate speech online?
Public comments

Private messages / group chats

Gaming chats

Memes or videos

Other

60. Have you been targeted by hate speech online?
Yes
No

61. Reason targeted
Ethnic or racial origin
Gender

Sexual orientation
Other

62. What did you do? (multiple choice)
Ignored

Blocked person

Stopped using platform
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Reported

Talked to family/friends
Responded directly
Other

63. How much did it affect you emotionally?
1 - Not at all

2

3

4

5 — Very much

64. How do you usually feel?
Angry

Upset

Scared

Motivated to take action
Indifferent

Other

65. Does your school/university provide enough support?
Yes

Not sure

No

66. When you see hate speech online, how often do you...
Report it (1-5)

Support the person (1-5)

Tell the author to stop (1-5)

Ignore it (1-5)

Join in comments (1-5)

67. If someone posts a hateful meme, what would you do?
Ignore

Tell them it's not okay

Report it

Share it

Other

68. Agreement scale (1-5):

“It's okay to post jokes about certain groups.”
“My friends think it's okay.”

“Teachers take hate speech seriously.”
“People should be free to say whatever online.”

“People from different backgrounds make our country better.”
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69. Would you report hate speech?
Yes, always

Sometimes

Only if very serious

Never

70. Satisfaction with response received
Very satisfied

Somewhat satisfied

Not satisfied

Never reported

71. Do you know where to get help?
Yes
No

72. Where would you go? (multiple choice)
Helpline

School/teacher

Police

NGO

Friends/family

Other

73. What would a good campaign look like?
74. What would make online spaces more respectful?
75. Message to adults/policymakers

76. Would you join youth-led anti-hate activities?
Yes

Maybe

No

77. What could schools or communities do?
SECTION C — PROFESSIONALS

78. Field of work
Education
Legal

Social services
Mass media
Politics

Other

79. Position
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80. Years of experience
0-3

4-10

11-20

20+

81. Do you work with youth (15-30)?
Yes
No

82. Type of institution
School

NGO / youth centre
Local government
Social services
Other

83. Have you witnessed hate incidents among youth in the last year?
Yes
No

84. Where did incidents occur?
Online

School

Public spaces

Work

Other

85. Targeted groups
Roma / minorities
Migrants / refugees
LGBTQIA+ youth
Other

86. How often do you encounter such cases?
Often

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

89. How do incidents affect learning/social environments?

90. Do you have tools to combat hate speech?
Yes

Partially

No
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91. Are there institutional policies?
Yes, clear

Some, unclear

None

Don’t know

92. Have you received training?
Yes, comprehensive

Yes, limited

No

93. Measures taken (multiple choice)
Talk to involved parties

Report to management
Counselling/mediation

Report to authorities

No action

Other

94. Are gender and intersectionality considered?
Always

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

95. Main obstacles faced

96. Needed training/resources (up to 3)
Guides/manuals

Case studies

Training workshops

Awareness materials

Referral services

Cooperation with police/NGOs

Other

97. What would improve institutional effectiveness?

98. Familiarity with national legislation
Well informed

Somewhat

Not really

Not at all

99. Are current policies effective?
Yes

Partially

No
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100. Do young people understand consequences of hate speech?
Yes

Partially

No

101. Main causes of hate speech among youth
102. Role of professionals in prevention

103. Message to policymakers
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Belgium

Questionnaires in Belgium

This annex provides a consolidated summary of the questionnaires conducted with
young people as part of the UNITY project’s research activities in Belgium. The
questionnaires were designed to capture young people’s experiences, perceptions,
and responses related to online hate speech and hate crimes, with particular attention
to vulnerable groups such as refugees and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic
minorities. The findings complement desk research and focus group discussions by
offering broader insight into patterns, attitudes, and self-reported behaviours.

Profile of Respondents

The questionnaire targeted young people aged approximately 15 to 30, reflecting a
broad youth demographic that includes secondary school students, higher education
students, and young adults in early professional life. Respondents represented diverse
backgrounds in terms of gender identity, sexual orientation, migration history, and
ethnic background. This diversity allowed for the collection of perspectives from both
young people who identify with groups frequently targeted by online hate and those
who primarily encounter hate speech as witnesses.

Most respondents reported daily internet use, with smartphones identified as the
primary access device. Social media platforms were described as an integral part of
respondents’ everyday lives, used for communication, entertainment, information, and
social participation. The high level of digital engagement among respondents
underscores the relevance of examining online hate speech as a significant factor
shaping youth wellbeing and participation.

Exposure to Online Hate Speech

A central finding of the questionnaires is the high prevalence of exposure to online
hate speech among young people. A majority of respondents indicated that they
encounter hateful or discriminatory content online either frequently or occasionally.
Exposure occurred both in the form of direct targeting and indirect exposure, such as
witnessing hate speech directed at other individuals or groups.

Respondents from migrant backgrounds, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ communities
were more likely to report direct experiences of being targeted, while others more
commonly described witnessing hate speech affecting groups they identify with or
support. Many respondents emphasised that even when hate speech was not
personally directed at them, repeated exposure had a negative emotional impact and
contributed to a general sense of insecurity online.

Hate speech was most commonly encountered on mainstream social media platforms,
particularly in public comment sections, videos, and posts with high visibility. Some
respondents also mentioned group chats, gaming environments, and messaging apps
as spaces where harmful language circulates, often normalised as jokes or humour.
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Forms and Targets of Hate Speech

The questionnaire responses indicate that racism, xenophobia, homophobia,
transphobia, and sexism are the most commonly perceived forms of online hate
speech. Respondents frequently described hate speech related to migration, ethnicity,
religion, and sexual orientation or gender identity. Several noted that hate speech is
often expressed in subtle or indirect ways, including stereotypes, coded language, or
memes, which makes it harder to recognise, challenge, or report.

Respondents highlighted that hateful content often escalates during periods of
heightened political or social debate, particularly around migration, security, or identity-
related issues. This reinforces the perception that online hate speech is closely
connected to broader societal narratives and not limited to individual behaviour.

Emotional and Psychological Impact

The questionnaires reveal a clear emotional impact associated with exposure to online
hate speech. Commonly reported feelings included stress, anger, sadness, frustration,
and anxiety. Some respondents described feeling emotionally drained or
overwhelmed after encountering hateful content, especially when exposure was
frequent or repetitive.

For respondents who experienced direct targeting, the impact was often described as
more intense, affecting self-esteem, confidence, and sense of belonging. Several
respondents noted that online hate speech made them more cautious about
expressing opinions or sharing personal information online, particularly when related
to identity.

Even respondents who were not direct targets reported emotional consequences,
including discomfort, fear, and concern for friends or communities affected by hate
speech. This highlights the broader social impact of online hate beyond individual
victimisation.

Coping Strategies and Responses

When asked how they respond to online hate speech, most respondents reported
relying on individual coping strategies rather than formal mechanisms. Ignoring or
scrolling past hateful content was the most frequently mentioned response, often
described as a way to protect emotional wellbeing. Blocking or muting users was also
commonly used, particularly in cases of repeated harassment or direct messages.

Reporting hate speech to platforms was less common. While many respondents were
aware that reporting tools exist, they expressed low confidence in their effectiveness.
Those who had reported content often described the process as unclear, slow, or
emotionally taxing, with limited feedback or visible outcomes. As a result, reporting
was perceived as unlikely to lead to meaningful change.

Seeking support from friends or peers emerged as an important coping mechanism.
Respondents described informal conversations with friends as a way to process
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emotions, validate experiences, and decide how seriously to take certain incidents. In
contrast, seeking help from teachers, parents, or institutions was less frequently
reported, often due to fear of not being taken seriously or concerns about escalation.

Trust in Platforms and Institutions

A recurring theme in the questionnaire responses is low trust in social media platforms
to effectively address online hate speech. Respondents expressed frustration with
inconsistent moderation, lack of transparency, and the persistence of harmful content
despite reporting. This contributed to a sense that responsibility for dealing with online
hate rests largely on individuals rather than on platforms or institutions.

Trust in institutions such as schools, authorities, or support services was mixed. Some
respondents acknowledged positive experiences with supportive teachers or youth
workers, but many felt that adults underestimate the impact of online hate or lack
understanding of digital environments. This perception discouraged reporting and
reinforced reliance on self-managed coping strategies.

Awareness of Support Services and Needs

Awareness of formal support services for victims of online hate speech was generally
limited. Many respondents indicated that they would not know where to turn for
psychological, legal, or professional support if online hate escalated. Even when
services were known, concerns about accessibility, confidentiality, and stigma acted
as barriers.

When asked about needs and suggestions, respondents emphasised the importance
of:

e Being taken seriously by adults and institutions

o Clearer and more effective reporting mechanisms on platforms

« Education focused on empathy, digital ethics, and real-life consequences
e Peer-led and youth-designed prevention initiatives

e Accessible and visible support services

Concluding Observations from the Questionnaires

The questionnaire findings paint a consistent picture of online hate speech as a
common, emotionally impactful, and often normalised experience in young people’s
digital lives. While young people demonstrate resilience and develop personal coping
strategies, these strategies frequently involve avoidance rather than resolution. The
data highlights significant gaps in trust, prevention, and support, reinforcing the need
for coordinated, youth-centred responses.

This summary provides an essential quantitative and experiential backdrop to the
gualitative insights presented in the focus groups and informs the conclusions and
recommendations of the country study.
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Focus Groups in Belgium

This annex summarises the findings from two complementary focus group activities
conducted in Belgium within the framework of the UNITY project: one with young
people aged 15-30, and one with professionals and civil society representatives
working on youth, education, social support, and equality. Together, these focus
groups provide in-depth qualitative insight into lived experiences of online hate
speech, institutional responses, and perceived gaps in prevention and support. The
combined perspectives allow for a nuanced understanding of both the personal impact
of online hate and the systemic challenges in addressing it.

Youth Focus Groups: Lived Experiences and Perceptions

The youth focus group brought together participants with diverse backgrounds in terms
of age, gender identity, sexual orientation, and migration history. This diversity enabled
discussion of both direct victimisation and indirect exposure to online hate speech.
From the outset, participants described the internet as an ambivalent space, offering
connection, entertainment, and expression while simultaneously being unpredictable
and emotionally demanding.

A central theme was the normalisation of online hate speech. Participants widely
agreed that hateful comments, stereotypes, and discriminatory language are a regular
part of their online experience. Young people from migrant backgrounds described
encountering racist and xenophobic comments in public comment sections, often
framed as opinions or jokes. LGBTQ participants emphasised the emotional toll of
witnessing homophobic or transphobic content, even when not personally targeted.
These experiences created a persistent sense of vulnerability and caution in online
self-expression.

Participants highlighted that hate speech is often subtle and indirect, embedded in
humour, memes, or coded language. This ambiguity made it difficult to challenge or
report content and contributed to uncertainty about what qualifies as unacceptable
behaviour. Younger participants in particular noted that within peer cultures, hateful
language can circulate without being questioned, reinforcing normalisation.

In terms of platforms, participants consistently identified mainstream social media
platforms—especially Instagram and TikTok—as the spaces where hate speech is
most visible. Gaming environments and group chats were also mentioned as contexts
where offensive language is frequent and rarely moderated. Public online spaces were
perceived as more aggressive, while private spaces were described as places where
harmful language is more easily normalised due to perceived safety and lack of
oversight.

Emotional impact emerged as a strong theme. Participants reported feelings of stress,
anger, sadness, fear, and emotional exhaustion. Repeated exposure, even to low-
level hostility, was described as particularly harmful. Many participants reported
withdrawing from online discussions, limiting posting, or avoiding certain platforms as
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self-protection strategies. These responses often reduced opportunities for
participation and connection, reinforcing feelings of exclusion.

When discussing coping strategies, participants described relying primarily on
ignoring, blocking, and peer support. Reporting hate speech to platforms was widely
viewed as ineffective, with participants expressing frustration about lack of feedback
and visible consequences. Trust in platforms was low, and many felt that responsibility
for managing harm is placed unfairly on users.

Perceptions of adults and institutions were mixed but often sceptical. While
participants acknowledged good intentions, they felt that teachers, parents, and
institutions underestimate the impact of online hate speech or lack understanding of
digital dynamics. Schools were seen as having potential to play a stronger role,
particularly through consistent education and clear responses. Social media
companies were viewed as distant and unaccountable, reinforcing disengagement.

Despite these challenges, participants expressed cautious optimism. They highlighted
the importance of peer solidarity, youth-led initiatives, and influencers who challenge
hate speech authentically. Young people emphasised that they want to be part of the
solution but need meaningful support and shared responsibility.

Professional and Civil Society Focus Groups: Systemic Perspectives

The focus group with professionals and civil society representatives included
participants from education, youth work, social services, legal support, and NGO
advocacy. These patrticipants confirmed that online hate speech is a frequent and
growing issue in their work with young people, particularly affecting migrants, ethnic
minorities, and LGBTQ youth.

Professionals described online hate speech as underreported and normalised, with
many young people seeking informal support rather than institutional help. They
observed that repeated low-level incidents often go unnoticed but have cumulative
effects on wellbeing, confidence, and patrticipation. Emotional withdrawal, anxiety, and
disengagement were identified as common indicators of harm.

Participants highlighted peer dynamics as a major driver of online hate, noting that
young people often engage in harmful behaviour to gain acceptance or visibility rather
than due to ideological conviction. They also emphasised the influence of broader
societal and political narratives, which young people absorb and reproduce online.
Platform design, anonymity, and algorithmic amplification were identified as factors
that lower barriers to hateful expression.

From an institutional perspective, professionals identified several structural
challenges. Legal frameworks exist, but clarity about what is actionable online is
limited, even among professionals. Schools often lack clear procedures for responding
to online incidents, especially when they occur outside school hours. Training on digital
hate speech was described as inconsistent and insufficiently embedded.
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Civil society actors emphasised their role as intermediaries, providing trusted support
and guidance where institutions fall short. However, they also highlighted issues of
sustainability, underfunding, and burnout. Cooperation between institutions was
described as ad hoc and dependent on personal networks rather than systematic
structures.

Participants were particularly critical of engagement with social media platforms,
describing moderation as slow, opaque, and poorly adapted to local contexts. They
stressed the need for clearer guidelines, better training, and stronger accountability
mechanisms.

Shared Themes and Cross-Cutting Insights

Across both focus groups, several shared themes emerged. Online hate speech is
widely perceived as persistent, emotionally damaging, and insufficiently addressed.
Both young people and professionals identified underreporting, lack of trust, and
limited institutional capacity as key barriers. There was strong consensus that
prevention should be embedded in everyday education and youth work rather than
relying on reactive or punitive approaches.

Both groups emphasised the importance of youth participation, peer support, and safe
spaces for dialogue. While young people highlighted lived experience and emotional
impact, professionals underscored structural and systemic constraints. Together,
these perspectives reveal a gap between policy frameworks and lived realities,
underscoring the need for coordinated, youth-centred, and sustainable responses.

Concluding Reflections

The focus groups provide a rich qualitative foundation for understanding online hate
speech affecting young people in Belgium. They reveal not only the depth of harm
experienced but also the resilience and agency of young people when supported
appropriately. At the same time, they expose institutional fragmentation and unmet
needs that limit effective prevention and response.

These insights reinforce the conclusions and recommendations of the country study
and highlight the importance of combining youth voices with professional expertise to
develop meaningful, inclusive, and effective strategies against online hate speech and
hate crimes.

Bulgaria

Questionnaires in Bulgaria

All partners were provided with standardized, online questionnaires in English, with
the option of using questionnaires translated into the local language if necessary,
which we did by uploading them online as well. The target groups included
representatives of civil society, professionals such as psychologists, teachers, social
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workers, lawyers, politicians, and young people (aged 15-30). A minimum of 20
completed questionnaires per country was required, and the questionnaires were
anonymous.

The general conclusion is that practically everyone has witnessed hate speech. The
most common responses are "daily" and "once a week," with only four responses

GENDER: NUMBER:
Women 11

Men 12
prefers not to say 2

being "once a month." This is in line with our preliminary expectations and perceptions
of the frequency of the phenomenon. Social media is also cited by all as the main
arena for hate speech, supported, incidentally, by disinformation and fake news. For
80% of respondents, the main targets are refugees and migrants, for 68% it is Roma
or other ethnic minorities, for 60% it is the LGBTQ+ community, etc. More than half do
not react when encountering hate speech, and 72% have either been the target of
such attacks themselves or have had loved ones who have been. The obvious and
indisputable conclusion is that the flow of insults and hatred is a constant
phenomenon, and clashes with it are an everyday occurrence for young people in
Bulgaria.

RESULTS:

We conducted 25 surveys in Bulgaria, two of which were completed in Bulgarian.
Although the small number does not provide sufficient representation, here is the
demographic structure of the respondents:

TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS BY GENDER:

TABLE 2. DISTRIBUTION BY AGE:

AGE NUMBER:

Up to 19

20 -24

25-29

35-39

2
2
7
30-35 4
5
5

Over 40
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FIG.1. DISTRIBUTION BY AGE:

mUptol9
W 20-24
25-29
W 30-35
W 35-39
Over 40

TABLE 3. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:

ONPry

THE CURRENT ROLE PART IN %:
YOUTH 44
PROFESSIONAL 36

CIVIL SOCIETY REPRESENTATIVE | 20

FIG. 2. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:

TABLE 4. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:

THE CURRENT ROLE BULGARIA - SHARE IN %:
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UNITY

YOUTH

44

PROFESSIONAL

36

CIVIL
REPRESENTATIVE

SOCIETY

CIVIL SOCIETY REPRESENTATIVE

TABLE 5. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group

MINORITY GROUP: NUMBER:
Ethnic/racial minority 2
LGBTIQ+ 2
Migrants/refugees 5
Other/No/Prefer not to say 16

TABLE 6. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group

Vulnerable group:

BULGARIA - %:

Ethnic or racial minority 8
LGBTQIA+ 8
Migrant or refugee background 20

FIG.3. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group?

®m Ethnic or racial minority

» LGBTQIA+

= Other / No / Prefers not to say

Migrant or refugee background

TABLE 7. How familiar are you with the concepts of “hate speech” and “hate

crime”? (Scale 1-5)

236




Co-funded by

the European Union UNTY

HOW FAMILIAR ARE YOU WITH ...: BULGARIA - %:
LEVEL 1 4

LEVEL 2 4

LEVEL 3 32

LEVEL 4 32

LEVEL 5 28

FIG.4. How familiar are you with the terms “hate speech” and “hate crime”?
(Scale 1-5)

TABLE 9. Where is hate speech most prevalent?

AREAS OF MANIFESTATION: NUMBER:
SOCIAL MEDIA 24
PUBLIC PLACES 9

TV AND OTHER MEDIA 7
SCHOOL 3
PRIVATE PLACES AND MEETINGS 3

FIG. 5. WHERE HATE SPEECH IS MOST MANIFESTED
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SOCIAL MEDIA PUBLIC PLACES TYAND ~ SCHOOL  PRIVATE PLACES
5 = OTHER MEDIA AND MEETINGS

FIG.6. Which groups in society do you think are most often the target of hate
speech in your country?

Political opponents

Women

Refugees/Migrants, Roma, LGBTQ+ Community
Refugees/Migrants, Roma

Refugees/Migrants, LGBTQ+ Community
Refugees/Migrants

LGBTQ+ Community, Roma

01 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

TABLE 10. MAIN GROUPS OBJECT OF HATE:

GROUPS: NUMBER:
LGBTQ+ community, Roma 2
Refugees/Migrants 1

Refugees/Migrants, LGBTQ+ community | 3

Refugees/Migrants, Roma 6

Refugees/Migrants, Roma, LGBTQ+ |10

community
Women 1
Political opponents 2
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TABLE 11. Have you or someone you know ever been a victim of hate speech

or hate crime?

HAVE YOU EVER BEEN A VICTIM:

BULGARIA - %:

YES 72
PREFER NOT TO SAY 8
NO 20

TABLE 12. Have you ever shared or liked something that could be seen as

insulting or hateful? (YOUNG PEOPLE ONLY)

ANSWERS: BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
NEVER 50 46
ONCE 40 18
SOMETIMES 10 33
OFTEN - 3

TABLE 13. Do you think young people understand the consequences of online

hate speech? (YOUNG PEOPLE ONLY)

ANSWERS: BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
YES 11 11
PARTIALLY 55 41
NO 34 48

TABLE 14. Do you think current policies are effective in tackling hate speech

and hate crimes? (PROFESSIONALS ONLY)

ANSWERS: BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
YES 11 15
PARTIALLY 44 44
NO 44 41
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TABLE 15. Who do you think should play the main role in addressing hate
speech?
WHO DO YOU THINK SHOULD PLAY | BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
THE MAIN ROLE?
GOVERNMENT 32 27
FAMILY 20 14
SCHOOLS 8 11
CIVIL SOCIETY 24 25
MEDIA 8 9
ALL 16 8

FIG.7. Who do you think should play the main role in addressing hate speech?
(Bulgaria: All countries)

H BULGARIA -
%:

TABLE 16. ARE THERE ENOUGH LAWS OR POLICIES?

RESPONSES: NUMBER:
YES 5

NOT SURE 14

NO 6

TABLE 17. Would you be interested in taking part in future UNITY activities?

INTERESTED: BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
YES 40 37
MAYBE 40 50
NO 20 13

240



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

FIG.8. Would you be interested in taking part in future UNITY activities?

B BULGARIA - %:

WALL-%:

YES NOT SURE NO

Focus Groups in Bulgaria
Focus Group Youth

PRESENTATION OF THE FOCUS GROUP

PARTICIPANTS AND TOPIC: UKRAINIAN REFUGEES, YOUTH AGE
LOCATION: BURGAS, BULGARIA

SESSION: IN PERSON

PARTICIPANTS:10 YOUNG WOMEN (plus 5 additional participants)

PURPOSE: - In accordance with the project's objectives and priorities. More
specifically, the objective was to explore the participants' experiences with online hate
speech, including which platforms are most problematic, what are the main forms of
this speech, what are the emotional and social consequences, is there any
counteraction, and what could be effective countermeasures.

MAIN TOPICS: 1. Types and spread of online hate speech 2. Causes and motives 3.
Impact on the victims of the attacks. 4. Possible responses

-institutional, civic, individual. 5. Good practices; suggestions.

SETTING: - The safe and inclusive environment of the KOMPAS Refugee Center in
Burgas.

The necessary confidentiality was ensured, as participants were guaranteed that the
discussions were anonymous and would be used for research purposes only.

Recording: In addition to notes, an audio recording of the meeting was made.
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Representativeness: The participants were young women and girls with different
educational, professional, and family backgrounds and varying lengths of residence in
Bulgaria.

We adhere to the definition of hate speech, which includes: "The use of one or more
forms of expression—namely, preaching, encouraging, or inciting humiliation,
hatred, or vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment,
insult, negative stereotyping, stigmatization, or threats against such a person or
persons, and any justification of all these forms of expression based on an
incomplete list of personal characteristics or statuses, including "race," skin color,
language, religion or belief, nationality or national or ethnic origin, as well as
descent, age, disability, sex, gender, gender identity, and sexual orientation."

Key findings
Forms and spread of online hate speech

Virtually all participants in the discussion have witnessed hate speech, mainly directed
at refugees, but some also note misogynistic manifestations, either intertwined with
ethnic characteristics or unrelated to them. The main platforms for spreading hate
speech against Ukrainian refugees (and most often Ukrainian women) are, of course,
social media. There is no consensus on where it is most prevalent, but TikTok,
Twitter/X, and Instagram are mentioned, with Facebook and YouTube being the most
prominent. Most often, the offensive attacks were directed at Ukrainian refugees
(Ukrainian women) in general and relatively rarely at a specific participant in our focus
group. This does not make the aggression any less personal.

The forms used vary—from direct insults to milder or cruder "jokes," including
caricatures, to more subtle forms that are more difficult to respond to. A particular trend
is fake news and disinformation on the "Ukrainian issue,” which is especially prevalent
on some "patriotic" websites and Facebook pages and is particularly difficult to
counter. Not only because it sometimes takes time and effort to counter with strong
arguments, but also because the other side has no intention of taking them seriously—
it prefers crude mockery, ignoring evidence, and evading the topic, if not outright
attacking you. And this misinformation forms the basis of the supposedly "convincing"
anti-Ukrainian narratives.

At the same time, it was emphasized that offline forms of hate speech, aggressive
behavior, and attempts at discrimination should not be overlooked—for example, in
schools, where many Ukrainian children are currently enrolled, from first grade through
high school.

Particularly characteristic in the case of Ukrainian refugees is gender-based
misinformation, which is a form of misogynistic violence against women, with false or
misleading narratives based on gender. It is noted that young women and girls are
particularly affected by sexist hate speech, sexual harassment, and gender-based
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insults. They are widely portrayed as frivolous, unreliable, flirtatious, emotional, and

their role is limited to beautiful temptresses who are highly sexualised.

This instills suspicion, mistrust, hostility, and repulsive behavior, instead of
encouraging solidarity and support for people in dire straits, such as refugees from
war.

The mass media, which is used by those who dislike Ukrainian women, portrays them
as "gold diggers," superficial, promiscuous women who are hostile toward Bulgarians
and express pro-Russian and anti-European views.

In the case of Ukrainian refugees, it is particularly characteristic and very important
that the targeted propaganda war waged by the Russian propaganda machine through
hundreds of websites, agents, and trolls plays a significant role in fueling hatred. This
pro- Kremlin propaganda has long held a strong position in the Bulgarian public
sphere. (For example: "Nearly 1.5 billion was stolen from our pension and health
funds. In three months.")

However, at least half of the participants also note quite a few cases of hate speech
in direct, offline contacts, which are even more worrying (unfortunately, these are
generally outside the scope of our study).

The most frequently mentioned reasons among female participants under the age of
30 are as follows:

"A sense of impunity.”

"Misinformation."”

"Culture of impunity and anonymity"

"Political propaganda and manipulation™

"Desire to humiliate, dominate, and take control of someone”
"Lack of education on tolerance"

Fantasy fears and misinformation”

"Propaganda that feeds on ignorance"

"Lack of digital literacy and critical thinking."

"Uninformed."

"Social, cultural, or economic marginalization: "For hate speech to be registered as a
natural, acceptable, and possible way of thinking/speaking, it probably means that this
is the norm in the community with which he identifies. So perhaps if there is a way to
signal to these people that this way of thinking/speaking is no longer acceptable, it will
not contribute to their inclusive status in the group.”

Impact on victims
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The impact on victims is undeniable, although it varies greatly from person to person.
Increased stress and anxiety when using certain forms of the Internet have been
noted; feelings of insecurity or anxiety in online discussions; excessive caution when
contacting new people; social isolation; A desire to conceal national identity in some
cases; If the environment is hostile, difficulties in concentrating, reduced motivation,
and lower results are reported. In isolated cases, the child has even had to transfer to
another school.

Some data on difficult access to emergency medical care and the use of formal
reasons for dismissing patients are worrying. Difficulties in renting apartments are not
uncommon—nhigher prices, unequal terms in contracts, etc. Landlords influenced by
misinformation and hate speech exhibit discriminatory behavior.

Reactions

There are almost no cases of affected parties responding. The main reason is mistrust
that, for example, social media will take action even in obvious cases of community
rule violations. As far as they know from their relatives who have reported
unacceptable content, the platforms have not responded by removing harmful content
or removing the perpetrators.

Can schools and the education system in general do more to support awareness and
prevention? In principle, they can, but there is not much optimism in this regard.

More hope is being placed on European regulations that are coming into force and
could force social media companies to protect young people from hate speech.

Some typical comments

"A Bulgarian boy, the same age as my 12-year-old daughter, told her that all
Ukrainians should die. She was very scared and wants to go back to Ukraine. She
said she is less afraid of the rockets there."

"For example, there was a boy and a girl, brother and sister, studying there. Everything
was fine with the girl, wonderful, everyone supported her. The boy was younger, and
the children turned against him, using bad words and saying things like, "Your mother
is such and such..."

"...They say that people here get very low salaries, and you are fed, you get this money
for nothing. Well, again, where do people get this information?"

"... What refugees? Refugees are, well, people don't understand that we didn't flee
from poverty, but simply from war. They say, "You arrived in such nice cars, and you're
refugees?" That's very stupid.”

"They don't have photos. It's just not human. In most cases."

"There's no time. You can't respond to rude messages on the internet.”
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"We don't waste time going to write to someone there, please. In general, in our
nationality, there is no such thing as complaining, writing, writing, writing. We don't
have that. We somehow resolve issues among ourselves."

"Sometimes you encounter people who write: 'You are foreigners, go back to
Ukraine..."

"They are not very aggressive people, and practically all of them, I think, are under the
influence of Russian propaganda and disinformation."

Conclusion

The conclusions are, first and foremost, that young Ukrainian women from Burgas and
the region have encountered both positive and hostile reactions online. These hostile
reactions are mainly caused by two reasons: the lack of adequate information and the
rather effective anti-Ukrainian propaganda of the Kremlin. The emotional negative
impact on the victims is undeniable and sometimes influences their social behavior.

Certain hopes are pinned on European regulations that are coming into force and may
force social media companies to protect young people more effectively.

Ultimately, there is ample scope for action and interaction by Bulgarian civil society
organizations on this issue.

Focus Group Professionals
PRESENTATION OF THE FOCUS GROUP

PARTICIPANTS AND TOPIC: PROFESSIONALS (According to the project:
Educators, psychologists, sociologists; Social workers and youth workers;
Representatives of NGOs in the field of inclusion, digital literacy, or human rights; Law
enforcement specialists; Media specialists)

LOCATION: PLOVDIV, BULGARIA
SESSION: - IN-PERSON (plus 1 participant online)

PARTICIPANTS: 7 professionals live from Plovdiv and the Plovdiv region, including:
a Ukrainian psychologist conducting psychotherapy with Ukrainian refugees; a lawyer
working on human rights issues; a media expert; a sociologist with experience in
refugee research; an NGO representative with experience in human rights; an NGO
representative who is a Ukrainian refugee; a TV journalist (including one psychologist
online).

GOAL.: In line with the project's goals and objectives. More specifically, the goal was
to understand professional perspectives on trends, challenges, and institutional
responses by examining the participants' experiences, including whether there is real
opposition and what new effective countermeasures could be.
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MAIN TOPICS: 1. Types and spread of online hate speech

2. Reasons and motives 3. Impact on the targets of the attacks. 4. Possible responses
-institutional, civic, individual. 5. Good practices; proposals.
SETTING: The predisposing artistic environment of a Plovdiv gallery.

The necessary confidentiality was ensured, with participants being guaranteed that
the discussions were anonymous and would be used for research purposes only.

Recording: In addition to notes, an audio recording of the meeting was made.
Structure of the discussion:

1. Introduction: Brief introductions (name, role, experience with refugees).

2. Main questions:

o How prevalent are incidents of online hate speech or hate crimes among young
people in your professional context?

o Which forms of online hate (racist, sexist, xenophobic, homophobic, etc.) occur
most frequently?

o How do these incidents affect the well-being and participation of young people
in society?

o How effective are existing laws, policies, and reporting systems in dealing with
online hate speech?

o What role does education currently play in prevention and awareness-raising?
Where are the gaps?

o How do institutions (schools, NGOs, law enforcement agencies, politicians)
cooperate on these issues?

o What role could technology companies and platforms play in supporting your
efforts?

o Inyour opinion, how prepared are institutions (schools, NGOs, law enforcement
agencies) to deal with the digital dimension of hate speech compared to offline
cases?

We adhere to the definition of hate speech, which includes: "The use of one or more
forms of expression—namely, preaching, encouraging, or inciting humiliation,
hatred, or vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment,
insult, negative stereotyping, stigmatization, or threats against such a person or
persons, and any justification of all these forms of expression based on an
incomplete list of personal characteristics or statuses, including "race," skin color,
language, religion or belief, nationality or national or ethnic origin, as well as
descent, age, disability, sex, gender, gender identity, and sexual orientation."

Key findings.
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Forms and spread of online hate speech

The experts participating in our discussion have repeatedly observed hate speech
directed at refugees, and in particular at the group that is the subject of our study—
Ukrainian refugees. The spaces for spreading hate speech against Ukrainian refugees
(and most often Ukrainian women) are primarily social media, with comments on
TikTok being particularly toxic, comments on YouTube are noted as being much more
moderate, and Facebook remains the most popular network. Everyone has also
noticed the peculiar intersection of anti-American narratives with misogynistic
manifestations, which is most evident when analyzing hate speech against Ukrainian
refugees.

Hate speech against migrants is described as very visible. Openly aggressive forms
are the most visible, but no less dangerous are the forms of so-called "passive
aggression,” which are more difficult to qualify as aggression and people do not know
how to respond adequately to them.

The professionals focused mainly on a feature characteristic of the issue of Ukrainian
refugees, which is not found in the dissemination of aggressive messages and insults
towards ethnic minorities, such as the Roma, or even towards other migrant groups,
such as Syrians or Afghans. This is a kind of gender-based discrimination that takes
the form of false and misleading narratives based on gender. Numerous misogynistic
messages portray Ukrainian women as profit-seeking, cunning, flirtatious, using their
charm for ulterior motives—in short, beautiful, highly sexualized temptresses. At the
same time, they are portrayed as bad housewives and generally unreliable individuals.
The aim is to instill suspicion, hostility, and repulsive behavior in order to create a
hostile, unsympathetic atmosphere for Ukrainian refugees.

One of the reasons for the extreme intolerance and polarization of significant groups
in Bulgarian society is the phenomenon of the formation of narrow "tribal” cultures and
communities, of closing oneself off in one's own digital bubbles, which hinders the
exchange of opinions and fruitful discussions, limits the exposure of different points of
view, and has been found to reinforce extreme, even extremist attitudes.

According to the professionals in our focus group, there are no particular differences
in the behavior of different age groups. It is true that young people are described as
particularly sensitive and highly reactive. But this behavior, especially online, where
people are effectively anonymous, is also characteristic of many representatives of
older age groups.

The impact of online hate on its targets is undeniable, although it is difficult to measure
its level. Itis primarily a matter of increased stress, anxiety, and insecurity, sometimes
accompanied by low self-esteem and depression.

Unlike other forms of hate speech (towards ethnic minorities, LGBT+, people with
disabilities, etc.), here we have a targeted propaganda war waged by the Kremlin,
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which, through hundreds of websites, bots, and collaborators, manages to reach and
influence hundreds of thousands of Bulgarian citizens.

Among the main reasons for the widespread dissemination of hate speech, the
participating professionals point to disinformation, political propaganda and
manipulation, as well as poor digital literacy and underdeveloped critical thinking.

Educational consequences: reduced performance, absenteeism.

Information about discriminatory and hostile behavior towards Ukrainian children in
state schools shows that negative attitudes have spread even to the most vulnerable
members of society and, at the same time, are shared by large groups of the
population. THE RESULT IS: Bullying. Social isolation by peers. Discrimination by
teachers based on national identity.

Limited protection: Discrimination based on identity in the acceptance and
investigation of reports; unjustified checks.

Suggestions

e Fact-checking: Strict verification of information and refutation of false claims,
using both the power of independent fact-checking organizations and the
relevant departments of state media

e Hold perpetrators of online violence accountable

e Providing a platform for women and marginalized groups, including
Ukrainian women and representatives of organizations that support them,
through coordination with quality and socially responsible media

e Developing fact-checking and debunking tools and platforms to facilitate the
identification of gender-related disinformation narratives.

e Ensuring protection of the rights of women and girls who are subjected to
harassment and threats online, including seeking compensation

e Improving civic education in Bulgarian schools and including media literacy
in the formal education curriculum from primary to higher education, with a
focus on students and teachers.

In the field of law, the remarkable fact of Bulgaria's conviction in the case of llarova
and Others v. Bulgaria was highlighted. This was the first case of online hate speech
against Bulgaria, which revealed fundamental shortcomings in the investigation of
threats and hate speech on social media. The ECHR found that the Bulgarian
investigating authorities had "committed shortcomings that constitute a violation of the
state's obligations," and that the prosecution had dismissed the death threats and
interpreted them as "an expression of personal opinion."

Selected Quotes

"State hate started at the beginning. Because they were given more money than our
unemployed. However, the hate was that they received thousands. And for years they
lived in hotels, at the seaside, without paying... But no, it's purely Bulgaria's fault. State-
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sponsored hate, because the state doesn't refute it. There are 8,000 Ukrainians living
in Plovdiv, and the locals think the state is supporting them. But 95% of them have
found jobs."

"But does the people know that? And when they see a Ukrainian woman with a slightly
more expensive car, they say, 'I'm feeding him here, and | don't have money for that.
That's the basis of the hate. It's not about nationality.

"The misinformation spread about Ukrainian women portrays them in a negative light,
hypersexualizes them, and undermines their contribution to society. This fuels public
mistrust, even cynicism and hostility. The excesses of hate speech can potentially lead
to real-life violence against Ukrainian women.

"l thought | had heard everything about myself as a Ukrainian woman. Especially that
we come to steal the best Bulgarian men."

"There should be a system for blocking people who use hate speech.” (from the
survey).

"Only a system of counteraction at the national level can create public immunity
against disinformation: through media literacy, critical thinking, and more responsible
and quality journalism."”

Conclusion

Hate speech against Ukrainian refugees is widespread and dangerous. Among the
main reasons for the widespread use of hate speech, the participating professionals
point to disinformation, political propaganda and manipulation, as well as poor digital
literacy and underdeveloped critical thinking. In Bulgaria, civil society organizations
are doing more work than the state, which is not actively enforcing the legal framework
on the issue. NGOs provide monitoring, victim support, education, and advocacy,
despite limited project resources. The subject is complex, multi-layered, and requires
further in- depth research.

Greece

Questionnaires in Greece

The questionnaire administered within the UNITY project provides a quantitative and
perception-based overview of young people’s experiences with online hate speech
and hate crime in Greece. While the survey does not aim to produce nationally
representative statistics, it offers valuable insight into prevalence, perceptions,
behaviours, and unmet needs, complementing the qualitative findings from focus
groups.

Exposure to Online Hate Speech
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Survey responses indicate that exposure to hateful or offensive content online is
widespread among young people. A large majority of respondents reported having
encountered hate speech in online environments within the past year, with many
indicating that such exposure occurs frequently rather than occasionally. For several
respondents, encountering hateful comments, posts, or messages was described as
a regular part of online activity, contributing to a sense that online hostility has become
normalised.

Respondents reported encountering hate speech across multiple platforms,
particularly on social media and content-sharing platforms, as well as in comment
sections and group discussions. Exposure was not limited to direct targeting; many
respondents highlighted witnessing hate speech directed at others, which they
nonetheless experienced as distressing and unsettling.

Perceptions of Trends and Severity

A significant proportion of respondents expressed the perception that online hate
speech and hate crimes are increasing in Greece. Even among those who were
uncertain about national trends, there was a clear sense that hostile and polarised
discourse has become more visible and more socially accepted online in recent years.
This perception aligns with qualitative findings indicating that young people experience
online hate speech as more frequent and more embedded in everyday digital
interactions.

Respondents also demonstrated varying levels of familiarity with the concepts of hate
speech and hate crime. While many indicated a general understanding of these terms,
fewer expressed confidence in distinguishing between legally defined hate speech,
offensive expression, and hate crime. This uncertainty contributes to hesitation around
reporting and reinforces reliance on informal coping strategies.

Forms and Targets of Hate Speech

Survey responses suggest that racist and xenophobic hate speech is among the most
frequently encountered forms, particularly targeting migrants and refugees.
Homophobic and transphobic content was also commonly reported, especially by
respondents who identified as LGBTQ or who reported close connections to LGBTQ
communities. Sexist and misogynistic hate speech, often directed at girls and young
women, was described as widespread and frequently normalised.

Several respondents noted that hate speech often targets multiple aspects of identity
simultaneously, reflecting intersectional vulnerabilities. This reinforces the finding that
young people belonging to marginalised groups are disproportionately affected, both
as direct targets and as witnesses of hostility directed at their communities.

Responses and Coping Strategies

When asked how they respond to encountering hate speech online, most respondents
reported relying on individual and informal strategies. Common responses included
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ignoring the content, scrolling past it, blocking or muting users, or leaving online
discussions altogether. These strategies were often described as necessary for self-
protection, rather than as effective solutions.

Formal reporting—either to platform administrators or to authorities—was
comparatively rare. Many respondents indicated that they do not trust reporting
mechanisms to lead to meaningful outcomes. Reasons cited included lack of feedback
after reporting, perceptions that platforms do not act consistently, fear of escalation or
retaliation, and uncertainty about whether content qualifies as reportable hate speech.

Seeking support from friends emerged as a more common response than approaching
adults or institutions. This reflects a broader pattern of peer reliance and institutional
distance, particularly among respondents who felt that adults often minimise online
harm or lack understanding of digital environments.

Trust in Institutions and Perceived Protection

Responses revealed low to moderate levels of trust in institutional protection against
online hate speech and hate crime. Many respondents expressed uncertainty about
whether existing laws or policies are sufficient to protect victims, and fewer reported
feeling fully safe reporting incidents within their communities.

This lack of trust does not necessarily reflect a rejection of institutions, but rather
limited visibility of effective responses. Respondents frequently indicated that they are
unaware of what happens after a report is made or where to seek support beyond
platform tools and informal networks.

Expressed Needs and Expectations

Across the questionnaire, respondents expressed clear expectations for improvement.
These included the need for better education on hate speech and online safety, clearer
information about rights and reporting processes, and more visible consequences for
harmful online behaviour. Respondents also emphasised the importance of supportive
environments, where victims are believed and taken seriously.

Importantly, many respondents expressed interest in being involved in prevention
efforts, such as awareness campaigns, peer education, or youth-led initiatives. This
reinforces the broader finding that young people do not view themselves only as
victims of online hate speech, but as potential contributors to positive change.

Overall Synthesis

Overall, the questionnaire findings confirm that online hate speech is a common and
impactful experience for young people in Greece, characterised by frequent exposure,
limited reporting, and reliance on informal coping strategies. The data highlight
significant gaps in trust, knowledge, and support, while also revealing young people’s
willingness to engage constructively in prevention and response efforts. These
findings strongly support the report’'s emphasis on prevention, education, youth
participation, and trust-building as central pillars of effective action.
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Focus Groups in Greece
Summary of Youth Focus Group

A youth focus group was conducted with 6 young people aged 15-30 from diverse
backgrounds, including different genders, socio-economic situations, and personal
experiences with online hate speech. All participants were active users of digital and
social media platforms. The objective of the focus group was to capture young
people’s experiences of online hate speech, their coping strategies, and their ideas for
prevention and solutions.

Introduction and Icebreaker

During the introduction round, participants briefly shared their age and initial thoughts
about online safety. Most described mixed feelings about their online experiences,
combining opportunities for connection with concerns about hostility and lack of
protection.

In the icebreaker activity, participants compared the internet to places such as a “busy
street,” a “jungle,” or a “playground with few rules,” reflecting a shared perception of
online spaces as unpredictable and sometimes unsafe.

A. Context and Exposure

All participants reported that they had either withessed or personally experienced hate
speech online. For those directly affected, experiences included negative emotional
impact, feelings of anger, sadness, or withdrawal from online discussions. Even those
who had not been direct targets stated that witnessing hate speech created discomfort
and insecurity.

Participants most frequently encountered hate speech on social media platforms such
as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and in gaming environments. There was a strong
consensus that online hate speech has increased in recent years, which participants
linked to social polarisation, anonymity online, and the rapid spread of content.

Factors that made participants feel unsafe online included anonymous accounts, lack
of consequences for hateful behaviour, and slow or unclear responses from platforms.
Feeling safe was associated with supportive online communities, blocking tools, and
peer support.

B. Reactions and Coping Strategies

When encountering hate speech, most participants reported that they usually ignored
it or scrolled past it. Others preferred to talk with friends or family rather than report
incidents formally. Reporting was generally perceived as ineffective.
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The main barriers to reporting included lack of trust in reporting systems, fear of
becoming further targeted, uncertainty about how to report, and the belief that nothing
would change. Participants noted that emotional exhaustion also discourages action.

Some patrticipants shared examples of young people standing up against hate speech,
particularly when responses were collective rather than individual. These actions were
seen as effective when they involved solidarity, humour, or calm explanations rather
than confrontation.

Exposure to hate speech reduced participants’ trust in digital platforms and, for some,
in society more broadly, contributing to cynicism and disengagement.

C. Perceptions of Adults and Institutions

Participants generally felt that adults, including teachers and parents, do not fully
understand the realities of online hate speech experienced by young people. School
responses were often described as generic and disconnected from real online
situations.

Participants believed that education could play a stronger role by addressing real-life
examples, digital behaviour, and emotional impact rather than focusing only on
abstract rules. Views on social media companies were largely negative, with
participants feeling that platforms prioritise engagement over safety and do not act
quickly enough to remove harmful content.

D. Roles and Responsibilities

Young people saw themselves as having an important role in creating safer online
spaces, particularly through peer support, reporting harmful content when possible,
and promoting respectful behaviour. Influencers and role models were viewed as
especially powerful, as their actions and messages can normalise positive behaviour
and counter hate speech effectively.

Youth-led movements and initiatives were seen as more credible and relatable than
adult-led campaigns.

E. Solutions, Support, and Future Vision

When asked to design a campaign or tool to make the internet safer, participants
suggested youth-created initiatives using short videos, real stories, creative content,
and social media formats familiar to young people. Campaigns should avoid moralising
tones and instead focus on empathy, real consequences, and solidarity.

The most helpful forms of support for victims were identified as peer support, access
to someone trustworthy to talk to, psychological support, and clearer information about
rights and reporting options. Participants expressed a desire for simpler and more
transparent rules online, including faster action against hate speech.
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Key messages to decision-makers included the need to listen to young people, involve
them in designing solutions, invest in education and digital literacy, and hold social
media companies accountable.

Wrap-up and Overall Conclusions

In the wrap-up discussion, participants emphasised that online hate speech is a
common and growing problem that significantly affects young people’s wellbeing and
participation online. There was strong agreement on the importance of youth
involvement in prevention efforts, improved education, and more effective responses
from platforms and institutions.

The focus group highlighted the need for youth-centred, realistic, and participatory
approaches to counter online hate speech, aligning closely with the objectives of the
UNITY project.

Summary of Professionals’ Focus Group

A focus group was conducted with 6 professionals working in youth-related fields,
including educators, youth and social workers, civil society representatives, and policy-
oriented professionals. Participants had direct experience working with young people
and with issues related to online safety, inclusion, and hate speech. The objective of
the discussion was to explore professional perspectives on trends, causes,
institutional responses, and future needs related to online hate speech and hate
crimes affecting youth.

Introduction Round

Participants briefly introduced themselves, outlining their professional roles and
experience with young people and online safety. Most participants reported frequent
exposure to online hate speech cases through their work, either directly with young
people or indirectly through institutional monitoring, reporting mechanisms, or support
services.

A. Understanding the Context and Prevalence

Participants agreed that online hate speech affecting young people is widespread and
increasingly visible across professional contexts. Educators and youth workers noted
regular incidents reported by students, while NGO representatives and policymakers
observed patterns through helplines, monitoring activities, and casework.

The most common forms of online hate identified were racist, xenophobic,
homophobic, sexist, and misogynistic content, often intersecting with political or social
debates. Participants consistently reported that the situation has worsened over the
past 2-3 years, citing increased online engagement, polarisation, and the
normalisation of extreme language.
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Professionals assessed the impact of hate speech on youth through behavioural
changes, reduced participation, emotional distress, school disengagement, and
increased requests for psychosocial support. Several participants emphasised that the
impact is often indirect and cumulative, making it difficult to measure through formal
indicators alone.

B. Causes and Contributing Factors

Participants identified multiple factors contributing to youth involvement in online hate
speech. These included peer influence, desire for social acceptance, lack of digital
literacy, exposure to polarised content, and limited understanding of consequences.
Several professionals highlighted that some young people view hateful content as
humour or provocation rather than harm.

Group pressure and online dynamics were seen as significant drivers, with participants
noting that young people may join in hateful comments to avoid exclusion or to gain
visibility. While professionals agreed that most young people do not consider hate
speech acceptable, they noted a tendency to downplay its seriousness, particularly in
online environments.

Gender and intersectional differences were also discussed. Participants observed that
girls and gender-diverse youth are more frequently targeted and tend to internalise the
impact, while boys are more often involved as perpetrators or bystanders, influenced
by peer norms and online subcultures.

C. Impact on Youth and Society

Professionals reported that exposure to online hate speech negatively affects young
people’s wellbeing, confidence, and sense of belonging. It can lead to withdrawal from
online and offline participation, increased anxiety, and reduced trust in institutions and
democratic processes.

Barriers to reporting were widely discussed and included fear of retaliation, lack of
trust in authorities, uncertainty about reporting procedures, and previous negative
experiences with platform responses. Participants who had reported content
themselves expressed mixed satisfaction, often describing platform responses as slow
or ineffective.

D. Institutional and Policy Responses

Participants generally viewed existing legal frameworks as partially adequate but
inconsistently enforced. While laws exist, professionals highlighted gaps in
implementation, awareness, and coordination.

Education was seen as a crucial prevention tool, but participants identified significant
gaps, including lack of teacher training, insufficient integration of digital literacy, and
limited time within curricula. Institutions were perceived as better prepared to address
offline hate incidents than online ones, particularly when incidents cross institutional
or national boundaries.
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Collaboration between schools, NGOs, law enforcement, and policymakers was
described as uneven and largely informal. Participants noted a lack of structured
cooperation across local, national, and European levels. Cooperation with technology
companies was limited and often reactive, with professionals calling for clearer
communication channels and shared responsibility.

Participants stressed the need for additional resources, including specialised training,
clear protocols, dedicated staff, and sustainable funding to strengthen institutional
responses.

E. Good Practices, Prevention, and Future Directions

Professionals shared examples of effective initiatives, including peer-led workshops,
media literacy programmes, and campaigns promoting respectful online behaviour.
Successful initiatives were described as participatory, long-term, and context-specific
rather than one-off actions.

Participants emphasised the importance of engaging youth as active partners, not just
beneficiaries, in prevention efforts. Suggested tools included youth ambassador
programmes, co-created campaigns, and safe spaces for dialogue.

Looking ahead, professionals anticipated an increase in more subtle and normalised
forms of hate speech, greater use of private and encrypted platforms, and challenges
related to emerging technologies such as Al-generated content. They stressed the
urgency of proactive prevention and stronger cross-sector cooperation.

Wrap-up and Overall Conclusions

In the wrap-up discussion, participants agreed that online hate speech among young
people is a growing and complex issue requiring coordinated, multi-level responses.
While professionals recognise their role in prevention and support, they highlighted
the need for clearer policies, stronger collaboration, improved education, and greater
accountability for digital platforms.

The focus group underscored the importance of sustained investment in capacity-
building and youth participation, reinforcing the relevance of the UNITY project’s
approach to addressing online hate speech through education, cooperation, and
evidence-based action.

The Netherlands

Questionnaires in The Netherlands

This annex provides a consolidated summary of the questionnaires conducted with
participants in the Netherlands as part of the UNITY project’s research activities. The
guestionnaire was designed to capture experiences, perceptions, and responses
related to online hate speech and hate crime, with particular attention to vulnerable
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and frequently targeted groups such as refugees and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and
ethnic minorities. The findings complement the desk research and focus group
discussions by offering a broader perspective on patterns of exposure, perceived risks,
emotional impacts, and self-reported behaviours in digital environments.

Profile of Respondents

The Netherlands dataset includes 24 respondents (n=24). Age-wise, the largest group
is 20-24 years (8/24; 33%), followed by 40+ (7/24; 29%), 25-29 (4/24; 17%), 15-19
(2/24; 8%), 30—34 (2/24; 8%), and 35-39 (1/24; 4%). In terms of gender, respondents
are 54% female (13/24), 42% male (10/24), and 4% non-binary (1/24).

Self-identification as belonging to a minority or vulnerable group is diverse: 42%
selected “Other/Prefer not to say” (10/24), 25% reported a “Migrant or refugee
background” (6/24), 25% identified as LGBTQIA+ (6/24), and 8% identified as both
“Ethnic or racial minority” and “Migrant or refugee background” (2/24). Regarding role,
the sample is youth-heavy: 54% are “Youth (15-30 yrs old)” (13/24), while 38% are
“Professional” (9/24) and 8% “Civil Society Representative” (2/24). Familiarity with
hate speech and hate crime concepts is generally moderate to high, with an average
rating of 3.9/5 across the sample.

Exposure to Online Hate Speech

Across the Dutch responses, exposure to hateful or offensive content online is
widespread. Respondents most frequently locate hate content in social media, but also
in school contexts, public places, and occasionally news/politics. Where frequency is
specified, exposure is often regular and repeated (commonly “daily” or “weekly”), with
fewer indicating “monthly” or “rarely.”

The youth module provides the clearest breakdown of where hate is encountered
online: among youth respondents who completed this section, hate is most often seen
in public comments/posts (10 mentions) and memes/videos (9 mentions), followed by
private messages/group chats (4 mentions) and gaming chats (3 mentions). This
pattern suggests that in the Netherlands dataset, hate content is experienced primarily
through high-visibility public online spaces and viral content formats, with an additional
layer in private chats and gaming environments.

Forms and Targets of Hate Speech

Within the Netherlands responses, the most consistently named target group is
Refugees/Migrants, mentioned by 21 out of 24 respondents (21/24; 88%). The
LGBTQ+ community is the second most frequently named target, mentioned by 9 out
of 24 (9/24; 38%). Roma or other ethnic minorities are mentioned by 4 out of 24 (4/24;
17%). One respondent explicitly refers to the Jewish community, stating that it is “part
of the Dutch society for more than 500 years” and “now it experiences hate speech
and hate crimes on a daily basis” (as perceived by that respondent).
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While the dataset is not designed to catalogue “types” of hate speech in a single closed
guestion, the open responses and platform-related items show that respondents
frequently associate hate speech with discrimination, stereotyping, misinformation,
and polarisation. Reported perceived causes include, for example, “Low education;
stereotypes disinformation bad experiences,” “social media bubbles... political
polarisation,” and “lack of critical thinking.” Another respondent frames the escalation
risk starkly: “Hate speech is the beginning of the real war.”

Emotional and Psychological Impact

Among youth respondents who provided a numeric rating for emotional impact (n=12
in the youth module), the average reported impact is 3.3/5. The most common score
is 4/5 (5 respondents), followed by 3/5 (4 respondents). At the high end, 1 respondent
rated impact at 5/5, and at the low end, 1 respondent rated 2/5 and 1 respondent rated
1/5.

When asked how encountering hate speech online makes them feel (youth entries;
n=14), the most frequent emotions are “Sad” (5 responses), followed by “Angry” (2),
“Indifferent” (2), and “Motivated to act’ (2). “Afraid” appears once, and one respondent
selected a combined option (“all of the above, except indifferent”). In open responses,
some participants link hate exposure to fear of escalation or fear of consequences.
Others connect it to broader community impact (e.g., hate speech “produced conflicts
and separate people” or creates an “oppressive atmosphere”).

Coping Strategies and Responses

When describing how they usually respond to hate speech (general question), many
respondents report non-confrontational approaches such as ignoring, observing,
staying silent, or responding only when it feels safe. Examples include “Ignore it,” “Do
nothing,” “Try to neglect,” “With silence,” or “It depends.”

EEANTY

The youth module provides concrete behavioural data (multi-select) on what
respondents did when they experienced or witnessed hate speech online. Among
those who completed this item, the most common actions were:

Reported it (9 mentions)

Ignored it (7 mentions)

o Blocked the person (7 mentions)

e Responded directly (2 mentions)

o Talked with friends/family (1 mention)

This indicates that, in practice, coping tends to combine self-protection
measures (blocking/ignoring) with platform-based reporting, while direct engagement
is less frequent.
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Victimisation is also present in the Netherlands dataset. 15 out of 24 respondents
(15/24; 62%) report that they or someone they know has been a victim of hate speech
or hate crime. 8 out of 24 (8/24; 33%) report “No,” and 1 out of 24 (1/24; 4%) selected
“Prefer not to say.” Among those indicating victimisation, non-reporting is commonly
explained by fear and lack of clarity: e.g., “No because they were too afraid,” “No, it
was scary for everyone involved,” “| was not sure what to do,” “I didn’t report it because
i didn’t know where,” and “nobody would take it seriously.” One respondent also notes
low confidence in effective support: people “don’t believe that anyone can understand
and help.” Conversely, at least one participant highlights that online reporting is easier:
“online is relatively easy so i tried to do it often.”

Trust in Platforms and Institutions

Perceptions of protection and enforcement are cautious. On whether there are enough
laws or policies to protect against hate speech and hate crimes, many respondents
choose “Not sure” or “No,” signalling uncertainty and scepticism rather than strong
confidence. Safety to report is similarly mixed and often cautious, with open responses
indicating fear, uncertainty, and low expectations of follow-up.

Satisfaction with platform responses after reporting (youth module) shows limited
confidence. Among those who answered, “Not satisfied” appears 5 times, “Somewhat
satisfied” 4 times, and “Very satisfied” only once. In addition, 3 respondents state they
have never reported anything. In qualitative remarks, respondents describe
experiences such as “Nothing happened” after reporting and emphasise a need for
‘real people responding to your complaints/reports,” better “support system,” and
clearer procedures.

When asked who should play the main role in addressing hate speech, the
Netherlands responses spread responsibility across multiple actors, most often
pointing to civil society, schools, and government, and in some cases explicitly
combining actors (e.g., individuals + media + schools + family).

Awareness of Support Services and Needs

Among youth respondents who answered the help-seeking question, knowledge of
where to get help if targeted online is limited: 8 answered “No” compared to 5 who
answered “Yes.” When asked where they would go for help (multi-select), the most
common options mentioned are:

e Friends/parents (5 mentions)

Police (4 mentions)

School/teacher (3 mentions)

Helpline/hotline (2 mentions)

NGO/association (2 mentions)
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This suggests that, in the Netherlands dataset, support is most often conceptualised
as informal first (friends/family), with formal channels (police/school) present but not
dominant, and specialised services (hotlines/NGOSs) less frequently cited.

On the professional side, respondents who work with youth repeatedly describe
practical gaps. Several professionals report encountering hate incidents among youth,
most often in online spaces: “Online (social media, gaming, chat apps)” is mentioned 8
times as the main setting, followed by community spaces 5
mentions) and school/classroom (3 mentions). Confidence to address hate is mixed:
responses include “Yes” (3), “Partly” (5), and “No” (1). Where institutional guidelines
exist, they are frequently described as unclear (“Some guidelines, but unclear”) and
training is often “limited” or “no training.”

Professionals are very explicit about what would strengthen their capacity. The most
requested resources (mentions) are:

e Practical guidelines/manuals (6)

o Case studies/examples (6)

e Awareness materials for youth (5)

e Cooperation with CSOs/police (4)

e Training workshops (3)

o Referral pathways to support services (2)

Open responses reinforce this practical orientation: requests include “having a clear
protocol,” “practical tools,” and guidance that helps staff act without escalating conflict.

Conclusion

The Netherlands responses (n=24) present online hate speech as a highly visible and
recurring experience, most strongly associated with social media environments and
public-facing online content such as comments and memes. The most consistently
identified targets are refugees/migrants (21/24; 88%) and the LGBTQ+ community
(9/24; 38%), with additional mentions of Roma/ethnic minorities (4/24; 17%) and one
explicit reference to increased hate affecting the Jewish community (as perceived by
that respondent).

Emotional effects among youth respondents are moderate-to-high (average 3.3/5,
with 4/5 the most common rating), and feelings such as sadness, anger, fear, and
motivation to act are repeatedly reported. Coping strategies are primarily reporting,
blocking, and ignoring, while direct confrontation is less common and often dependent
on perceived safety. Victimisation is substantial in this dataset (15/24; 62%), and non-
reporting is strongly linked to fear, uncertainty about procedures, and low trust that
action will follow (“Nothing happened”).

Across the professional responses, the recurring conclusion is not that hate incidents
are rare, but that the response system is inconsistent: guidelines are “unclear,” training
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is limited, and practitioners need practical protocols, case examples, youth-focused
materials, and clearer referral and cooperation pathways.

Focus Groups in The Netherlands

Focus Group 1 Summary — LGBTQ+ Hate Speech in Online Environments
(Youth)

1. Session Overview

Topic: LGBTQ+ Hate Speech in Online Environments Date: 20.11.2025 Country:
Netherlands Participants: 6 (Youth) Format: In-person

2. Introduction

This focus group was part of the UNITY project (WP2), which aims to understand how
online hate speech affects young people across Europe, with a specific lens on
LGBTQ+ identities. The session took place in the Netherlands and gathered six youth
participants who identify across the LGBTQ+ spectrum.

The goal was to explore their experiences with online hate speech, understand which
platforms are most problematic, observe the emotional and social effects of online
negativity, and identify what kind of support young people need from institutions,
communities, and digital platforms.

The discussion followed the five UNITY research themes:

1. Context and prevalence of online hate speech
2 Causes and contributing factors

3 Impact on youth

4, Institutional and policy responses

5 Good practices and future directions

3. Participant Profile

Participants were LGBTQ+ young people (ages approximately 20-28) who live or
study in the Netherlands. Most were students at Dutch universities, while others were
young professionals working part-time in sectors such as retail, childcare or marketing.

The group was highly international, including participants from Southern European
countries, and Eastern European countries, as well as individuals who have lived in
the Netherlands for several years. This diversity allowed for comparisons between
Dutch online environments and digital cultures in their home countries.

Participants were active users of platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and Twitter/X. They
had first-hand experience navigating online spaces as LGBTQ+ youth and could
describe both supportive environments and hostile interactions.
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No personal names or identifying details were used in the discussion or in this
summary.

4. Key Findings by Theme

4.1 Context and Prevalence of Online Hate Speech

Participants described different experiences depending on the platform, language, and
country of origin.

TikTok often feels like a “bubble” where LGBTQ+ content dominates because of
the algorithm.

Twitter/X was mentioned as the main platform where direct LGBTQ+ hate appears,
including slurs and stereotypes.

Instagram showed mixed experiences: some national communities (Spanish,
Eastern European) were described as more openly negative.

Several participants said that hate in their native language feels more painful
because it reflects discrimination from back home. They also noted differences
between Dutch online spaces and online communities outside the EU, where
homophobia can be more aggressive.

4.2 Forms of Online Hate Speech

Participants experienced both overt and subtle forms of hate.

Overt forms:

Direct slurs used as insults
Hostile reactions to celebrities coming out
Negative comments about same-sex relationships in sports or entertainment

Subtle or “soft” hate:

“Jokes” suggesting LGBTQ+ identity is undesirable

Comments like “the best-looking men are gay, what a loss for women”
Assumptions that queer people are interested in all same-gender friends
Sexualization of bisexual women and minimising their identity

Fear from others about being “hit on,” interpreted as underlying homophobia
Subtle hate was described as more damaging because it is harder to call out.

4.3 Impact on LGBTQ+ Youth

Emotional impact:

Stress and anxiety when using some platforms
Overthinking how behaviour or messages might be interpreted
Feeling unsafe or uncomfortable in online discussions
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“Paranoia,” especially when talking to new people

Behavioural impact:

e Avoiding certain platforms

e Hiding identity in some offline settings (e.g., workplaces)

e Adjusting posts or self-expression to avoid judgment

e Feeling disconnected from home-country online communities

Social impact:

e Feeling isolated when algorithms hide reality
e Difficulty trusting online spaces
e Feeling supported when seeing LGBTQ+ representation

4 4 Institutional and Educational Context
Positive points:

e Dutch universities feel safe and inclusive.

e Dutch children grow up seeing LGBTQ+ topics treated as normal.

e Dutch culture was described as calm and non-dramatic regarding LGBTQ+
identity.

Challenges:

e Some workplaces feel unsafe due to conservative or religious groups.

e Acceptance is not equal across all Dutch communities.

e International participants were shocked by Dutch openness compared to their
home countries.

e Reporting tools on social media were described as slow or ineffective.

4.5 Role of Social Media Platforms and Algorithms

e Algorithms can hide hate, creating a false sense of safety.

e They can also suddenly show hateful content, which feels shocking.

e Platforms fail to remove harmful comments or respond to reports effectively.

e Young LGBTQ+ users need better protection because many explore identity early.

e Some participants said social media can also be empowering, helping them find
relatable creators and learn more about their identity.

4.6 Solutions, Support, and Future Outlook
What platforms should do:

¢ Moderate subtle hate, not only slurs
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e Improve reporting transparency
e Protect young LGBTQ+ users
e Stop amplifying hateful content

What schools and institutions should do:

e Provide inclusive sex education
e Teach stereotypes, online behaviour, and critical thinking
e Create safe discussion spaces

What the EU should do:

e Pressure member states where LGBTQ+ rights are restricted
e Support digital literacy with minority perspectives

Future outlook:

Participants were hopeful because younger generations are more open and vocal.
Representation helps build confidence, and personal stories are powerful tools for
change.

5. Key Quotes
(All quotes anonymized)

e “On TikTok my feed feels safe, but on Twitter it’s like a reality check.”

¢ “Homophobia in my native language hits harder. It feels more personal.”

e “The most damaging part is the subtle stuff — the jokes and assumptions.”

e “In Dutch universities it feels normal to be yourself, but online it's a different story.”

e “Algorithms let you pretend there’s no hate, but it still exists — you just don’t see
it.”

e “Representation online helps you feel less alone. It makes you feel seen.”

6. Conclusion

This focus group showed that LGBTQ+ young people in the Netherlands experience
both supportive and harmful online environments. While Dutch educational spaces
feel accepting, online spaces remain unpredictable and often expose users to direct
or subtle forms of hate.

Participants described emotional, behavioural, and social impacts and highlighted the
need for:

e stronger platform moderation,
e more inclusive education, and
e EU-level support for LGBTQ+ rights.
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These insights will contribute to the UNITY project’s ongoing research on preventing
online hate speech and improving the wellbeing of young people.
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Focus Group 2 Summary — Professional Perspectives on LGBTQ+ Hate Speech
in Online Environments

1. Session Overview

Topic: LGBTQ+ Hate Speech in Online Environments
Date: 03.12.2025

Country: Netherlands

Participants: 6 (Professionals)

Format: Hybrid (online + in-person)

2. Introduction

This focus group was organised under Work Package 2 (WP2) of the UNITY project
to understand how educators, youth workers, interpreters, and NGO professionals
perceive LGBTQ+ hate speech in online environments and how it affects young people
in the Netherlands.

The discussion explored five main areas:

e context and prevalence of online LGBTQ+ hate speech,
e causes and contributing factors,

e emotional and social impact on youth,

e institutional and policy responses, and

e good practices and future directions for prevention.

The session involved six professionals with regular exposure to youth, refugees, or
online communication dynamics.

3. Participant Profile
Participants included:

e university lecturers teaching subjects such as communication science, political
communication, media literacy, misinformation, and digital behaviour;

e interpreters working weekly with LGBTQ+ refugees, providing first-hand insight
into discrimination and trauma;

e youth-facing educators familiar with student behaviour, identity struggles, and
online interaction patterns.

All participants had practical experience with digital environments, youth attitudes, and
societal issues such as migration, integration, and online hate speech.
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4. Key Findings by Theme

4.1 Context and Prevalence of Online Hate Speech

e The Netherlands is generally seen as progressive, especially in academic and
urban environments.

e However, strong differences exist between communities.

e Some participants rarely see online LGBTQ+ hate due to being in highly
accepting online “bubbles.”

e Hate speech toward migrants was described as more visible, though anti-
LGBTQ+ and anti-migrant hate can intersect.

e Resistance to LGBTQ+ visibility persists in certain small towns, migrant
communities, and conservative groups.

e Youth from mixed cultural environments face more online conflict, peer
pressure, and emotional strain.

e Polarisation increased during and after COVID-19, intensifying hostility.

4.2 Causes and Contributing Factors
Participants identified several drivers of online hostility:

e Polarisation and digital bubbles limit exposure to diverse perspectives and can
intensify extreme attitudes.

e Frustration and identity insecurity in conservative or economically pressured
communities can be redirected toward LGBTQ+ individuals as symbols of social
change.

e Reduced dialogue during COVID-19 increased misunderstandings and online
aggression.

e Generational differences: young people may not fully understand the harm behind
their words and often react impulsively.

e Persistent misconceptions (e.g., the belief that exposure to LGBTQ+ symbols
influences sexual orientation).

e Youth were described as both highly sensitive and highly reactive online.

4.3 Impact on Youth
Participants highlighted a range of emotional and behavioural effects:

e Young people experience stress, anxiety, and insecurity triggered even by subtle
online reactions (e.g., message timing, emoji use).

¢ Online hate contributes to isolation, lowered self-esteem, and emotional instability.

e LGBTQ+ youth and refugees face layered vulnerability due to discrimination in their
home countries combined with hostility in Europe.

¢ A culture of constant online validation makes negative interactions feel heavier.

267



Co-funded by

the European Union UN TY

e Awareness of media literacy does not necessarily translate into emotional
protection.

4.4 Institutional & Policy Responses
Participants described mixed levels of preparedness across institutions:

e Schools teach media literacy, fact-checking, and responsible online
communication but often lack approaches addressing empathy, emotional
resilience, and behavioural change.

e Legal consequences for hate speech in the Netherlands are limited; few cases
reach court, and penalties are minimal.

e Local governments may avoid addressing hate incidents due to political
sensitivities or concerns over freedom of speech.

e Progressive policies exist but are inconsistently implemented across regions.

e National political leadership was perceived as hesitant to speak firmly against
hate.

e Participants cautioned against seeing the Netherlands as a “model country,”
emphasising unresolved issues.

4.5 Good Practices & Future Directions
Participants recommended:

e Systemic interventions, not only educational lessons.

e Stronger platform responsibility, noting that U.S.-influenced free-speech norms
weaken moderation in Europe.

e Empathy-building approaches, though some youth interpret empathetic
responses as another form of provocation.

e Long-term behavioural change beyond information-based learning.

e Context-specific solutions, tailored to local communities rather than a one-size-
fits-all model.

Future risks include:

e Increasing political and cultural polarisation,
e fragile youth mental health,

5. Key Quotes

(All gquotes anonymized)

e “I never see hate speech toward LGBT in my bubble — only towards foreigners.”
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e “Some people believe a rainbow crossing will make their children gay.”

e “Young people are extremely sensitive; if someone doesn’t respond in five minutes,
they become anxious.”

e “It's not about media literacy. It's about behavioural change, and that is much
harder.”

e “Online bubbles make people more divided and more polarized.”

e “There is no real punishment for hate speech — so what do you do?”

e “Empathy works, but some teens see it as a new level of trolling.”

e ‘| don’t think the Netherlands should be an example, because we still haven’t
solved it ourselves.”

6. Conclusion

The focus group revealed a complex landscape: while Dutch society appears
progressive in many areas, significant pockets of resistance and hostility remain.
Online hate speech is influenced by polarisation, community values, misinformation,
and emotional vulnerabilities among youth.

Professionals reported that:

e institutions lack consistent strategies,

e legal consequences for hate speech are weak,

e young people are emotionally fragile in digital spaces, and
e long-term, systemic interventions are needed.

Participants emphasized that preventing hate speech requires contextual,
behavioural, and structural approaches, not just information-based education.

Portugal

Questionnaires in Portugal

Within the scope of the UNITY project, the partners responsible for implementing
WP2 — Knowledge and Education, developed a questionnaire to be disseminated
across different European countries, with the aim of analysing and collecting data on
the realities experienced, through a quantitative and qualitative methodology. All data
and numbers presented are accordingly to those generated by the platform in which
the questionnaire was developed and created, being possible to find some
irregularities, namely regarding rounding.

Therefore, for the preparation of this report, 31 individuals were interviewed:
32.3% aged over 40 years, 22.6% aged between 25 and 29 years, 19.4% aged
between 20 and 24 years, 9.7% aged between 15 and 19 years, 9.7% aged between
35 and 39 years, and 6.5% aged between 30 and 34 years (question 1). Of the
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individuals surveyed, 67.7% (21 people) identified as female, 29% (9 people) as male,
and 3.2% (1 person) as non-binary (question 2).

Most inquired stated that they did not consider themselves to belong to a minority
or vulnerable group, while 9.7% answered yes and 6.5% answered that they preferred
not to say (question 4). When asked about the minorities/goups they integrate,
responses included: ethnic or racial minority (1), person with a history of migration or
refugee (3), LGBTQ+ (1), woman over 50 years old (1), and prefer not to say (2)
(question 5).

The questionnaire was divided into three sections, to which respondents were
redirected according to their answers. Thus, 14 individuals responded to the youth
section (45.2%), 14 individuals responded to the professional’s section, and 3
individuals responded to the civil society representative section (9.7%). When asked
about their familiarity with the concepts of hate speech and hate crimes on a scale of
1 to 5, the majority (48.4%) demonstrated being quite familiar, followed by 25.8% of
respondents who answered by selecting level 3 (question 7).

83.9% of respondents stated that they had viewed hate content online in the last
12 months and 53.3% with daily frequency, mainly on social media (96.8%), in public
spaces (41.9%) and news (38.7%), and with a tendency to increase in the coming
years (questions 8, 9, 10 and 11).

The responses regarding the existence of sufficient laws or policies in Portugal to
protect victims were not consensual, with a clear and balanced division between
affirmative and negative responses, the same applying to the question of the sense of
security in the face of complaints (question 14). 48.8% of individuals considered the
Government as the main protagonist in the fight against hate speech, followed by Civil
Society, with unanimity on the role of education as a preventive instrument against
hate speech and intolerance (question 15).

Among the main causes of hate speech mentioned by the respondents (question
17), a set of social, economic, political and individual factors stand out, such as
misinformation and lack of knowledge, including illiteracy, lack of respect of diversity
and lack of training for citizenship and critical thinking. Similarly, the circulation of fake
news, especially on social media, contributes to reinforcing misconceptions and
stereotypes.

The lack of empathy and social and emotional skills, associated with personal
insecurities, frustrations, and difficulty in dealing with difference, as well as fear of the
unknown and intolerance, fuel discriminatory attitudes, which appear associated with
structural prejudices such as racism, gender discrimination, and social inequality, often
aggravated by contexts of economic or political crisis that result in instability and
insecurity and, in turn, promote the growth of extremist political movements and
speeches.
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In addition, 67.7% of the individuals who participated in the questionnaire were or
know someone who was, at some point, a victim of online hate speech (question 19).
With the collected responses, a lack of trust in different organisations and authorities
was also verified, which directly compromises the reporting of hate speech and hate
crimes, with respondents mentioning that these reports never have consequences for
the aggressors (question 20).

As instruments or mechanisms for combating and preventing hate speech and
hate crimes, awareness campaigns were suggested, both in schools and in society, in
physical and digital environments, as well as multicultural fairs, and greater parental
and government control regarding the use of social networks and the content
disseminated, for example.

In the section concerning those responsible for civil society (9.7% - 3 responses),
the respondents were Human Rights NGOs, who actively support migrants/refugees,
and a Private Institution of Social Solidarity (IPSS). It is worth highlighting that this
organisations/associations considered hate speech and crimes to be frequent in
Portugal (question 30), with the most targeted groups being migrants/refugees, the
Roma community, the LGBTQ+ community, and women/girls, with the addition that
the Civil Society Organisations themselves are also victims (question 31). All online
platforms were considered problematic, especially Instagram and TikTok (question
32).

Legislation and law enforcement were considered ineffective; however, the
organisations actively collaborate with other associations and offer or refer victims to
support services at different levels. These associations expressed awareness
campaigns, funding for victim support, and cooperation with the authorities as their
main needs for their own capacity building.

Of the 14 young people surveyed, 64.3% are employed, 28.6% are students, and
7.1% (one person) are working students. When questioned about their online
presence, youth admitted to spend most of their time online on social media (78.6% -
guestion 56), regularly using Instagram (92.9%), TikTok (78.6%), and YouTube
(64.3%), highlighting a duration of 1 to 3 hours per day (64.3%) — questions 57 and
58. 71.4% said they had witnessed online hate speech directed at people their age or
close to them (question 59), mainly in public comments or posts (85.7%) and memes
or videos (42.9%) — question 60.

In all responses that involved the need to take a stand or, in some way, confront
the aggression (through complaints, shares, responses, for example), the majority of
young people chose the option of ignoring the content or blocking the aggressors, with
some expressing the possibility of reporting, but being somewhat dissatisfied with the
results. It is also noted that 71.4% do not know where to seek support if they are
victims; those interviewed who know where to go responded consensually that they
would seek support from friends or relatives or that they could resort to support/help
lines (66.7%) — questions 73 and 74.
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The professionals surveyed work, mostly, directly with young people between 15
and 30 years old (78.6% - question 83), both in public and private institutions, with
92.9% having witnessed or received information about hate speech and crimes or
incidents motivated by hate among youth in the last 12 months (question 85), mainly
in the online space and even in schools/classrooms (question 86). Migrants/refugees,
the Roma community and other minorities, and the LGBTQ+ community stand out as
the most targeted groups for professionals (question 87).

It is added that, according to the professional opinion of the interviewees, these
hate-motivated behaviours seriously affect the learning process, as well as the school
environment, which becomes hostile and unsafe for many young people who suffer
discrimination, also affecting their social skills and potentially leading to more serious
situations.

Regarding the guidelines or training received on hate speech and hate crimes, the
lack of resources and actions on the part of the different entities is evident, which, in
turn, conditions and compromises the professionals’ response to the situations.
Similarly, it is reinforced that in the few initiatives witnessed by individuals, the issue
of gender and intersectionality are not considered in efforts to prevent online hate
speech and hate crimes.

In this regard, professionals expressed interest in some resources that they
believe could empower them to respond more effectively to hate speech, such as
awareness materials and campaigns, cooperation with civil society organisations,
workshops, guidelines or practical manuals, and case studies or examples (in order of
relevance in the response — question 96).

In general, the lack of training is accompanied by a lack of knowledge of the laws
and some doubt regarding the effectiveness of current policies in combating hate
speech and hate crimes, with 64.3% of professionals stating that young people
themselves are unaware of the consequences of online hate speech.

The causes for hate speech and hate crimes mentioned in this section are
consistent with those indicated in the general section of the questionnaire. In general,
professionals agree that their sector should play a more proactive and interventionist
role in addressing these issues with young people, integrating content on diversity and
empathy into curricula, participating in the development of awareness-raising and
training initiatives in this area, educating, preventing, and combating hate speeches
and hate crimes, both online and offline.

Focus Groups in Portugal

Focus Group Youth

For the present report, two focus group for youth were conducted on November 7,
2025, starting at 9.30 p.m. — one of the groups participated for 30 minutes (Group 2)
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and the other one for 50 minutes (Group 1 - being this the one who offered more
feedback). Twenty individuals were inquired, five female and fifteen males*’, with ages
between 15 and 25. The first group revealed more knowledge of the concepts of hate
speech and hate crimes, in contrast with the second one in which the students didn’t
comprehend the definitions or were unable to associate the terms with the content
they see daily, mistaking them for humour and, therefore, normalising the situations.

On the other side, and perhaps as a result of the participants being a little bit older
than those from the other group, there was a much bigger awareness and
consciousness to hate speech and hate crimes, with the students stating they see this
content frequently on social media. That being said, they manifested the urgent need
to have psychological support as a constant on school environments, showing
sensibility to the consequences of this type of content for the victims. On this regard,
the students also suggested the establishment of support networks where victims can
share experiences and talk about personal situations with their peers.

As a way to confront the lack of knowledge, prejudice and intolerance from society,
the participants believe it is necessary to promote awareness-raising campaigns and
training in schools that are able to impact civilisation and encourage inclusion.

When asked about what factors they believed led to more discrimination and to the
dissemination of hate speech and hate crimes among youth on social media, the
participants mention lack of empathy and knowledge, misinformation, intolerance,
prejudice, influence of political parties, disrespect for different cultures and for
themselves, stating in the last one that “everything starts with problems in the very
same source that disseminates hateful content”, among others.

On their behaviour when confronted or exposed to hate speeches and hate crime on
social media, the students declared they tend to ignore it, sometimes reporting it but
“with the knowledge that it leads nowhere”, and saying that it doesn’t bother when it's
aim to them, especially on gaming platforms. The mediator asked them if they would
to the same if the victim were someone they love and their answer changed — there
was consensus that in that case their behaviour would be different: there wouldn’t be
a normalisation of those situations, because they “wouldn’t know if the person being
targeted is able to deal with that kind of speech; and we are different because we know
to ignore it, it doesn’t mean anything.”

This information regarding gender is accordingly to the data provided by the
participants.

The focus group ended with the reflection that it is necessary to develop more tools
that are effective in reporting hate speech on social media; for that, the students
manifest the opinion that IT companies should be actively involved in this policies,

47 This information regarding gender is accordingly to the data provided by the participants.
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recurring to Al, for instance, for monitoring purposes (chats, comments, publications,
among others).

Focus Group Professionals

The Focus Group of professionals was held on November 26, taking place between
7:30 pm and 9:00 pm. Eight professionals of the area were present, namely trainers,
public and private school teachers, psychologists and technicians from the National
Commission for the Promotion of the Rights and Protection of Children and Young
People (CPCJ).

Due to the duration of the session and the possible size of the transcription, the
following synthesis and consequent analysis were elaborated.

The discussion began with the sharing of experiences by the professionals present.
The sharing of a trainer and teacher who, derived from his many years of career and
his intervention in the disciplinary office at the school in which he works, demonstrated
how hate speech and crimes have been propagating through social networks,
illustrating with his own experience the rapid dissemination and trivialisation of content
on social networks: after being recorded by a student without his knowledge and/or
consent in the classroom, he went viral on TikTok, generating numerous comments
and shares, which he felt was an invasion of his privacy. This situation demonstrates
that, currently, teachers and members of the school community are often the target of
unpleasant situations and the performance of schools in these contexts is not effective.

On the other hand, a teacher reported that, having worked almost always during her
life in a corporate environment, as a computer engineer, she was quite protected from
these behaviours or acts of violence, so she always saw the Internet as a "useful” tool,
associating it with positive feelings. Having recently integrated teaching in our
Learning Courses, she revealed that she is much more aware of the dangers of social
networks and the Internet, especially in relation to hate speech and cyberbullying,
having recently discovered, for example, the existence of groups Incels, however, she
never felt insecure or uncomfortable teaching.

In general, all the professionals present recognized the Internet as the useful tool that
it is, making it quite clear that this is not the problem, but the way it is used. The
following is a summary analysis of the session.

In the Focus Group aimed at professionals, it was mentioned that hate speech
manifests itself earlier than ever and that hate consumption is a result of a lack of
parental and government regulation, which means that both the family and the
government are responsible for the spread of hate online, because "those who
consume, spread".

In the Schools' Internal Regulations, the prohibition of filming or recording inside
school facilities should be specified, following some examples given by other
professionals. This criterion is present in the student status, however, is not complied
as students don’t have this information and are unaware of the law. In this sense, it
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was reflected that there is a lack of reinforcement of the rules by schools and that there
should be a Student’s Manual, stating both their rights and their duties.

It was reinforced that the Student Statute is from the year 2012, not being updated in
the face of the problems and situations that have arisen in schools in recent years.
Therefore, the professionals suggested a revision of the law itself, since society has
reshaped itself and there is no answer to the current needs of both students and
teachers — "laws are not effective and policies are not clear".

Regarding reporting crimes of a hateful nature, the general opinion among the
professionals was that there is fear on the part of the victims, stressing that "being a
victim is complex, but so is reporting”, especially when young people are already so
fragile and vulnerable to acts of verbal and sometimes even physical violence.
Likewise, it was agreed that the underreporting prevents us, as a society and
professionals, from understanding and knowing the context, the data and the
frequency in which these speeches or crimes occur.

A trivialisation and normalisation of this type of speeches, whether by members of the
school community, young people or even parents, is another obstacle that must be
addressed and overcome. In this sense, the professionals proposed "more proactive,
direct and incisive actions, because the ones we have at the moment (such as the
Safe School, promoted by PSP) are not enough™.

The intervention of the CPCJ technician brought another aspect to the discussion,
since her experience and contact with young people is quite different from that of the
educators. The technician stressed that the hate speech is trivialised even in the
Portuguese Parliament, an aspect with which the other professionals agreed — again,
the Government is responsible and should be held accountable for the spread of hate
crimes and speech due to its lack of action. "There is a great lack of empathy and
respect for differences, so young people should be educated in this sense. The fact
that we currently have political parties in the Parliament that promote hate speech that
easily reaches young people" is another worrying factor for all professionals.

About the recent policy regarding the use of mobile phones — which prevents their use
at school up to the 10th grade — the CPCJ technician said that, at the moment, this
radical cut is the only effective way to see changes, because until now we ignored the
warning signs which allowed it to reach this uncontrolled level. However, it reinforces
that "[t]his does not solve the problem, it is necessary to go to the root of it and develop
strategies from there".

The content they consume on social networks, disables young people from developing
social mechanisms and skills to deal with feelings such as frustration, resentment or
denial, which is why young people's behaviours often become aggressive. It was also
reinforced that hate speech is increasingly widespread on social networks such as
TikTok and Instagram, and messaging platforms, like WhatsApp.
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In the opinion of the participants, and taking into account the national context in
schools and online spaces, we are facing an urgent need to develop
training/curriculum in the area of Digital Literacy, which should be aimed at young
people, but also at adults and professionals, so that they can help the former and
understand their realities.

In this sense, it was proposed to create a new discipline, to be implemented in schools
and outside them, as there was agreement amongst professionals that parents also
need it. The name Digital Education points to the two aspects that are expected from
this discipline: on one hand, it is intended to educate young people (and parents),
addressing social skills, appealing to empathy and tolerance, with concrete examples
of the consequences of hate acts/speeches/crimes and their dissemination on social
networks and online, on the other hand, itis intended to develop digital literacy, alerting
to the dangers of the Internet, to its security, to the insurgency of Al, among others.

Some professionals reported that it is visible that exists a certain alienation by the
parents/tutors in relation to the education of their children, which is reflected in the lack
of personal and social relationship skills. As a result, awareness-raising actions should
be carried out, as education and work should start at home. The manifestation
regarding this topic showed that there are contrary opinions within the group itself, to
the extent that, currently, many parents/tutors are not so present in their children life
as a result of the society in which we are inserted and as a reflection of the Portuguese
economic context, as their professions or work don’t always allow it. In the same
disposition, the opinion was shared that "bullying has always existed; the difference is
that social media exposes it. It is a question of education and society”.

Within the scope of the theme in question, the participants reinforced the need to
implement projects/programs that educate on empathy, tolerance and diversity, also
stating that there should be concrete databases on online hate, regulated by the
Government. An ecosystem intervention should be practiced, articulated for children,
youth and adults, with direct awareness-raising actions in schools that include a
structuring of young people's values, with calls to alert to the consequences of their
actions on others, combining "human" and psychological components.

Since it is not feasible to include parents/guardians in the awareness-raising actions
carried out in the school environment, it was proposed to carry out national campaigns
aimed at them, organized and disseminated by the Government, to readjust society
and involve all agents.

It was also considered that the technology companies should be active pillars in the
fight against online hate speech and crimes, promoting awareness-raising actions
within their platforms or resources. A trainer in the IT area gave the example of Roblox,
a gaming platform which is currently taking measures to prevent this type of speech:
players are penalized for using incorrect language or behaviour, being expelled from
the platform and prohibited to play for a period of time — this is one of the many
examples that exist on how technology companies can help.

276



Co-funded by
- the European Union UN TY

Associated with this example, the behaviour of the expelled student was also
analysed: he was frustrated and felt misunderstood by the expulsion, because,
apparently, it is a common and banal behaviour. This mentality, which is a reflection
of the trivialisation of online hate speech and the disconnection with emotional reality,
is the result from emotions that the student cannot deal with, due to a lack of
mechanisms or strategies and social skills.

In the next 5 years, it's expected an exponential increase in online hate speech and
crimes if immediate action is not taken, both socially and politically. There was
agreement among the group that the scenario of dissemination of hatred has a
tendency to increase and should be faced with tutelary intervention of the Ministry of
Education (in the specific case of schools); Parents' Associations can and should also
play a more active role in these matters.

A cultural and structural change, with the confrontation and accountability of this type
of behaviour is essential, since why it was proposed a proactive intervention in schools
and with citizens — "Digital Literacy must be applied in relation to machine, but also in
relation to the use of the machine.”

Children's awareness is also fundamental for the treatment of the problem in question,
as they will be the next youth. The example of recycling has been given: if we instruct
our students in schools that we must recycle to protect the environment, why don't we
instruct them about the danger of hate speech and hate crimes so that they can protect
themselves and others?

The discussion ended with a summary of some topics discussed: the growth of hate
speech is notable in the national context, being present in the AR and in the
Government, which directly influences society; there is no sharp distinction between
genders or the type of content when we talk about this topic, as everyone is affected;
national policies need to be worked on and reviewed; families must be held
accountable in the sense that these behaviours should not be normalised or trivialised,
and they also need tools to play their role correctly and be able to intervene.

Glossary of Acronyms for Portugal
ACM — High Commission for Migration

AIMA — Agency for Integration, Migration and Asylum, I.P.

APAYV — Portuguese Association for Victim Support

APCVD - Authority for the Prevention and Combating of Violence in Sport
AR — Assembly of the Republic

CCF — Commission on the Status of Women

CICDR — Commission for Equality and Against Racial Discrimination
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CIG — Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality

CLAIM — Local Support Centres for the Integration of Migrants
CNMA — National Council for Migration and Asylum

CPCJ — Commission for the Protection of Children and Young People
EISU - Integrated Urban Security Strategy

ENCT - National Strategy to Combat Terrorism

GNR — National Republican Guard

ICAD — Institute for Addictive Behaviours and Dependencies, I.P.
IPDJ — Portuguese Institute of Sport and Youth

WHO — World Health Organization

NGO — Non-Governmental Organizations

PRR — Recovery and Resilience Plan

PSP — Public Security Police

PAOIEC — Action Plan to Combat Discrimination based on Sexual Orientation, Gender
Identity, Gender Expression, and Sexual Characteristics

PNCRD - National Plan to Combat Racism and Discrimination

SEF — Foreigners and Borders Service

Romania

Questionnaires in Romania
Introduction

This report presents a comprehensive analysis of findings derived from a
guestionnaire designed to assess the prevalence, manifestations and perceived
drivers of hate speech and hate-motivated actions. In a context marked by accelerated
digitalisation, increasing social polarisation and heightened visibility of discriminatory
discourse, understanding how hate speech is experienced, interpreted and addressed
has become essential for the development of coherent public policies and effective
educational interventions.

The research goes beyond a purely descriptive statistical exercise. Instead, it offers a
narrative and analytical exploration of the contemporary social climate as perceived
by a diverse group of respondents, predominantly based in Romania. The report
examines participants’ sociodemographic profiles, their exposure to hate speech,
perceptions regarding its causes and primary targets, individual and collective
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response patterns, and expectations toward institutions responsible for prevention and
protection.

I. Methodology and Sociodemographic Profile of the Sample

The empirical foundation of this analysis consists of responses provided by 38
participants. While modest in size, the sample presents a meaningful diversity of
perspectives, allowing for qualitative depth and analytical nuance. The age distribution
reflects a valuable intergenerational composition. Individuals aged 40 and over
represent the largest group, accounting for more than one third of respondents. Their
strong presence suggests heightened civic engagement and professional exposure to
the consequences of deteriorating public discourse.

Young adults aged 20-24 form the second most represented group, followed by
participants aged 25-29 and adolescents aged 15-19. This structure enables a
comparative reading between the perspectives of digital natives—who are directly
immersed in online environments where hate speech proliferates—and those of adults
who often approach the issue from institutional, parental or professional standpoints.

From a gender identity perspective, the sample displays a clear predominance of
women, who account for over 60 percent of respondents. This distribution is consistent
with broader trends in social research, where women tend to show higher engagement
with issues related to human rights, social justice and inclusion. Men represent close
to 30 percent of the sample, while approximately 8 percent of respondents identify as
non-binary. The inclusion of non-binary participants is particularly significant, as it
allows the capture of experiences associated with groups that are frequently targeted
by transphobic discourse and other forms of hate speech.

Geographically, the sample is predominantly national, with most respondents residing
in Romania. This supports the relevance of findings to the local socio-political and
cultural context. A small number of respondents from the Romanian diaspora,
particularly from Belgium, provide a limited yet useful comparative dimension
regarding perceptions of hate speech across different societal environments.

A defining characteristic of the sample is the intersectionality of vulnerabilities
represented. A considerable proportion of respondents belong to groups that are
frequently targeted by hate speech. Nearly one third identify as members of ethnic or
racial minorities, while significant shares report belonging to the LGBTQIA+
community or having experiences related to migration or refuge. Fewer than one third
indicated that they do not belong to any vulnerable group. This overrepresentation of
directly affected voices adds qualitative weight to the findings, grounding the analysis
in lived experience rather than abstract opinion.

Regarding professional and social roles, the sample includes a substantial number of
young people as well as professionals working in education, social work and
psychology. This dual perspective allows the analysis to integrate both the
experiences of those exposed to hate speech and the insights of practitioners who
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encounter its consequences in institutional settings. Notably, over three quarters of
respondents report a good or very good understanding of key concepts related to hate
speech and discrimination, reinforcing the reliability and relevance of the responses.

Il. The Phenomenology of Hate Speech: Exposure and Channels of Propagation

The findings reveal a deeply concerning picture regarding the pervasiveness of hate
speech. Exposure to hateful or offensive content is no longer exceptional but has
become a routine element of everyday life, particularly in digital environments. Almost
all respondents reported encountering hate speech within the previous twelve months.
While a small number expressed uncertainty regarding frequency, none denied
exposure entirely, indicating a broad consensus on the omnipresence of the
phenomenon.

Frequency of exposure further underscores the severity of the situation. For most
participants, encounters with hate speech occur weekly or even daily. Over three
guarters of respondents reported constant exposure, suggesting that avoidance has
become increasingly difficult for individuals engaged in digital and social life. Social
media platforms were almost unanimously identified as the primary environments in
which hate speech circulates, confirming their role as central vectors for dissemination.

The design of platform algorithms, prioritising engagement and emotional intensity,
combined with perceived anonymity, creates conditions conducive to the amplification
of extremist and discriminatory messages. Participants described polarising content
as highly visible and persistent, reinforcing hostile narratives and normalising verbal
aggression.

Importantly, hate speech is not confined to online spaces. Approximately half of
respondents reported encountering such discourse in physical public spaces, while a
similar proportion identified traditional media and news outlets as sources of
propagation. Particularly troubling is the reported presence of hate speech within
schools and workplaces. When educational and professional environments—
expected to promote inclusion and safety—become sites of intolerance, the
implications for long-term social cohesion are severe.

Perceptions regarding the evolution of the phenomenon are overwhelmingly
pessimistic. The vast majority of respondents believe that hate speech and hate-
motivated actions are increasing in their country of residence. Notably, no respondents
perceived a decline. This shared perception of escalation contributes to social anxiety
and may encourage withdrawal from public participation, especially among vulnerable
groups.

lll. The Architecture of Hate: Targets, Causes and Context

Understanding who is targeted and why is essential for effective prevention. The
findings indicate that hate speech is not random but systematically directed toward
specific social groups, reflecting entrenched prejudices and contemporary socio-
political tensions.
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The LGBTQIA+ community and ethnic minorities—particularly Roma communities—
are consistently identified as primary targets. This reflects the persistence of structural
racism, antigypsyism and homophobia within Romanian society. Migrants and
refugees are also frequently mentioned, often as conflated categories in public
discourse. In times of geopolitical uncertainty, these groups are portrayed as threats
and become convenient scapegoats for economic and security-related anxieties.

Respondents demonstrated a nuanced understanding of the causes of hate speech.
Educational deficiencies emerged as the most frequently cited driver. Lack of
information, insufficient civic and emotional education, and weak critical thinking skills
were seen as enabling fear, misinformation and intolerance. Ignorance, in this sense,
was widely perceived as a foundational condition for hatred.

However, education was not viewed in isolation. Participants highlighted the
interaction between poor education and broader socio-economic pressures. Poverty,
inequality and accumulated frustration in competitive and insecure social contexts
were described as powerful catalysts for aggression. Political and media manipulation
further exacerbate these dynamics. In polarised political environments, hate speech is
often instrumentalised for electoral gain or distraction, implicitly legitimising
discriminatory attitudes. Digital platforms amplify these messages, granting
disproportionate visibility to extreme positions.

IV. Reaction Dynamics and Barriers to Intervention

Respondents’ reactions to hate speech reveal a tension between moral responsibility
and self-preservation. In offline contexts, participants reported greater willingness to
engage through dialogue, attempting to challenge discriminatory statements calmly
and explain their harmful consequences. Such responses indicate resilience and civic
commitment, yet are strongly conditioned by perceived physical safety.

Online environments, despite offering physical distance, generate predominantly
defensive reactions. Blocking, reporting content, exiting toxic groups or disengaging
altogether are the most common strategies. While these actions provide immediate
relief, they are widely perceived as ineffective in producing lasting change. Many
respondents choose non-engagement as a form of psychological self-protection rather
than indifference.

Perceptions of safety strongly shape these responses. Nearly half of respondents
expressed ambivalence regarding the safety of reporting hate speech, while almost
one third reported feeling clearly unsafe. Fear of retaliation, stigmatisation or
institutional inaction discourages reporting and intervention. This climate of fear
contributes to a “silence of witnesses” that inadvertently sustains impunity.

Direct exposure to harm is widespread. Almost half of respondents reported having
personally experienced hate speech or knowing someone who has. This proximity to
harm reinforces the urgency of addressing the issue.

V. Institutional Framework and Social Responsibility
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The relationship between citizens and state institutions in addressing hate speech is
characterised by a pronounced lack of trust. Perceptions of the legal framework are
largely critical. Only a small minority of respondents consider existing legislation
sufficient and effective. Most either view it as inadequate or express uncertainty,
reflecting limited visibility and communication regarding institutional responses.

Respondents emphasised the need for a collective approach involving the state, civil
society, media, schools and families. However, there is a clear expectation that the
state should assume leadership. Public institutions are seen as responsible for
enforcing the law, ensuring safety and setting clear norms. Schools and civil society
are valued as partners, but not as substitutes for institutional authority, highlighting the
demand for robust public policies rather than reliance on voluntary initiatives.

VI. The Role of Education: A Shared Hope

Education emerges as the most widely supported solution. Over 90 percent of
respondents believe education can play a decisive role in preventing hate speech.
This confidence is not limited to formal instruction but extends to value-based
education centred on empathy, diversity, human rights and digital competence.

Education is perceived as the only strategy capable of addressing root causes rather
than symptoms. While legislation can sanction, education can prevent. This strong
consensus represents a clear mandate for policymakers to prioritise inclusive
educational reforms and support educators and youth workers in fostering social
resilience against hatred.

Conclusions

This report depicts a society at a critical juncture. Hate speech and hate-motivated
actions are not isolated phenomena but systemic issues intensified by digital
environments and structural shortcomings, particularly in education and social
equality. Respondents demonstrate awareness, concern and willingness to engage,
yet frequently feel unprotected by institutions.

Victims are consistently drawn from historically marginalised groups, and causes are
understood as complex and interconnected. Individual responses, while present, are
constrained by fear and limited institutional support. The dominant message emerging
from this research is one of urgency: strengthening state responsibility, enforcing legal
frameworks and investing in transformative education are essential. Without
coordinated and sustained action, the continued normalisation of hate speech risks
undermining social cohesion and democratic values in a profound and lasting way.

Focus Groups in Romania

Introduction
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The focus group session was dedicated to professionals: representatives of civil
society and youth workers, attended by six people aged between 32 and 55, five
women and one man. The discussion focused on the systemic, psychological, and
social impact of hate speech. Unlike the group of young people, who analyzed the
phenomenon from the perspective of user experience, the professionals offered a
structured perspective based on case studies, media monitoring, and direct
experience with beneficiaries from vulnerable groups. The analysis revealed deep
connections between political discourse, school dynamics, and social exclusion.

The devastating impact on people with disabilities and integration into the labor
market

A major theme addressed was the extreme vulnerability of young people with
disabilities to online abuse. Participants from the social assistance field reported that
hate messages create a state of paralyzing fear and isolation, with concrete effects on
the autonomy of these individuals. There has been a worrying trend of young people
with disabilities withdrawing from the labor market or refusing to look for work as a
direct response to online discrimination. There have been reports of beneficiaries
receiving negative reviews or derogatory comments on social media simply for
announcing their intention to work, which has dramatically lowered their self-esteem.

Furthermore, professionals have strongly criticized the normalization of medical terms
(such as "autistic” or "disabled") as insults in public and political discourse. During
election campaigns, the use of these words to attack political opponents not only
distorts their meaning but also extends the stigma to all people living with these
diagnoses. This practice socially validates the use of disability as an insult, amplifying
discrimination across society.

The politicization of hate and institutional targets: Refugees, the poor, and
NGOs

The discussions revealed an exponential increase in hate speech in the political
context, especially in the last two years. Participants noted that hate speech has
become a strategic campaign tool, targeting vulnerable groups to capitalize on the
population's discontent for electoral gain. In the case of refugees, there has been a
noticeable evolution in media and public discourse: while Afghan refugees were
treated with a neutral to critical tone, Ukrainian refugees initially benefited from
sympathy, which gradually eroded under the pressure of conspiracy theories (the myth
of "luxury cars" or preferential allowances).

Another category that is constantly targeted is that of people affected by poverty,
pejoratively labeled as "welfare recipients.” This discourse appears cyclically and is
fueled by public figures, contributing to the dehumanization of those in economic
difficulty. Professionals have also pointed out that non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and activists have, in turn, become favorite targets of hatred. Labels such as
"Sorosists" or attacks on social support activities are common, leading to a forced
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desensitization of workers in the field, who end up ignoring verbal aggression in order
to continue their mission.

The dynamics of hatred in schools: From hygiene to social exclusion

Teachers' perspectives have shed light on the mechanism by which seemingly minor
conflicts in the classroom escalate through technology. A specific pattern has been
described: incidents start offline, often based on socio-economic or hygiene
differences, move to WhatsApp groups where they are exaggerated and attract chain
reactions, only to return to the classroom in the form of severe social exclusion. A case
study was presented of a student who was marginalized due to hygiene issues
(associated with poverty and domestic work) and who ended up refusing any
extracurricular activities and integration into the group, despite the interventions of
counselors. This situation illustrates how cyberbullying and labeling can lead to
decreased school performance, anxiety, and social withdrawal.

Secondary victimization and online misogyny

A key point of discussion was how society reacts to sex scandals involving public
figures. Participants noted that, instead of public outrage being directed at the
perpetrator, hate speech often targets the victim (women or minors) through
comments that blame or trivialize them. The idea that these comments are a form of
"humor" was categorically rejected; they are considered mechanisms for validating
rape culture and discouraging victims.

Referring to international trends and their local influence, experts mentioned the
impact of the "manosphere” (the Andrew Tate-type influencer movement) on young
boys, who adopt aggressive gender stereotypes. The studies cited show that girls are
much more exposed to social pressure and cyberbullying, with a direct correlation
between time spent online and mental health deterioration (anxiety, depression).

Media monitoring and statistical data

The analysis was supported by concrete data from extensive media monitoring (over
8,000 articles analyzed). The conclusions of this monitoring show that violence—in all
its forms, including verbal and cyber—accounts for a quarter of the media agenda
analyzed. The groups most frequently mentioned in contexts of vulnerability or
discrimination were minors, women, refugees, people with disabilities, and the
LGBTQIA+ community. A surprising and alarming aspect revealed by the data was
the significant presence of civic activists and journalists among the victims of violent
discourse, confirming the trend of aggression against those who expose irregularities
or defend human rights.

The overall conclusion of the expert group is that, although guidelines and prevention
tools exist, the phenomenon is booming, fueled by algorithms, the lack of strict
regulations (similar to the models discussed in France or the UK), and political
opportunism, creating a hostile environment for both beneficiaries and those who try
to protect them.
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Report on Young People's Perceptions of Hate Speech and Hate Crimes in
Romania

Introduction

During the focus group discussion with nine young people aged between 18 and 29,
the discussions revealed a complex perspective on the phenomenon of hate speech
and hate crime, defined not only in terms of acts of direct aggression, but also through
subtle mechanisms of social exclusion, ignorance, and accumulated frustration.
Participants highlighted the existence of a state of desensitization among their
generation, the phenomenon being so omnipresent that it has become a constant
background noise, difficult to filter or combat effectively.

The etymology of hatred: From ignorance to social frustration and
psychological mechanisms

A recurring theme in the young people's analysis was the identification of ignorance
as the fundamental cause of hate speech. Participants argued that a large part of the
population does not have the educational or empathetic tools necessary to understand
"the other," resorting to judgment as a defense mechanism in the face of the unknown.
This ignorance is amplified by the personal frustrations of the aggressors. In the
group's opinion, hate speech functions as an outlet for individuals who feel unfulfilled
materially or emotionally; they seek validation by denigrating others, trying to achieve
an illusory sense of superiority. Online aggression is described as a form of "blame
transfer" and an easy way to avoid confronting one's own shortcomings.

The metaphor of a "masquerade ball" has been used to describe the online
environment, suggesting that the internet offers anonymous protection that
encourages behaviors that would never occur in a face-to-face interaction. Device
screens dehumanize the interlocutor, eliminating empathy and moral responsibility for
the words spoken. Young people have noticed that this behavior is mimetic,
functioning on the basis of a herd effect: if one person starts to verbally attack a target,
others join in to feel part of the dominant group, a phenomenon particularly visible in
comment sections.

The dynamics of perceptions of migrants and refugees

The discussion about migrants and refugees focused mainly on the change in
Romanian society's attitude towards refugees from Ukraine. Young people described
a downward trajectory of public empathy: from exemplary and humanitarian
mobilization at the beginning of the conflict to the gradual emergence of hostile
discourse, fueled by superficial material comparisons. There was widespread
resentment based on the idea that refugees were "privileged" or that they received
undue assistance at the expense of Romanian citizens.
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Participants offered specific examples of this hate speech, such as judging refugees
who drive expensive cars, highlighting the lack of depth in criticism that ignores the
fact that visible material goods may be the only resources saved from the war. The
social hypocrisy of Romanians was also highlighted: although they are themselves
economic migrants in Western Europe and demand respect, they tend to judge
migrants from the East or Asia who come to Romania harshly, replicating the same
patterns of discrimination that they condemn abroad.

The LGBTQIA+ community: Between toxic humor and the reality of violence

The group identified the LGBTQIA+ community as the favorite target of hate speech
in the online environment in Romania. A specific feature of this type of hate speech is
its disguise as "humor" or memes. Seemingly harmless jokes often hide deeply
discriminatory messages, and the general public tends to socially validate them,
minimizing their impact on victims.

The stark contrast between online discourse imported from the Western world—which
suggests that sexual minorities are "privileged" or that they impose an agenda on the
film industry (e.g., the discussion about Oscar criteria)—and the harsh reality in
Romania was debated. Participants pointed out that, at the local level, community
members do not enjoy privileges but are exposed to physical violence, harassment in
schools, and social marginalization. Young people also noted the use of community-
specific terms as insults by the general population, highlighting the intention to cause
harm through language.

The influence of the internet on ethnic minorities and children

A warning was sounded about the unfiltered impact of internet trends on children and
adolescents. Specific examples were given of middle school students using racial slurs
(such as the "N-word") in public spaces, not out of deep ideological conviction, but
because the terms are popularized online and considered "trendy" or "cool." This
mechanical adoption of hate speech, without awareness of its historical baggage and
the pain it causes, is seen as a failure of digital education. With regard to the Roma
ethnicity, participants discussed the nuance of reappropriating language, noting that
certain terms are acceptable only within the community, becoming offensive when
used by the majority with pejorative intent.

The ecosystem of digital platforms and the impact on victims

In the analysis of platforms, TikTok was unanimously designated as the most toxic
environment, a space where the algorithm favors conflict and the comments section
becomes an area for the manifestation of uncontrolled hatred, even for benign content.
Twitter (now X) was described as a platform of extremes, where the lack of moderation
allows the dissemination of violent content and explicit hate speech under the pretext
of freedom of expression. Instagram and Threads have been mentioned as having
different dynamics, but not without toxicity, with Threads initially associated with a form
of friendly "hate" or sarcasm that can degenerate.

286



Co-funded by
- the European Union UN TY

The consequences of this environment are tangible and destructive. There was a
reported case of a young woman who gave up her artistic passion because of the
wave of negative comments she received online, illustrating the power of hate speech
to alter an individual's life course. As a defense mechanism, young people have
concluded that completely ignoring aggressors is the only viable strategy, as any
interaction, even a logical or educational one, only fuels the aggressor's need for
attention and amplifies the visibility of the conflict. Reporting incidents to platforms is
viewed with skepticism, as it is often considered ineffective in the face of the huge
volume of harmful content.

Conclusion

Essentially, the discussions reveal that for young people in Romania, the internet has
become a "masquerade” of resentment, where the dehumanization of the interlocutor
is facilitated by screens and algorithms. Online hate does not discriminate,
successively targeting refugees, the LGBTQIA+ community, and minorities,
transforming latent prejudices into active aggression. The fact that young people,
including middle school children, adopt hate speech as a form of entertainment or
social validation demonstrates the current failure of digital and civic education.

What emerges from this study is a crisis of confidence: young people do not believe
in the ability of platforms to protect them, nor in the effectiveness of dialogue with
aggressors. Choosing to ignore hate speech is not a real solution, but a coping
mechanism in the face of a phenomenon that has spiraled out of control. Without
concrete interventions targeting psychological (frustration, ignorance) and structural
(platform algorithms) causes, there is a risk that this generation will become
completely immune to the suffering of others, perpetuating the cycle of hatred in offline
life as well.
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