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1. Introduction & National Context 
The Netherlands is one of the most highly digitalised societies in Europe, with internet 

access and online participation deeply embedded in everyday life from early adolescence 

onwards. According to Statistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek; CBS, 2024), 

internet penetration among young people is almost universal, with over 95% of individuals 

aged 12-25 using the internet daily. This high level of connectivity makes digital 

environments central spaces for communication, learning, entertainment, and identity 

formation, while also increasing exposure to online risks such as hate speech and hostile 

interactions. 

Young people represent a substantial share of the Dutch population. CBS population 

statistics (CBS, 2024) indicate that several million residents are under the age of 25, forming 

a large and digitally active cohort. The same data sources show that daily internet use 

among adolescents and young adults in the Netherlands is among the highest in the 

European Union. As a result, online participation is not incidental but a structural part of 

young people’s social and civic lives. 

National youth monitoring consistently demonstrates high levels of daily screen and media 

use among Dutch adolescents. Data from the Landelijke Jeugdmonitor, compiled by CBS in 

cooperation with youth research institutes, and thematic overviews from the Nederlands 

Jeugdinstituut (NJi, 2023) show that young people spend multiple hours per day engaged 

with digital media. These routines typically involve a combination of social networking, 

instant messaging, video consumption, gaming, and participation in online communities. 

Such intensive and continuous engagement increases the likelihood of encountering harmful 

or hateful content, including in semi-private spaces such as group chats or gaming platforms. 

Studies on ICT use by young people conducted by CBS (2024) indicate that the vast majority 

of adolescents and young adults use multiple social media platforms simultaneously. 

Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube are particularly popular among 

younger age groups, while older youth often combine these with platforms used for 

discussion, news consumption, or activism. This multi-platform usage creates a fragmented 

digital ecosystem in which young people move fluidly between public, semi-public, and 

private online spaces, each with different norms and levels of moderation. 

Digital experiences of young people are shaped not only by age but also by local context. 

CBS demographic data (CBS, 2024) show that large urban centres such as Amsterdam, 

Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht have higher proportions of residents with a migration 

background and greater visibility of LGBTQI+ communities. These cities also tend to have 

more extensive networks of schools, youth organisations, and support services. In contrast, 
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smaller municipalities and rural areas often have fewer locally accessible support structures. 

Insights from the UNITY focus groups conducted by MVidee Stichting in 2025 suggest that 

while online hate speech occurs across the country, the availability of offline support and the 

perceived social climate influence how young people experience, interpret, and respond to 

online hostility. 

Online hate speech has become an increasingly prominent topic in Dutch public debate. 

Discussions frequently intersect with broader societal issues such as migration and asylum, 

religion, gender identity, LGBTQI+ rights, and political polarisation. Research by the Sociaal 

en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP, 2023) points to growing concerns about polarisation in Dutch 

society and the role of digital media in amplifying confrontational narratives. At the same 

time, policy discussions increasingly focus on how to balance freedom of expression with the 

need to protect young people from harm in online environments. 

Traditional and online media play a significant role in shaping public understanding of hate 

speech and hate crime. Media coverage influences which incidents gain visibility and how 

targeted groups are portrayed. According to SCP analyses (SCP, 2023), media attention 

around sensitive topics such as migration or gender identity can contribute to heightened 

emotional responses in online discussions. This observation is echoed by participants in the 

UNITY focus groups conducted by Mvidee Stichting, during which participants reported that 

peaks in online hostility often coincide with periods of intense media coverage or public 

controversy. 

Findings from the UNITY field research confirm the relevance of this digital context. In the 

UNITY Project Questionnaire the majority (87%) of respondents reported encountering 

hateful or offensive content online within the past twelve months. Most respondents 

(40.9%) encountering such content weekly. Social media platforms were identified as the 

primary environments in which such content is encountered, where 88.4% of the 

respondents listed it in the first place. Respondents most frequently associated online hate 

with refugees and migrants, followed by LGBTQI+ individuals, indicating that these groups 

are perceived by young people as particularly visible and vulnerable targets in Dutch digital 

spaces. Focus group discussions further highlighted that online hate is often experienced as 

persistent and difficult to avoid due to the central role of digital platforms in everyday youth 

communication. 

Taken together, official statistics and the project UNITY field research demonstrate that 

young people in the Netherlands operate in a highly digitalised, socially diverse, and media-

saturated environment. While digital platforms offer significant opportunities for connection 

and expression, they also expose young people, particularly LGBTQI+ youth and young 

people with migrant or refugee backgrounds, to increased risks of online hate. This national 

context provides the foundation for analysing prevalence, impacts, and responses in the 

subsequent sections of the UNITY Country Study. 
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2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth 

2.1 Statistical Data & Trends 

This section presents available quantitative evidence on online hate speech and hate crime 

affecting young people in the Netherlands. It draws on police and prosecution data, 

government and equality-body reports, NGO monitoring, European surveys, and UNITY field 

research. While no single dataset captures the full scope of online hate, triangulating these 

sources allows for an evidence-based assessment of scale, trends, and dominant forms of 

hate. 

Official reporting mechanisms capture only a fraction of online hate incidents. According to 

annual figures from Discriminatie.nl, local anti-discrimination services registered thousands 

of discrimination reports each year, with online incidents forming a growing share of total 

reports. In recent reporting years, online discrimination accounted for roughly one quarter 

to one third of all registered discrimination cases, with social media and online comment 

sections most frequently mentioned as the setting. 

Police data provides a narrower but complementary perspective. Dutch police and the 

Openbaar Ministerie register hate crimes that meet the threshold of criminal offences, 

including online threats, incitement to hatred, and discriminatory insults. Annual hate crime 

statistics show several hundred registered hate crime cases per year, of which a substantial 

proportion include an online component. However, both police and prosecution authorities 

emphasise that these figures represent only the most severe cases and do not reflect the 

broader prevalence of online hate speech. 

Underreporting is widely acknowledged. The College voor de Rechten van de Mens and 

Discriminatie.nl consistently note that many victims, especially young people, do not report 

online hate because they: 

• do not expect effective follow-up, 

• are unsure whether the behaviour qualifies as discrimination, 

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

• face language or institutional barriers (especially migrant and refugee youth). 

This is corroborated by the UNITY questionnaire data, where several respondents indicated 

that although they encounter hateful content online, they rarely report it through official 

channels. 

2.2 Trends Over Time 

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

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

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

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

2.3 Types of Hate Most Commonly Reported 

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

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

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

Sexism and gender-based hate frequently intersect with other forms of discrimination. 
Young women and gender-diverse youth are disproportionately exposed to sexualised 
harassment, degrading language, and threats online. Although not all such incidents 
meet the legal definition of hate speech, they contribute significantly to hostile online 
environments. 
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UNITY questionnaire findings align with these patterns. When asked which groups are 
most often targeted by online hate, respondents most frequently identified: 

• refugees and migrants, and 
• LGBTQI+ individuals. 

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

2.4 Youth-Specific Exposure 

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

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

2.5 Platforms Used by Youth 

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

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

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

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration 

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

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

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

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

3. Impact on Victims  
This section presents qualitative findings on the impact of online hate speech on young 
people in the Netherlands, drawing on UNITY focus groups and responses from the 
national questionnaire. The analysis focuses on how young people describe their lived 
experiences, the emotional, social, and educational consequences of online hate, and 
the coping strategies and support mechanisms they use or lack. The findings highlight 
both shared patterns and group-specific vulnerabilities, particularly among LGBTQI+ 
youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds. 
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Introductory note on field research participants  
The qualitative findings presented in this section are based on field research conducted in 
the Netherlands within the UNITY project, including two focus groups with young 
people and 24 valid questionnaire responses from participants based in the Netherlands. 
The combined methods provide insight into lived experiences of online hate speech, while 
not aiming for statistical representativeness. 
 
Age and role profile 
Most questionnaire respondents were young people themselves. Over 54% identified as 
youth aged 15-30, while 37.5% were professionals working with young people (e.g. in 
education, youth work, or civil society), and 8.3% represented civil society organisations. 
In terms of age distribution, the largest group was 20-24 years old (33.3%), followed by 
participants aged 40+ (29.2%), reflecting the inclusion of both youth voices and professional 
perspectives. Smaller proportions were aged 25-29 (16.7%), 15-19 (8.3%), and 30-39 (12.5% 
combined). 
 
Gender diversity 
The sample reflected gender diversity. 54.2% of respondents identified as female, 41.7% as 
male, and 4.2% as non-binary. Focus group participation similarly included young people of 
different gender identities, enabling discussion of gendered dimensions of online hate and 
differential exposure to hostility. 
 
Minority, LGBTQI+, and migration background 
A substantial proportion of respondents identified as belonging to groups that are more 

frequently targeted by online hate. 25% of questionnaire respondents identified as 

LGBTQIA+, while 25% reported having a migrant or refugee background. An additional 8.3% 

identified with multiple minority categories, indicating overlapping identities. Focus group 

discussions further reflected these dynamics, with participants describing how sexual 

orientation, gender identity, ethnicity, religion, or migration status shaped their online 

experiences and vulnerability to hate speech. 

 

Digital engagement relevance 
All participants reported regular and active use of digital platforms, particularly social media 
and messaging applications, making them well positioned to reflect on online dynamics 
affecting young people. The focus groups provided in-depth qualitative insights into personal 
experiences, perceptions, and coping strategies, while the questionnaire offered 
complementary quantitative indications of exposure, targets, and perceived impacts. 
Together, this field research captures a diverse cross-section of youth and youth-related 
perspectives in the Netherlands, with particular relevance for understanding how online 
hate speech affects LGBTQI+ youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds 
in everyday digital environments. 
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3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences 

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

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

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

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

3.2 Emotional, Social, and Educational Consequences 
Emotional and Psychological Impact 

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

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

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

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

Educational Impact 

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

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

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms 

Individual Coping Strategies 

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

• blocking or muting accounts, 
• leaving online groups or platforms, 
• ignoring hateful content, 
• limiting self-expression online. 

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

Reporting and Help-Seeking Behaviour 

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

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

Support Services and Accessibility 

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

Youth-specific prevention efforts are most visible in the education and youth sectors. 
Schools in the Netherlands have a legal duty to provide a socially safe learning 
environment and are expected to maintain policies addressing bullying and 
discrimination, including online forms of harassment. In practice, this is supported 
through guidance and training resources by Stichting School & Veiligheid (Foundation 
for School Safety) and supervision by the Inspectie van het Onderwijs (Inspectorate of 
Education) (Stichting School & Veiligheid; Inspectie van het Onderwijs). 
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National media literacy efforts also support prevention. The Netwerk Mediawijsheid 
(Dutch Media Literacy Network) coordinates initiatives that strengthen digital resilience, 
critical thinking, and safe online behaviour among young people, often in cooperation 
with schools and youth organisations (Netwerk Mediawijsheid). Additionally, online 
safety guidance for youth, parents, and educators is provided through 
Veiliginternetten.nl, supported by ECP (ECP | Platform voor de InformatieSamenleving) 
(ECP/Veiliginternetten.nl). 

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

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

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

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

5.1 Governmental Actors 
Responsibility for addressing online hate speech and hate crime in the Netherlands is 
distributed across several ministries and agencies, reflecting the cross-cutting nature of 
the issue. 

The Ministry of Justice and Security oversees criminal law, hate crime prosecution, and 
digital safety policy. It works with the Openbaar Ministerie (Public Prosecution Service) 
and the police on enforcement and registration of hate-motivated offences, including 
those with an online component. 

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

LGBTQI+ organisations such as COC Nederland and Transgender Netwerk Nederland 
provide education, advocacy, peer support, and resources addressing homophobic and 
transphobic hate, including online harassment affecting young people. 
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Organisations focusing on migration and inclusion, such as Kennisplatform Integratie & 
Samenleving and Pharos, contribute research, training, and culturally sensitive 
guidance relevant to migrant and refugee youth. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants 
Example 1 

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

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

Implemented by: Pharos (expertise centre reducing health inequities; widely used by 
practitioners). 

Target group: Primarily professionals supporting refugees and migrants (including 
education and social support), with indirect benefits for young people and families 
navigating Dutch systems. 

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

 

Example 2 

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

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

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

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

Why it is effective: It explicitly supports youth to become active “upstanders”, 
strengthens coping strategies, and aims at norm change (peer-level effects), which is 
particularly relevant for migrant-background youth who often experience online hate as 
“normalised.” 
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6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth 
Example 1 

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

 

Example 2  

Dutch guidance and reporting-awareness messaging on online bullying related to 
sexual orientation/gender identity (COC communications to schools) 

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

 

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities 
Example 1 

Meld.Online Discriminatie (national online reporting point) + annual discrimination 

reporting infrastructure (Art.1 / national reporting ecosystem) 

What it is: A national online reporting point for discriminatory content and a broader annual 

monitoring ecosystem that consolidates figures from multiple bodies (police, equality 

bodies, anti-discrimination services). 
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Implemented by: Meld.Online Discriminatie (reporting platform) and annual reporting 

compiled by Art.1 with national partners (as described in the discrimination figures 

publication). 

Target group: The general public including youth; particularly relevant to ethnic minorities 

who face racism/anti-Muslim hate online. 

Why it is effective: It offers a clear, accessible reporting route, and the broader reporting 

system improves visibility of trends across institutions—an essential condition for policy 

responses (even though underreporting remains an issue). Recent reporting also indicates 

increased use of the online reporting channel, suggesting improved reach. 

 

Example 2 

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

discrimination (Movisie) 

What it is: An online training resource that provides practical guidance on recognising 

discriminatory content and taking action (useful for youth workers/educators and youth 

themselves). 

Implemented by: Movisie (national knowledge institute), developed with partners and 

aimed at practice. 

Target group: Youth and professionals working with youth; relevant to ethnic minority youth 

both as targets and as peers/“bystanders.” 

Why it is effective: It focuses on practical response behaviour (what to do when you see 

online discrimination) and supports structured discussion and skill-building, useful where 

hate is normalised in peer environments. 

Across these examples, effectiveness is most strongly associated with: (1) youth participation 

and peer-led norm setting (e.g., GSA), (2) practical, skills-based tools for “what to do” (e.g., 

#DatMeenJeNiet), (3) accessible reporting pathways plus trend monitoring (Meld.Online 

Discriminatie + annual discrimination figures), and (4) culturally sensitive professional 

capacity-building (Pharos), which helps ensure that migrant/refugee youth can access 

trusted support when online hate occurs. 

 

6.4 Local Good Practices  
Example 1:  

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

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

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

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

Example 2 

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

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

Implemented by: Sharing Perspectives Foundation together with partners such as Build 
Up and potentially community partners in cities including The Hague. 

Target group: Young people aged ~18–30, including those from diverse ethnic 
backgrounds. 

Why it’s effective: It uses dialogue-based learning and youth empowerment, focusing 
on skills to intervene against hate speech, not just theoretical knowledge. It also builds 
an inclusive community of youth practitioners and encourages collective action to 
shape social norms online. The initiative’s emphasis on turning bystanders into 
upstanders and equipping youth with practical strategies to respond to hateful content 
demonstrates an innovative and participatory model relevant for ethnic minority and 
migrant-background youth, as well as all young people navigating hostile digital spaces. 
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7. Identified Gaps and Needs 
A key gap concerns the lack of comprehensive and comparable data on online hate 
speech affecting young people. While various institutions collect statistics on 
discrimination and hate crime, data are fragmented, use different definitions, and are 
rarely disaggregated simultaneously by age, sexual orientation/gender identity, and 
migration background. As a result, the scale and specific patterns of online hate 
affecting intersectional youth remain insufficiently visible. 

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

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

• underreporting by young victims, 

• anonymity of perpetrators, 

• high evidentiary thresholds for prosecution, 

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

Young people in the focus groups expressed limited confidence that reporting online 
hate would lead to meaningful consequences for perpetrators. This perception weakens 
deterrence and reinforces the idea that online hostility is tolerated or unavoidable. 
While recent EU-level regulation strengthens platform obligations, practical 
enforcement and oversight are still developing, and their impact is not yet fully visible to 
young users. 

Preventive efforts are unevenly distributed. Schools and municipalities differ 
significantly in how systematically they address online hate, digital discrimination, and 
identity-based harassment. While some schools integrate digital citizenship and social 
safety effectively, others lack the time, resources, training, or confidence to address 
complex online dynamics, particularly when incidents occur outside school hours or 
involve anonymous actors. 

Media literacy initiatives exist, but they do not always explicitly address online hate 
speech, nor do they consistently incorporate intersectional perspectives. As a result, 
prevention efforts may overlook how racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and 
transphobia intersect in digital environments. 
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Support services for victims of online hate are available, but awareness and 
accessibility remain limited, especially for young people. Focus group participants 
indicated that they often do not know where to seek help beyond blocking or ignoring 
content. Concerns about confidentiality, being taken seriously, or facing additional 
scrutiny discourage formal reporting. 

For migrant and refugee youth, additional barriers include language obstacles, 
uncertainty about institutional roles, and limited culturally sensitive support. LGBTQI+ 
youth highlighted fears related to visibility and outing, which further reduce help-
seeking behaviour. Overall, support structures are perceived as fragmented rather than 
coordinated, placing the burden of coping largely on the individual. 

 

Young people participating in the UNITY field research articulated several clear needs:  

• Clear, youth-friendly reporting pathways, with transparent follow-up and 
feedback. 

• Stronger institutional responses, so that online hate is visibly taken seriously. 
• Safe spaces, both online and offline, where experiences can be shared without 

judgement. 
• Education that reflects real digital life, including gaming platforms, group chats, 

and emerging online spaces. 
• Involvement of young people themselves in designing prevention strategies and 

responses, ensuring relevance and trust. 

Participants emphasised that they do not only want protection but also empowerment 
skills to respond, intervene as bystanders, and support peers. 

 

Taken together, the findings point to the need for: 

• more coherent and disaggregated data collection on youth online hate, 
• improved enforcement visibility and trust, 
• stronger, more consistent preventive education across schools and youth work, 
• accessible, intersectional support services, 
• and meaningful youth participation in policy and practice. 

Addressing these gaps is essential for developing effective, inclusive, and sustainable 
responses to online hate speech affecting young people in the Netherlands and directly 
informs the added value of UNITY’s survey, focus groups, training activities, and cross-
country exchange. 
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8. Conclusions & Recommendations 
This country study highlights that online hate speech is a persistent and structurally 
embedded challenge for young people in the Netherlands, shaped by high levels of 
digital participation, social diversity, and polarised public discourse. While the 
Netherlands benefits from strong legal protections, an active civil society, and extensive 
digital access, these strengths have not translated into consistent protection for young 
people in online environments. 

Quantitative data and qualitative findings demonstrate that online hate is a common 
experience among youth, with LGBTQI+ young people and those with migrant or refugee 
backgrounds facing disproportionately high exposure. Online hostility is encountered 
across multiple platforms, most frequently on social media and in semi-private digital 
spaces such as group chats and gaming environments. Underreporting remains 
widespread, limiting the visibility of incidents and weakening institutional responses.  

The qualitative evidence shows that online hate has significant emotional, social, and 
educational impacts, contributing to stress, withdrawal, reduced self-confidence, and 
disengagement from online and offline participation. Young people often rely on 
individual coping strategies, such as blocking or self-censorship, rather than 
institutional support, reflecting limited trust in reporting mechanisms and enforcement 
outcomes. 

Institutional and civil society responses in the Netherlands are diverse and well-
developed, particularly in education, media literacy, and anti-discrimination work. 
However, these efforts are often fragmented and unevenly distributed, with notable 
gaps in intersectional approaches, youth-friendly reporting, and coordination across 
sectors. The findings underline the importance of complementing legal frameworks with 
preventive, participatory, and youth-centred strategies that reflect the realities of 
contemporary digital life. 

Based on the findings of the desk research, focus groups, and questionnaire, the 
following action-oriented recommendations are proposed: 

For Policymakers 

• Strengthen coordinated national monitoring of online hate speech affecting 
young people, with data disaggregated by age, sexual orientation/gender identity, 
and migration background. 

• Improve visibility and accessibility of reporting mechanisms, ensuring clear 
pathways and feedback for young victims. 

• Support the implementation and enforcement of EU-level regulations, such as 
the Digital Services Act, with specific attention to youth protection.  
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• Invest in intersectional prevention strategies that address overlapping forms of 
discrimination in digital environments. 

For Educators and Schools 

• Integrate online hate, discrimination, and digital citizenship more explicitly into 
citizenship education and social safety policies. 

• Provide training and practical tools for teachers and school staff to address 
online incidents, including those occurring outside school hours. 

• Foster safe and inclusive school climates, including support for student-led 
initiatives that promote respect and peer intervention. 

• Strengthen cooperation with youth workers, anti-discrimination services, and 
parents to ensure consistent responses. 

For Civil Society Organisations 

• Expand youth-centred and participatory approaches, ensuring that young people 
are involved in designing prevention and support initiatives. 

• Improve outreach and visibility of support services, particularly for LGBTQI+ 
youth and young people with migrant or refugee backgrounds. 

• Develop intersectional support models that reflect the combined experiences of 
discrimination faced by some young people. 

• Continue producing evidence-based tools and training for educators, youth 
workers, and local authorities. 

For Organizations 

• Ensure clear, accessible, and youth-friendly reporting tools, with timely 
responses and transparent outcomes in their online services. 

• Strengthen content moderation practices for identity-based hate, including in 
less visible spaces such as group chats and gaming-related environments. 

• Increase transparency and accountability regarding algorithmic amplification of 
polarising or harmful content. 

• Collaborate with educators, civil society, and youth organisations to support 
digital literacy and bystander intervention initiatives. 

 

The findings from the Netherlands underscore that addressing online hate speech 
among youth requires multi-level, coordinated action that combines legal protection, 
education, community support, and platform responsibility. UNITY’s integrated 
approach, bringing together research, youth participation, training, and cross-country 
exchange, offers a valuable framework for responding to these challenges in a way that 
is inclusive, evidence-based, and grounded in young people’s lived realities. 
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Annexes 

Annex I: Questionnaires 

This annex provides a consolidated summary of the questionnaires conducted with 

participants in the Netherlands as part of the UNITY project’s research activities. The 

questionnaire was designed to capture experiences, perceptions, and responses related to 

online hate speech and hate crime, with particular attention to vulnerable and frequently 

targeted groups such as refugees and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic minorities. The 

findings complement the desk research and focus group discussions by offering a broader 

perspective on patterns of exposure, perceived risks, emotional impacts, and self-reported 

behaviours in digital environments. 

Profile of Respondents 

The Netherlands dataset includes 24 respondents (n=24). Age-wise, the largest group is 
20–24 years (8/24; 33%), followed by 40+ (7/24; 29%), 25–29 (4/24; 17%), 15–19 (2/24; 
8%), 30–34 (2/24; 8%), and 35–39 (1/24; 4%). In terms of gender, respondents are 54% 
female (13/24), 42% male (10/24), and 4% non-binary (1/24). 

Self-identification as belonging to a minority or vulnerable group is diverse: 42% 
selected “Other/Prefer not to say” (10/24), 25% reported a “Migrant or refugee 
background” (6/24), 25% identified as LGBTQIA+ (6/24), and 8% identified as both 
“Ethnic or racial minority” and “Migrant or refugee background” (2/24). Regarding role, 
the sample is youth-heavy: 54% are “Youth (15–30 yrs old)” (13/24), while 38% are 
“Professional” (9/24) and 8% “Civil Society Representative” (2/24). Familiarity with hate 
speech and hate crime concepts is generally moderate to high, with an average rating of 
3.9/5 across the sample. 

Exposure to Online Hate Speech 

Across the Dutch responses, exposure to hateful or offensive content online is 
widespread. Respondents most frequently locate hate content in social media, but also 
in school contexts, public places, and occasionally news/politics. Where frequency is 
specified, exposure is often regular and repeated (commonly “daily” or “weekly”), with 
fewer indicating “monthly” or “rarely.” 

The youth module provides the clearest breakdown of where hate is encountered 
online: among youth respondents who completed this section, hate is most often seen 
in public comments/posts (10 mentions) and memes/videos (9 mentions), followed by 
private messages/group chats (4 mentions) and gaming chats (3 mentions). This pattern 
suggests that in the Netherlands dataset, hate content is experienced primarily through 
high-visibility public online spaces and viral content formats, with an additional layer in 
private chats and gaming environments. 

Forms and Targets of Hate Speech 
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Within the Netherlands responses, the most consistently named target group is 
Refugees/Migrants, mentioned by 21 out of 24 respondents (21/24; 88%). The LGBTQ+ 
community is the second most frequently named target, mentioned by 9 out of 24 (9/24; 
38%). Roma or other ethnic minorities are mentioned by 4 out of 24 (4/24; 17%). One 
respondent explicitly refers to the Jewish community, stating that it is “part of the Dutch 
society for more than 500 years” and “now it experiences hate speech and hate crimes 
on a daily basis” (as perceived by that respondent). 

While the dataset is not designed to catalogue “types” of hate speech in a single closed 
question, the open responses and platform-related items show that respondents 
frequently associate hate speech with discrimination, stereotyping, misinformation, 
and polarisation. Reported perceived causes include, for example, “Low education; 
stereotypes disinformation bad experiences,” “social media bubbles… political 
polarisation,” and “lack of critical thinking.” Another respondent frames the escalation 
risk starkly: “Hate speech is the beginning of the real war.” 

Emotional and Psychological Impact 

Among youth respondents who provided a numeric rating for emotional impact (n=12 in 
the youth module), the average reported impact is 3.3/5. The most common score is 4/5 
(5 respondents), followed by 3/5 (4 respondents). At the high end, 1 respondent rated 
impact at 5/5, and at the low end, 1 respondent rated 2/5 and 1 respondent rated 1/5. 

When asked how encountering hate speech online makes them feel (youth entries; 
n=14), the most frequent emotions are “Sad” (5 responses), followed by “Angry” (2), 
“Indifferent” (2), and “Motivated to act” (2). “Afraid” appears once, and one respondent 
selected a combined option (“all of the above, except indifferent”). In open responses, 
some participants link hate exposure to fear of escalation or fear of consequences. 
Others connect it to broader community impact (e.g., hate speech “produced conflicts 
and separate people” or creates an “oppressive atmosphere”). 

Coping Strategies and Responses 

When describing how they usually respond to hate speech (general question), many 
respondents report non-confrontational approaches such as ignoring, observing, 
staying silent, or responding only when it feels safe. Examples include “Ignore it,” “Do 
nothing,” “Try to neglect,” “With silence,” or “It depends.” 

The youth module provides concrete behavioural data (multi-select) on what 
respondents did when they experienced or witnessed hate speech online. Among those 
who completed this item, the most common actions were: 

• Reported it (9 mentions) 

• Ignored it (7 mentions) 
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• Blocked the person (7 mentions) 

• Responded directly (2 mentions) 

• Talked with friends/family (1 mention) 

This indicates that, in practice, coping tends to combine self-protection 
measures (blocking/ignoring) with platform-based reporting, while direct engagement is 
less frequent. 

Victimisation is also present in the Netherlands dataset. 15 out of 24 respondents 
(15/24; 62%) report that they or someone they know has been a victim of hate speech or 
hate crime. 8 out of 24 (8/24; 33%) report “No,” and 1 out of 24 (1/24; 4%) selected 
“Prefer not to say.” Among those indicating victimisation, non-reporting is commonly 
explained by fear and lack of clarity: e.g., “No because they were too afraid,” “No, it was 
scary for everyone involved,” “I was not sure what to do,” “I didnt report it because i 
didnt know where,” and “nobody would take it seriously.” One respondent also notes low 
confidence in effective support: people “don’t believe that anyone can understand and 
help.” Conversely, at least one participant highlights that online reporting is easier: 
“online is relatively easy so i tried to do it often.” 

Trust in Platforms and Institutions 

Perceptions of protection and enforcement are cautious. On whether there are enough 
laws or policies to protect against hate speech and hate crimes, many respondents 
choose “Not sure” or “No,” signalling uncertainty and scepticism rather than strong 
confidence. Safety to report is similarly mixed and often cautious, with open responses 
indicating fear, uncertainty, and low expectations of follow-up. 

Satisfaction with platform responses after reporting (youth module) shows limited 
confidence. Among those who answered, “Not satisfied” appears 5 times, “Somewhat 
satisfied” 4 times, and “Very satisfied” only once. In addition, 3 respondents state they 
have never reported anything. In qualitative remarks, respondents describe experiences 
such as “Nothing happened” after reporting and emphasise a need for “real people 
responding to your complaints/reports,” better “support system,” and clearer 
procedures. 

When asked who should play the main role in addressing hate speech, the Netherlands 
responses spread responsibility across multiple actors, most often pointing to civil 
society, schools, and government, and in some cases explicitly combining actors (e.g., 
individuals + media + schools + family). 

Awareness of Support Services and Needs 

Among youth respondents who answered the help-seeking question, knowledge of 
where to get help if targeted online is limited: 8 answered “No” compared to 5 who 
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answered “Yes.” When asked where they would go for help (multi-select), the most 
common options mentioned are: 

• Friends/parents (5 mentions) 

• Police (4 mentions) 

• School/teacher (3 mentions) 

• Helpline/hotline (2 mentions) 

• NGO/association (2 mentions) 

This suggests that, in the Netherlands dataset, support is most often conceptualised 
as informal first (friends/family), with formal channels (police/school) present but not 
dominant, and specialised services (hotlines/NGOs) less frequently cited. 

On the professional side, respondents who work with youth repeatedly describe 
practical gaps. Several professionals report encountering hate incidents among youth, 
most often in online spaces: “Online (social media, gaming, chat apps)” is mentioned 8 
times as the main setting, followed by community spaces (5 
mentions) and school/classroom (3 mentions). Confidence to address hate is mixed: 
responses include “Yes” (3), “Partly” (5), and “No” (1). Where institutional guidelines 
exist, they are frequently described as unclear (“Some guidelines, but unclear”) and 
training is often “limited” or “no training.” 

Professionals are very explicit about what would strengthen their capacity. The most 
requested resources (mentions) are: 

• Practical guidelines/manuals (6) 
• Case studies/examples (6) 
• Awareness materials for youth (5) 
• Cooperation with CSOs/police (4) 
• Training workshops (3) 
• Referral pathways to support services (2) 

Open responses reinforce this practical orientation: requests include “having a clear 
protocol,” “practical tools,” and guidance that helps staff act without escalating 
conflict. 

Conclusion 

The Netherlands responses (n=24) present online hate speech as a highly visible and 
recurring experience, most strongly associated with social media environments and 
public-facing online content such as comments and memes. The most consistently 
identified targets are refugees/migrants (21/24; 88%) and the LGBTQ+ community (9/24; 
38%), with additional mentions of Roma/ethnic minorities (4/24; 17%) and one explicit 
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reference to increased hate affecting the Jewish community (as perceived by that 
respondent). 

Emotional effects among youth respondents are moderate-to-high (average 3.3/5, 
with 4/5 the most common rating), and feelings such as sadness, anger, fear, and 
motivation to act are repeatedly reported. Coping strategies are primarily reporting, 
blocking, and ignoring, while direct confrontation is less common and often dependent 
on perceived safety. Victimisation is substantial in this dataset (15/24; 62%), and non-
reporting is strongly linked to fear, uncertainty about procedures, and low trust that 
action will follow (“Nothing happened”). 

Across the professional responses, the recurring conclusion is not that hate incidents 
are rare, but that the response system is inconsistent: guidelines are “unclear,” training 
is limited, and practitioners need practical protocols, case examples, youth-focused 
materials, and clearer referral and cooperation pathways. 
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1.  Session Overview    
Topic: LGBTQ+ Hate Speech in Online Environments 

Date: 20.11.2025 

Country: Netherlands 

Participants: 6 (Youth) 

Format: In-person 

 

2.  Introduction 
This focus group was part of the UNITY project (WP2), which aims to understand how 

online hate speech affects young people across Europe, with a specific lens on LGBTQ+ 

identities. The session took place in the Netherlands and gathered six youth 

participants who identify across the LGBTQ+ spectrum. 

 

 

The goal was to explore their experiences with online hate speech, understand which 

platforms are most problematic, observe the emotional and social effects of online 

negativity, and identify what kind of support young people need from institutions, 

communities, and digital platforms. 

 

 

The discussion followed the five UNITY research themes: 

1. Context and prevalence of online hate speech 

2. Causes and contributing factors 

3. Impact on youth 

4. Institutional and policy responses 

5. Good practices and future directions 

 

3. Participant Profile 
Participants were LGBTQ+ young people (ages approximately 20–28) who live or study 

in the Netherlands. Most were students at Dutch universities, while others were young 

professionals working part-time in sectors such as retail, childcare or marketing. 

 

 

The group was highly international, including participants from Southern European 

countries, and Eastern European countries, as well as individuals who have lived in the 

Netherlands for several years. This diversity allowed for comparisons between Dutch 

online environments and digital cultures in their home countries. 
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Participants were active users of platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and Twitter/X. They 

had first-hand experience navigating online spaces as LGBTQ+ youth and could describe 

both supportive environments and hostile interactions. 

 

 

No personal names or identifying details were used in the discussion or in this 

summary. 

 

4. Key Findings by Theme 

4.1 Context and Prevalence of Online Hate Speech 

Participants described different experiences depending on the platform, language, and 

country of origin. 

•  TikTok often feels like a “bubble” where LGBTQ+ content dominates because of 

the algorithm. 

• Twitter/X was mentioned as the main platform where direct LGBTQ+ hate 

appears, including slurs and stereotypes. 

• Instagram showed mixed experiences: some national communities (Spanish, 

Eastern European) were described as more openly negative. 

• Several participants said that hate in their native language feels more painful 

because it reflects discrimination from back home. 

 

They also noted differences between Dutch online spaces and online 

communities outside the EU, where homophobia can be more aggressive. 

4.2 Forms of Online Hate Speech 

Participants experienced both overt and subtle forms of hate. 

Overt forms: 

• Direct slurs used as insults 

• Hostile reactions to celebrities coming out 

• Negative comments about same-sex relationships in sports or entertainment 

Subtle or “soft” hate: 

• “Jokes” suggesting LGBTQ+ identity is undesirable 

• Comments like “the best-looking men are gay, what a loss for women” 
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• Assumptions that queer people are interested in all same-gender friends 

• Sexualization of bisexual women and minimising their identity 

• Fear from others about being “hit on,” interpreted as underlying homophobia 

• Subtle hate was described as more damaging because it is harder to call out. 

 

4.3 Impact on LGBTQ+ Youth 

Emotional impact: 

• Stress and anxiety when using some platforms 

• Overthinking how behaviour or messages might be interpreted 

• Feeling unsafe or uncomfortable in online discussions 

• “Paranoia,” especially when talking to new people 

Behavioural impact: 

• Avoiding certain platforms 

• Hiding identity in some offline settings (e.g., workplaces) 

• Adjusting posts or self-expression to avoid judgment 

• Feeling disconnected from home-country online communities 

Social impact: 

• Feeling isolated when algorithms hide reality 

• Difficulty trusting online spaces 

• Feeling supported when seeing LGBTQ+ representation 

4.4 Institutional and Educational Context 

Positive points: 

• Dutch universities feel safe and inclusive. 

• Dutch children grow up seeing LGBTQ+ topics treated as normal. 

• Dutch culture was described as calm and non-dramatic regarding LGBTQ+ 

identity. 

Challenges: 

• Some workplaces feel unsafe due to conservative or religious groups. 

• Acceptance is not equal across all Dutch communities. 

• International participants were shocked by Dutch openness compared to their 

home countries. 

• Reporting tools on social media were described as slow or ineffective. 
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4.5 Role of Social Media Platforms and Algorithms 

• Algorithms can hide hate, creating a false sense of safety. 

• They can also suddenly show hateful content, which feels shocking. 

• Platforms fail to remove harmful comments or respond to reports effectively. 

• Young LGBTQ+ users need better protection because many explore identity 

early. 

• Some participants said social media can also be empowering, helping them find 

relatable creators and learn more about their identity. 

4.6 Solutions, Support, and Future Outlook 

What platforms should do: 

• Moderate subtle hate, not only slurs 

• Improve reporting transparency 

• Protect young LGBTQ+ users 

• Stop amplifying hateful content 

What schools and institutions should do: 

• Provide inclusive sex education 

• Teach stereotypes, online behaviour, and critical thinking 

• Create safe discussion spaces 

What the EU should do: 

• Pressure member states where LGBTQ+ rights are restricted 

• Support digital literacy with minority perspectives 

Future outlook: 

• Participants were hopeful because younger generations are more open and 

vocal. Representation helps build confidence, and personal stories are powerful 

tools for change. 

 

5. Key Quotes 
(All quotes anonymized) 

• “On TikTok my feed feels safe, but on Twitter it’s like a reality check.” 
• “Homophobia in my native language hits harder. It feels more personal.” 
• “The most damaging part is the subtle stuff — the jokes and assumptions.” 
• “In Dutch universities it feels normal to be yourself, but online it’s a different story.” 
• “Algorithms let you pretend there’s no hate, but it still exists — you just don’t see it.” 
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• “Representation online helps you feel less alone. It makes you feel seen.” 

 

6. Conclusion 
This focus group showed that LGBTQ+ young people in the Netherlands experience both supportive 
and harmful online environments. While Dutch educational spaces feel accepting, online spaces 
remain unpredictable and often expose users to direct or subtle forms of hate. 

Participants described emotional, behavioural, and social impacts and highlighted the need for: 

• stronger platform moderation, 
• more inclusive education, and 
• EU-level support for LGBTQ+ rights. 

These insights will contribute to the UNITY project’s ongoing research on preventing online hate 
speech and improving the wellbeing of young people. 
 

 

 

7. Photographs 
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1.  Session Overview    
Topic: LGBTQ+ Hate Speech in Online Environments 

Date: 03.12.2025 

Country: Netherlands 

Participants: 6 (Professionals) 

Format: Hybrid (online + in-person) 

 

2.  Introduction 

This focus group was organised under Work Package 2 (WP2) of the UNITY project to 

understand how educators, youth workers, interpreters, and NGO professionals 

perceive LGBTQ+ hate speech in online environments and how it affects young people 

in the Netherlands. 

The discussion explored five main areas: 

• context and prevalence of online LGBTQ+ hate speech, 

• causes and contributing factors, 

• emotional and social impact on youth, 

• institutional and policy responses, and 

• good practices and future directions for prevention. 

The session involved six professionals with regular exposure to youth, refugees, or 

online communication dynamics. 

 

3. Participant Profile 

Participants included: 

• university lecturers teaching subjects such as communication science, political 

communication, media literacy, misinformation, and digital behaviour; 

• interpreters working weekly with LGBTQ+ refugees, providing first-hand insight 

into discrimination and trauma; 

• youth-facing educators familiar with student behaviour, identity struggles, and 

online interaction patterns. 

All participants had practical experience with digital environments, youth attitudes, and 

societal issues such as migration, integration, and online hate speech. 
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4. Key Findings by Theme 

4.1 Context and Prevalence of Online Hate Speech 

• The Netherlands is generally seen as progressive, especially in academic and 

urban environments. 

• However, strong differences exist between communities. 

• Some participants rarely see online LGBTQ+ hate due to being in highly 

accepting online “bubbles.” 

• Hate speech toward migrants was described as more visible, though anti-

LGBTQ+ and anti-migrant hate can intersect. 

• Resistance to LGBTQ+ visibility persists in certain small towns, migrant 

communities, and conservative groups. 

• Youth from mixed cultural environments face more online conflict, peer 

pressure, and emotional strain. 

• Polarisation increased during and after COVID-19, intensifying hostility. 

4.2 Causes and Contributing Factors 

Participants identified several drivers of online hostility: 

• Polarisation and digital bubbles limit exposure to diverse perspectives and can 

intensify extreme attitudes. 

• Frustration and identity insecurity in conservative or economically pressured 

communities can be redirected toward LGBTQ+ individuals as symbols of social 

change. 

• Reduced dialogue during COVID-19 increased misunderstandings and online 

aggression. 

• Generational differences: young people may not fully understand the harm 

behind their words and often react impulsively. 

• Persistent misconceptions (e.g., the belief that exposure to LGBTQ+ symbols 

influences sexual orientation). 

• Youth were described as both highly sensitive and highly reactive online. 

 

4.3 Impact on Youth 

Participants highlighted a range of emotional and behavioural effects: 
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• Young people experience stress, anxiety, and insecurity triggered even by subtle 

online reactions (e.g., message timing, emoji use). 

• Online hate contributes to isolation, lowered self-esteem, and emotional 

instability. 

• LGBTQ+ youth and refugees face layered vulnerability due to discrimination in 

their home countries combined with hostility in Europe. 

• A culture of constant online validation makes negative interactions feel heavier. 

• Awareness of media literacy does not necessarily translate into emotional 

protection. 

4.4 Institutional & Policy Responses 

Participants described mixed levels of preparedness across institutions: 

• Schools teach media literacy, fact-checking, and responsible online 

communication but often lack approaches addressing empathy, emotional 

resilience, and behavioural change. 

• Legal consequences for hate speech in the Netherlands are limited; few cases 

reach court, and penalties are minimal. 

• Local governments may avoid addressing hate incidents due to political 

sensitivities or concerns over freedom of speech. 

• Progressive policies exist but are inconsistently implemented across regions. 

• National political leadership was perceived as hesitant to speak firmly against 

hate. 

• Participants cautioned against seeing the Netherlands as a “model country,” 

emphasising unresolved issues. 

4.5 Good Practices & Future Directions 

Participants recommended: 

• Systemic interventions, not only educational lessons. 

• Stronger platform responsibility, noting that U.S.-influenced free-speech norms 

weaken moderation in Europe. 

• Empathy-building approaches, though some youth interpret empathetic 

responses as another form of provocation. 

• Long-term behavioural change beyond information-based learning. 

• Context-specific solutions, tailored to local communities rather than a one-size-

fits-all model. 

Future risks include: 

• Increasing political and cultural polarisation, 

• fragile youth mental health, 
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5. Key Quotes 
(All quotes anonymized) 

• “I never see hate speech toward LGBT in my bubble — only towards foreigners.” 

• “Some people believe a rainbow crossing will make their children gay.” 

• “Young people are extremely sensitive; if someone doesn’t respond in five 

minutes, they become anxious.” 

• “It’s not about media literacy. It’s about behavioural change, and that is much 

harder.” 

• “Online bubbles make people more divided and more polarized.” 

• “There is no real punishment for hate speech — so what do you do?” 

• “Empathy works, but some teens see it as a new level of trolling.” 

• “I don’t think the Netherlands should be an example, because we still haven’t 

solved it ourselves.” 

 

 

6. Conclusion 
The focus group revealed a complex landscape: while Dutch society appears progressive in many 
areas, significant pockets of resistance and hostility remain. Online hate speech is influenced by 
polarisation, community values, misinformation, and emotional vulnerabilities among youth. 

Professionals reported that: 

• institutions lack consistent strategies, 
• legal consequences for hate speech are weak, 
• young people are emotionally fragile in digital spaces, and 
• long-term, systemic interventions are needed. 

Participants emphasized that preventing hate speech requires contextual, behavioural, and 
structural approaches, not just information-based education. 
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7. Photographs 
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