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1. Introduction and National Context
1.1 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
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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 sword: it is a vector for empowerment and
education, yet simultaneously a conduit for radicalisation and psychological
distress.

1.2 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.
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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.

1.3 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.

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.
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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.

1.4 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.
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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 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 (15-29)
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
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police-recorded hate crimes, 129 prosecutions, and 16 convictions were
reported (OSCE/ODIHR, 2023). These discrepancies—particularly 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 1629 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 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
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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 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.
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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 (Qualitative Findings)
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.
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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 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.
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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 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
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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
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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.

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.
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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 (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
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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,
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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.

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
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perception of impunity that fuels the continued prevalence of hate speech
among Romanian youth.

CHAPTER 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 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
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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 state institutions are either unable or unwilling to
offer, particularly for stigmatised groups.
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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 ID: 101213562-UNITY-CERV-2024-CHAR-LITI



Co-funded by A = 1) Institutul
the European Union e B B covin

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 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
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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.

CHAPTER 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 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
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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.

CHAPTER 7. IDENTIFIED GAPS AND NEEDS

The Romanian context reveals persistent, systemic gaps and unmet needs
across data ecosystems, legal frameworks, and support mechanisms. These
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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 questionnaire 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
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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 youth,
vast swathes of the country—particularly 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.

CHAPTER 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 quantitative 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. It is crucial to introduce distinct recording
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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 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
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of reports to rebuild trust in the mechanism.

FINAL 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
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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 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
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digital sphere as a space of safety, dignity, and genuine inclusion for all young
citizens.

ANNEX I: Questionnaire

Questions

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

Project ID: 101213562-UNITY-CERV-2024-CHAR-LITI



Co-funded by 737 = 1| Institutul
the European Union e L Bucovin

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

4

5 — Very familiar

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
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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

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
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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)?
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
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Slight increase
No change
Decrease

| don’t know

32. Which platforms or spaces are most problematic? (multiple choice)
Facebook

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
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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

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
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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

Employee
Unemployed

Other

56. Platforms used regularly (multiple choice)
Instagram

TikTok

YouTube

Discord

Snapchat

Facebook

Gaming platforms
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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

Reported

Talked to family/friends

Responded directly

Other
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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?

-
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SECTION C — PROFESSIONALS
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78. Field of work
Education

Legal

Social services
Mass media
Politics

Other

79. Position

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
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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

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
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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

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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Report of the Questionnaire Responses

Introduction

This report presents a comprehensive analysis of findings derived from a
questionnaire 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,
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individual and collective 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
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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 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.
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Over three quarters 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.

The LGBTQIA+ community and ethnic minorities—particularly Roma
communities—are consistently identified as primary targets. This reflects the
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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
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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

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
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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.
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ANNEX Il Focus Groups

Report on Civil Society and Youth Workers' Perspectives on Hate Speech in
Romania

Introduction

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
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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 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
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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.

Report on Young People's Perceptions of Hate Speech and Hate Crimes
in Romania
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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 etiology 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
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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.

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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