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1. Introduction & National Context
National Context of Digitalisation

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

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

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

At the same time, digitalisation in Belgium is not experienced uniformly. Significant differences
persist across regions, socioeconomic backgrounds, and educational pathways. While
Flanders, Wallonia, and the Brussels-Capital Region all benefit from high overall connectivity,
variations remain in terms of digital infrastructure quality, access to devices, and availability
of digital support services. Young people from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds
may face constraints related to device sharing, limited private space for online activity, or
reduced access to guidance on safe and critical internet use. These disparities influence not
only how frequently young people go online, but also the types of platforms they use and the
contexts in which they engage.
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Educational inequalities further shape digital experiences. Young people with stronger
educational support and digital literacy skills are generally better equipped to navigate online
environments, assess information critically, and respond to harmful content. Conversely, those
with fewer opportunities to develop such skills may be more vulnerable to manipulation,
misinformation, and exposure to hate speech. This uneven distribution of digital
competencies has important implications for prevention strategies, as it affects young
people’s ability to recognise and challenge harmful online behaviour.

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

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

Youth Demographics and Internet Use

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

Belgium’s youth population is also characterised by significant cultural, linguistic, and ethnic
diversity, particularly in urban areas. A substantial proportion of young people have migrant
backgrounds or transnational ties, which shape both their online networks and the content
they encounter. These demographic characteristics are important for understanding exposure
to online hate speech, as young people from minority backgrounds are both more visible in
digital spaces and more frequently targeted by discriminatory narratives.
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Internet penetration among young people in Belgium is close to universal. According to data
from Eurostat and national surveys conducted by Statbel, daily internet use among those aged
16—24 approaches 100%, with the vast majority accessing the internet multiple times per day.
Smartphones are the dominant access device, enabling continuous connectivity and rapid
switching between platforms. This constant access increases the intensity of digital
engagement and reduces temporal boundaries between online and offline activities.

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

Social media and messaging applications occupy a central place in daily routines, facilitating
peer interaction, group communication, and self-expression. Streaming platforms and online
entertainment contribute significantly to leisure time, while gaming environments represent
important social spaces for many young people, particularly younger adolescents and young
men. Information seeking and news consumption increasingly occur through social media
feeds rather than traditional news outlets, exposing young people to a mix of professional
journalism, opinion, and user-generated content.

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

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

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

Internet and Social Media Use Among Young People

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

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

o TikTok — particularly popular among adolescents and younger youth, with algorithm-
driven content discovery

e Snapchat — commonly used for private communication among peers
¢ YouTube — used for entertainment, learning, and following content creators

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

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

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

National Debates on Online Hate Speech and Youth Safety

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

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

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

Another central concern relates to the role of social media algorithms in amplifying extremist,
sensationalist, or discriminatory narratives. Public debate in Belgium increasingly recognises
that algorithmic systems prioritising engagement can inadvertently promote content that
provokes strong emotional reactions, including anger or fear. This dynamic raises questions
about platform responsibility and the extent to which online environments actively shape
public discourse rather than merely reflecting it. For young users, whose online experiences
are heavily influenced by recommendation systems, this amplification effect increases
exposure to hostile or polarised content even in the absence of deliberate searching.

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

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

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

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

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

Media Coverage and Public Narratives

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Despite these efforts, significant challenges remain. Media literacy initiatives are not always
systematically integrated into education systems, and access can vary depending on region,
school, or youth service. Moreover, recognising hate speech in its more subtle or coded

10
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forms—such as irony, dog whistles, or stereotypes disguised as opinion—requires advanced
critical skills and contextual awareness. Without sustained support, young people may
struggle to navigate complex media environments in which harmful narratives are normalised
or legitimised through repetition.

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

Relevance for the UNITY Project

Within this national context, young people in Belgium grow up in a highly connected digital
environment that offers significant opportunities for participation, learning, creativity, and
self-expression. Digital spaces enable young people to build social networks, access
information, explore identities, and engage in civic and political life beyond traditional
boundaries. At the same time, the same digital environment exposes them to persistent risks,
including online hate speech, harassment, discrimination, and polarised or extremist
narratives. These risks are not evenly distributed and tend to affect certain groups of young
people more intensely and more frequently.

Young people from migrant backgrounds, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ+ communities are
disproportionately exposed to online hate speech in Belgium. Their visibility in digital spaces,
combined with broader societal debates around migration, identity, gender, and sexuality,
increases their likelihood of being targeted directly or indirectly. For these groups, online hate
speech often intersects with offline discrimination and exclusion, reinforcing feelings of
vulnerability, insecurity, and marginalisation. As shown in later sections of this country study,
such exposure can have cumulative emotional, social, and educational consequences.

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

Understanding Belgium’s digital landscape and youth online behaviour is essential for
contextualising the prevalence and impact of digital hate speech explored in subsequent
sections of this report. Patterns of platform use, algorithmic exposure, peer dynamics, and

11
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media consumption all shape how hate speech is encountered, interpreted, and responded
to by young people. Without this contextual grounding, quantitative data on hate crime or
gualitative accounts of victimisation risk being interpreted in isolation from the everyday
digital realities in which they occur.

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

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

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

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

2.1. Statistical Data & Trends

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

12
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Official police-recorded data on hate crime is reported by Belgium to international bodies such
as the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR). According to the
most recent available figures, Belgian police recorded 1,839 hate crime cases in 2023. These
cases include offences in which a discriminatory motive was identified, such as racism,
xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia, antisemitism, or religious hatred. In 2024, police
recorded 597 cases; however, this figure only covers the first three quarters of the year and
coincides with the introduction of a revised police recording methodology in April 2024. As a
result, direct year-to-year comparisons must be treated with caution, and the lower figure for
2024 cannot be interpreted as a genuine decline in hate crime incidence.

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

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

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

Data from Belgium’s Interfederal Equality Body, Unia, provides an important complementary
perspective, particularly on hate speech and discrimination occurring in public and online
spaces. In 2023, Unia reports resulted in the opening of 1,704 dossiers across all domains,

13
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with more than half related to racism or disability discrimination. Although Unia’s data does
not focus exclusively on youth, it captures a wide range of hate speech cases, including those
occurring on social media platforms, websites, and other online communication channels. The
volume of reports handled by Unia, compared to the number of police-recorded hate crimes,
strongly suggests that official criminal statistics represent only a fraction of the incidents
experienced by victims.

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

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

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

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

14
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2.2. Platforms Used by Youth

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

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

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

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

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

Instagram is widely used by both adolescents and young adults and plays a dual role as a space
for personal interaction and public discourse. Hate speech on Instagram frequently appears in
comment sections, direct messages, and reactions to posts by influencers, activists, or media
outlets. The visual nature of the platform can intensify the impact of hateful content,
especially when it targets personal identity traits such as ethnicity, religion, gender identity,
or sexual orientation. Visibility on Instagram can be empowering, enabling community-
building and self-expression, but it also increases vulnerability to harassment. LGBTQ+ youth
and young people from migrant or minority backgrounds are particularly exposed in this
context, as visibility can simultaneously attract support and hostility.

Messaging applications such as WhatsApp occupy a more ambiguous position within the
digital ecosystem. They are often perceived as private and therefore safer spaces, yet
gualitative findings from focus groups and practitioner insights suggest that harmful language,
discriminatory jokes, and exclusionary behaviour frequently circulate in group chats
connected to schools, sports teams, or friendship groups. These semi-private environments
are largely invisible to external moderation and rarely appear in official statistics, yet they play
a significant role in shaping norms around acceptable speech. Hate speech in such contexts is
often minimised or dismissed as humour, making it difficult for young people to challenge
peers without risking social exclusion.

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

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

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

2.3. Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

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

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

This dynamic is particularly evident in group chats, gaming environments, and comment
sections, where informal norms develop quickly and are rarely challenged. Discriminatory
language can become normalised through repetition, irony, or framing as “banter,” creating
an environment in which silence is interpreted as approval. Young people who might privately
disagree with hateful content may refrain from intervening due to fear of social exclusion,
ridicule, or escalation. Over time, this normalisation lowers the perceived seriousness of hate
speech and reduces empathy for targeted groups.
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Exposure to extremist, polarising, or conspiratorial content represents another significant risk
factor, even when young people do not actively seek out such material. Algorithm-driven
recommendation systems on major platforms tend to amplify content that provokes strong
emotional reactions, such as outrage, fear, or resentment. This can gradually lead young users
from relatively neutral content toward more extreme narratives, particularly when such
narratives are presented in simplified, emotionally resonant forms. In the Belgian context, this
exposure often intersects with societal debates around migration, religion, gender equality,
and national identity.

While only a small minority of young people become involved in organised extremist
movements, a much broader segment may absorb fragments of hostile rhetoric, stereotypes,
or conspiracy-based explanations. These narratives often portray certain groups as threats,
scapegoats, or undeserving of rights, thereby lowering the threshold for engaging in hate
speech. Importantly, this process does not require explicit ideological commitment; it can
occur through repeated exposure to memes, jokes, or opinionated content that frames
discrimination as common sense or “speaking the truth.”

A lack of digital literacy and critical thinking skills further increases vulnerability to these
dynamics. Although young people are frequently described as “digital natives,” research
consistently shows that technical proficiency does not automatically translate into critical
understanding of online content. Many young users struggle to distinguish between satire,
opinion, misinformation, and hate speech, particularly when harmful messages are disguised
as humour or irony. In Belgium, media and digital literacy initiatives exist but are unevenly
implemented across regions, schools, and educational tracks. This unevenness leaves some
young people better equipped than others to recognise manipulation, challenge harmful
narratives, or reflect on the consequences of online behaviour.

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

This dynamic illustrates the complex and non-linear relationship between victimisation and
perpetration. Being exposed to discrimination does not automatically lead to empathy; in
some contexts, it may instead reinforce cycles of hostility, particularly when divisive narratives
offer simplified explanations for personal or collective hardship. Online environments can
intensify this process by providing immediate audiences, validation, and reinforcement from
like-minded peers.
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Broader social, cultural, and economic marginalisation further shapes the conditions under
which online hate speech emerges. Structural inequalities, limited access to stable
employment or education, and feelings of political or social disenfranchisement can increase
susceptibility to polarising narratives. In digital spaces, these narratives are often framed as
forms of resistance, authenticity, or truth-telling, appealing to young people seeking clarity,
belonging, or a sense of agency. When such messages are echoed by peers, influencers, or
algorithmically promoted content, hostility toward minorities can become normalised and
even morally justified.

Platform-specific characteristics intensify all of these risk factors. Anonymity or perceived
anonymity reduces social accountability and weakens the emotional connection between
speaker and target. Physical distance and lack of immediate feedback diminish empathy and
lower inhibitions, making it easier to engage in behaviour that would be unlikely in face-to-
face interactions. Rapid content circulation and the absence of immediate consequences
further encourage impulsive or provocative behaviour, particularly among younger users
whose emotional regulation and perspective-taking skills are still developing.

In this context, hate speech may be experienced by perpetrators as low-risk, socially
rewarded, or disconnected from real-world impact. The cumulative effect of these dynamics
is an online environment in which harmful behaviour can flourish even without explicit
malicious intent.

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

3. Impact on Victims (Qualitative Findings)

3.1. Testimonies and Lived Experiences

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

Young people who had been directly targeted described experiences of racism, xenophobia,
homophobia, transphobia, and gender-based hostility, often occurring in public online spaces
such as comment sections on social media platforms. Participants from migrant backgrounds
reported being confronted with stereotypes, demeaning language, or messages questioning

4

their belonging. One participant described encountering racist comments as “constant
background noise,” explaining that even when individual comments seemed minor, their
cumulative effect was emotionally exhausting. Another noted that repeated exposure led
them to disengage from discussions entirely, stating that “after a while, you stop reacting

because it feels pointless and draining.”

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

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

Focus group discussions revealed that hate speech is perceived as more aggressive and visible
in public online spaces than in private interactions. Public comment sections on platforms
such as Instagram and TikTok were repeatedly identified as environments where hateful
content appears most frequently. In contrast, private group chats were described as spaces
where discriminatory language is often normalised and rarely challenged, especially when
shared among peers. One participant explained that “in group chats, people say things they

I”

would never post publicly, but it still affects how you fee

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

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

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

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

3.2. Emotional, Social, and Educational Consequences

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

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

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

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

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

Importantly, participants emphasised that these consequences are often cumulative rather
than the result of a single severe incident. Repeated exposure to low-level hostility,
stereotypes, or demeaning language was described as particularly damaging, gradually
eroding emotional resilience and willingness to engage. Because such experiences are
frequently normalised or minimised by others, young people may struggle to articulate their
impact or to access appropriate support.
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Overall, the qualitative findings demonstrate that online hate speech has far-reaching
consequences for young people’s emotional wellbeing, social relationships, and educational
engagement. These impacts underscore the need to view online hate speech not as a marginal
or purely digital issue, but as a phenomenon with tangible effects on young people’s daily lives
and development. Understanding these consequences is essential for designing effective
prevention and support mechanisms, which are further explored in the following section on
coping strategies and available support.

3.3. Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

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

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

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

Reporting hate speech to platforms was described as a more ambivalent strategy. While most
participants were aware that reporting tools exist, many expressed uncertainty about how to
use them correctly or what outcomes to expect. Those who had attempted reporting often
described the process as time-consuming, emotionally draining, and opaque. Several
participants reported receiving no feedback after submitting reports or seeing content remain
online, which undermined their confidence in the system. This lack of transparency
contributed to a perception that reporting is ineffective, discouraging repeated use.
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Trust in social media platforms to protect users from hate speech was generally low.
Participants expressed frustration with inconsistent moderation, slow responses, and
automated systems that fail to recognise context, local languages, or indirect forms of hate.
Some felt that platforms prioritise engagement over user safety, leaving young people
responsible for managing harm on their own. This perception reinforced reliance on personal
coping strategies rather than formal mechanisms.

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

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

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

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

4.1. National Legislation

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

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

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

A central pillar of the Belgian framework is the set of federal anti-discrimination laws, notably
those adopted in 2007 and subsequently amended. These laws prohibit discrimination,
harassment, and incitement to hatred across a wide range of protected characteristics and
apply to multiple domains, including employment, education, access to services, and public
communication. Importantly, they explicitly cover acts committed through electronic and
digital means, providing a legal basis for addressing online hate speech even when it does not
escalate into violence. These laws also establish the mandate of the Interfederal Equality Body,
Unia, which plays a key role in receiving complaints, supporting victims, and cooperating with
judicial authorities.
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From a procedural perspective, Belgium has adopted specific prosecutorial guidelines to
ensure that hate-related offences are identified and handled appropriately. These guidelines
instruct police and prosecutors to actively assess whether a discriminatory motive is present
and to record it accordingly. While these instruments are not laws in the strict sense, they are
crucial for translating legal norms into practice and for improving consistency in the handling
of hate speech and hate crime cases, including those originating online.

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

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

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

4.2, Policy Measures and National Action Plans

In addition to its legislative framework, Belgium has adopted a range of policy measures and
strategic approaches aimed at preventing hate speech, combating discrimination, and
improving responses to hate crimes, including those occurring in digital environments. These
measures are spread across different policy domains (justice, education, youth, equality, and
digital affairs) rather than consolidated into a single national action plan exclusively dedicated
to online hate speech. As a result, Belgium’s policy response is best understood as a multi-
layered and cross-sectoral approach, combining federal, regional, and community-level
initiatives.
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At the federal level, policy measures addressing hate speech and hate crime are closely linked
to broader strategies on equality, non-discrimination, and fundamental rights. National
equality and anti-racism action plans have emphasised the need to prevent discrimination,
support victims, and improve institutional coordination. Within these frameworks, online hate
speech is increasingly recognised as a priority area, particularly in light of its growing visibility
and its impact on young people and minority groups. These strategies typically highlight
awareness-raising, data collection, training of professionals, and cooperation with civil society
as key pillars.

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

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

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

Cooperation with police services forms another important component of policy measures.
Beyond enforcement, police are increasingly expected to play a preventive and educational
role, particularly through school outreach and community engagement. In some contexts,
police officers participate in awareness sessions on online safety and hate crime, aiming to
improve trust and encourage reporting. While these initiatives can be valuable, their reach
and frequency vary, and they are not always specifically tailored to the experiences and
communication styles of young people.
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Engagement with technology companies and social media platforms remains more limited
and largely indirect. Belgium, like other EU Member States, relies heavily on the regulatory
framework established at EU level, including obligations placed on platforms to address illegal
content and cooperate with national authorities. At the national level, dialogue with platforms
tends to occur through regulatory bodies, law enforcement cooperation, or participation in
broader European initiatives rather than through youth-focused partnerships. As a result,
young people’s perspectives are rarely central in platform-related policy discussions.

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

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

4.3. Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

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

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

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

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

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

Legal complexity further complicates enforcement. Belgian law criminalises incitement to
hatred, discrimination, or violence and recognises discriminatory motives as aggravating
circumstances, but the thresholds for prosecution remain high, particularly in light of strong
protections for freedom of expression. Distinguishing between offensive or harmful speech,
legally protected expression, and criminal hate speech requires nuanced legal assessment and
contextual interpretation. This complexity can lead to cautious prosecutorial decision-making,
reclassification of cases, or dismissal at early stages. From the victim’s perspective, such
outcomes may appear arbitrary or dismissive, reinforcing perceptions that reporting is
ineffective or not worth the emotional effort involved.
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Training and preparedness of law enforcement in dealing with digital hate crime constitute
another critical challenge. While Belgium has taken steps to raise awareness of hate crime
among police and prosecutors, training is not uniformly implemented and often depends on
local priorities, resources, and individual expertise. Professionals consulted during the
research process noted that law enforcement officers tend to be more confident in addressing
offline incidents than online ones. Digital environments require familiarity with platform
dynamics, online cultures, and evolving forms of expression, including coded language and
memes, which are not always adequately covered in standard training programmes.

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

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

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

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1. Governmental Actors

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

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

The federal equality and anti-discrimination policy framework is another key pillar of
governmental action. Through its mandate, the state supports mechanisms for victim
reporting, legal guidance, and institutional cooperation related to discrimination and hate
speech. Although operational activities are often delegated to specialised bodies, the federal
authorities retain responsibility for policy direction, funding, and international reporting
obligations. This includes engagement with European and international monitoring bodies
and contribution to comparative data collection efforts.

Responsibility for education and youth policy lies primarily with Belgium’s linguistic
communities, which have significant autonomy in shaping curricula, prevention strategies,
and support structures for young people. Educational authorities play a crucial role in
prevention by promoting digital citizenship, media literacy, and respectful communication, as
well as by addressing the spillover of online hate speech into school environments. Youth
administrations and services at community level also support non-formal education initiatives,
youth work, and awareness-raising activities aimed at fostering inclusion and critical thinking
among young people. However, the extent to which online hate speech is explicitly addressed
within these frameworks varies, depending on regional priorities and resources.

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

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

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

5.2. Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

5.3. Education and Awareness Campaigns

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

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

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

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

Specialised NGOs complement formal education by delivering workshops, peer-led activities,
and awareness campaigns focused explicitly on discrimination, hate speech, and inclusion.
These organisations frequently collaborate with schools and youth services to provide
external expertise, particularly on topics such as racism, migration, and LGBTQ+ inclusion.
Their interventions are often valued for being interactive, experience-based, and closer to
young people’s lived realities than traditional classroom approaches. However, as with other
civil society initiatives, their impact is sometimes constrained by project-based funding and
lack of long-term integration into school programmes.
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Partnerships between schools, NGOs, and technology companies remain comparatively
limited. While social media platforms provide online safety tools, educational materials, or
reporting mechanisms at a general level, direct collaboration with schools or youth
organisations in Belgium is not widespread. Most engagement with technology companies
occurs indirectly through EU-level frameworks or regulatory obligations rather than through
locally embedded partnerships focused on youth prevention. As a result, opportunities to
align platform practices with educational efforts and youth perspectives are not fully
exploited.

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

6. Good Practices & Lessons Learned

6.1. Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

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

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

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

A further example of good practice is the casework and support model developed by Unia,
particularly in relation to racist and xenophobic hate speech affecting migrants and refugees.
Unia provides accessible reporting channels for victims of online hate, offers guidance on
rights and possible legal steps, and engages in mediation or cooperation with prosecutors
where appropriate. For young people from migrant backgrounds, Unia’s role is especially
important in bridging the gap between lived experience and institutional responses. The
organisation’s public reporting and thematic analyses also contribute to raising awareness of
patterns of online hate against migrants, influencing policy debates and informing prevention
strategies.

Across these examples, several common elements emerge as lessons learned. Initiatives are
most effective when they actively involve young people as participants rather than passive
recipients, when they are rooted in collaboration with migrant communities, and when they
connect online hate speech to broader issues of discrimination and social inclusion. Practices
that combine education, empowerment, and support are better able to address both the
immediate impact of online hate and its underlying drivers. These experiences demonstrate
that combating online hate against refugees and migrants requires sustained, community-
based approaches that recognise young people not only as potential victims, but also as key
actors in fostering more inclusive digital spaces.

6.2. Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

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

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

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

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

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

6.3. Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

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

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

Another important good practice is the implementation of anti-racism education and
awareness campaigns led by specialised NGOs working with ethnic minority communities.
Organisations such as MRAX combine advocacy, legal support, and educational outreach to
address racist and xenophobic narratives, including those circulating online. Their initiatives
often target young people in schools and youth centres, using interactive workshops and real-
life digital examples to challenge stereotypes and encourage critical reflection. Effectiveness
is strengthened by close collaboration with community members, which helps ensure cultural
sensitivity and credibility, and by linking prevention activities to concrete support options for
victims.

Community resilience and dialogue projects also represent a valuable approach, particularly
for groups frequently targeted by online hate, such as Muslim and Jewish communities. These
initiatives focus on strengthening community leadership, fostering dialogue with wider
society, and empowering young people to respond constructively to hate speech. By
providing spaces for discussion and collective reflection, such projects help young people
contextualise online hate within broader social dynamics and reduce feelings of isolation.
When implemented in partnership with schools or local youth services, these initiatives can
reach mixed audiences and promote mutual understanding across communities.

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

7. ldentified Gaps and Needs

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

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

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

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

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

Prevention represents another area where gaps are evident, not in terms of declared priorities
but in consistency, coordination, and reach. Education, media literacy, and youth work
initiatives addressing online hate speech exist across Belgium, yet their implementation is
fragmented across regions, schools, and organisations. Access to prevention activities often
depends on local leadership, available funding, or individual educators’ engagement rather
than on systematic integration into curricula or youth policy frameworks. This results in
unequal exposure, with some young people benefiting from sustained preventive education
while others encounter the topic only sporadically or not at all.
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Cooperation with technology companies remains limited in terms of youth-centred and locally
embedded prevention strategies. While EU-level regulation sets general obligations for
platforms, young people rarely perceive platforms as active partners in prevention. The
absence of structured collaboration between schools, youth organisations, and platforms
limits opportunities to align educational efforts with the realities of digital environments and
platform-specific risks.

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

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

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

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

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

8. Conclusions & Recommendations

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

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

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

Recommendations for Policymakers

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

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

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

Recommendations for Educators

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

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

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

Recommendations for Civil Society

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

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

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

Recommendations for Social Media Companies

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

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

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

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

Annex I: Questionnaires

This annex provides a consolidated summary of the questionnaires conducted with young
people as part of the UNITY project’s research activities in Belgium. The questionnaires were
designed to capture young people’s experiences, perceptions, and responses related to online
hate speech and hate crimes, with particular attention to vulnerable groups such as refugees
and migrants, LGBTQ youth, and ethnic minorities. The findings complement desk research
and focus group discussions by offering broader insight into patterns, attitudes, and self-
reported behaviours.

Profile of Respondents

The questionnaire targeted young people aged approximately 15 to 30, reflecting a broad
youth demographic that includes secondary school students, higher education students, and
young adults in early professional life. Respondents represented diverse backgrounds in terms
of gender identity, sexual orientation, migration history, and ethnic background. This diversity
allowed for the collection of perspectives from both young people who identify with groups
frequently targeted by online hate and those who primarily encounter hate speech as
withesses.

Most respondents reported daily internet use, with smartphones identified as the primary
access device. Social media platforms were described as an integral part of respondents’
everyday lives, used for communication, entertainment, information, and social participation.
The high level of digital engagement among respondents underscores the relevance of
examining online hate speech as a significant factor shaping youth wellbeing and
participation.

Exposure to Online Hate Speech

A central finding of the questionnaires is the high prevalence of exposure to online hate
speech among young people. A majority of respondents indicated that they encounter hateful
or discriminatory content online either frequently or occasionally. Exposure occurred both in
the form of direct targeting and indirect exposure, such as witnessing hate speech directed at
other individuals or groups.

Respondents from migrant backgrounds, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ communities were
more likely to report direct experiences of being targeted, while others more commonly
described witnessing hate speech affecting groups they identify with or support. Many
respondents emphasised that even when hate speech was not personally directed at them,
repeated exposure had a negative emotional impact and contributed to a general sense of
insecurity online.

44



Co-funded by UN TY
the European Union

Hate speech was most commonly encountered on mainstream social media platforms,
particularly in public comment sections, videos, and posts with high visibility. Some
respondents also mentioned group chats, gaming environments, and messaging apps as
spaces where harmful language circulates, often normalised as jokes or humour.

Forms and Targets of Hate Speech

The questionnaire responses indicate that racism, xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia,
and sexism are the most commonly perceived forms of online hate speech. Respondents
frequently described hate speech related to migration, ethnicity, religion, and sexual
orientation or gender identity. Several noted that hate speech is often expressed in subtle or
indirect ways, including stereotypes, coded language, or memes, which makes it harder to
recognise, challenge, or report.

Respondents highlighted that hateful content often escalates during periods of heightened
political or social debate, particularly around migration, security, or identity-related issues.
This reinforces the perception that online hate speech is closely connected to broader societal
narratives and not limited to individual behaviour.

Emotional and Psychological Impact

The questionnaires reveal a clear emotional impact associated with exposure to online hate
speech. Commonly reported feelings included stress, anger, sadness, frustration, and anxiety.
Some respondents described feeling emotionally drained or overwhelmed after encountering
hateful content, especially when exposure was frequent or repetitive.

For respondents who experienced direct targeting, the impact was often described as more
intense, affecting self-esteem, confidence, and sense of belonging. Several respondents noted
that online hate speech made them more cautious about expressing opinions or sharing
personal information online, particularly when related to identity.

Even respondents who were not direct targets reported emotional consequences, including
discomfort, fear, and concern for friends or communities affected by hate speech. This
highlights the broader social impact of online hate beyond individual victimisation.

Coping Strategies and Responses

When asked how they respond to online hate speech, most respondents reported relying on
individual coping strategies rather than formal mechanisms. Ignoring or scrolling past hateful
content was the most frequently mentioned response, often described as a way to protect
emotional wellbeing. Blocking or muting users was also commonly used, particularly in cases
of repeated harassment or direct messages.

Reporting hate speech to platforms was less common. While many respondents were aware
that reporting tools exist, they expressed low confidence in their effectiveness. Those who
had reported content often described the process as unclear, slow, or emotionally taxing, with
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limited feedback or visible outcomes. As a result, reporting was perceived as unlikely to lead
to meaningful change.

Seeking support from friends or peers emerged as an important coping mechanism.
Respondents described informal conversations with friends as a way to process emotions,
validate experiences, and decide how seriously to take certain incidents. In contrast, seeking
help from teachers, parents, or institutions was less frequently reported, often due to fear of
not being taken seriously or concerns about escalation.

Trust in Platforms and Institutions

A recurring theme in the questionnaire responses is low trust in social media platforms to
effectively address online hate speech. Respondents expressed frustration with inconsistent
moderation, lack of transparency, and the persistence of harmful content despite reporting.
This contributed to a sense that responsibility for dealing with online hate rests largely on
individuals rather than on platforms or institutions.

Trust in institutions such as schools, authorities, or support services was mixed. Some
respondents acknowledged positive experiences with supportive teachers or youth workers,
but many felt that adults underestimate the impact of online hate or lack understanding of
digital environments. This perception discouraged reporting and reinforced reliance on self-
managed coping strategies.

Awareness of Support Services and Needs

Awareness of formal support services for victims of online hate speech was generally limited.
Many respondents indicated that they would not know where to turn for psychological, legal,
or professional support if online hate escalated. Even when services were known, concerns
about accessibility, confidentiality, and stigma acted as barriers.

When asked about needs and suggestions, respondents emphasised the importance of:

Being taken seriously by adults and institutions
e Clearer and more effective reporting mechanisms on platforms
e Education focused on empathy, digital ethics, and real-life consequences
e Peer-led and youth-designed prevention initiatives
e Accessible and visible support services
Concluding Observations from the Questionnaires

The questionnaire findings paint a consistent picture of online hate speech as a common,
emotionally impactful, and often normalised experience in young people’s digital lives. While
young people demonstrate resilience and develop personal coping strategies, these strategies
frequently involve avoidance rather than resolution. The data highlights significant gaps in
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trust, prevention, and support, reinforcing the need for coordinated, youth-centred
responses.

This summary provides an essential quantitative and experiential backdrop to the qualitative
insights presented in the focus groups and informs the conclusions and recommendations of
the country study.

Annex Il: Focus Groups

This annex summarises the findings from two complementary focus group activities
conducted in Belgium within the framework of the UNITY project: one with young people aged
15-30, and one with professionals and civil society representatives working on youth,
education, social support, and equality. Together, these focus groups provide in-depth
gualitative insight into lived experiences of online hate speech, institutional responses, and
perceived gaps in prevention and support. The combined perspectives allow for a nuanced
understanding of both the personal impact of online hate and the systemic challenges in
addressing it.

Youth Focus Groups: Lived Experiences and Perceptions

The youth focus group brought together participants with diverse backgrounds in terms of
age, gender identity, sexual orientation, and migration history. This diversity enabled
discussion of both direct victimisation and indirect exposure to online hate speech. From the
outset, participants described the internet as an ambivalent space, offering connection,
entertainment, and expression while simultaneously being unpredictable and emotionally
demanding.

A central theme was the normalisation of online hate speech. Participants widely agreed that
hateful comments, stereotypes, and discriminatory language are a regular part of their online
experience. Young people from migrant backgrounds described encountering racist and
xenophobic comments in public comment sections, often framed as opinions or jokes. LGBTQ
participants emphasised the emotional toll of withessing homophobic or transphobic content,
even when not personally targeted. These experiences created a persistent sense of
vulnerability and caution in online self-expression.

Participants highlighted that hate speech is often subtle and indirect, embedded in humour,
memes, or coded language. This ambiguity made it difficult to challenge or report content and
contributed to uncertainty about what qualifies as unacceptable behaviour. Younger
participants in particular noted that within peer cultures, hateful language can circulate
without being questioned, reinforcing normalisation.

In terms of platforms, participants consistently identified mainstream social media
platforms—especially Instagram and TikTok—as the spaces where hate speech is most visible.
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Gaming environments and group chats were also mentioned as contexts where offensive
language is frequent and rarely moderated. Public online spaces were perceived as more
aggressive, while private spaces were described as places where harmful language is more
easily normalised due to perceived safety and lack of oversight.

Emotional impact emerged as a strong theme. Participants reported feelings of stress, anger,
sadness, fear, and emotional exhaustion. Repeated exposure, even to low-level hostility, was
described as particularly harmful. Many participants reported withdrawing from online
discussions, limiting posting, or avoiding certain platforms as self-protection strategies. These
responses often reduced opportunities for participation and connection, reinforcing feelings
of exclusion.

When discussing coping strategies, participants described relying primarily on ignoring,
blocking, and peer support. Reporting hate speech to platforms was widely viewed as
ineffective, with participants expressing frustration about lack of feedback and visible
consequences. Trust in platforms was low, and many felt that responsibility for managing harm
is placed unfairly on users.

Perceptions of adults and institutions were mixed but often sceptical. While participants
acknowledged good intentions, they felt that teachers, parents, and institutions
underestimate the impact of online hate speech or lack understanding of digital dynamics.
Schools were seen as having potential to play a stronger role, particularly through consistent
education and clear responses. Social media companies were viewed as distant and
unaccountable, reinforcing disengagement.

Despite these challenges, participants expressed cautious optimism. They highlighted the
importance of peer solidarity, youth-led initiatives, and influencers who challenge hate speech
authentically. Young people emphasised that they want to be part of the solution but need
meaningful support and shared responsibility.

Professional and Civil Society Focus Groups: Systemic Perspectives

The focus group with professionals and civil society representatives included participants from
education, youth work, social services, legal support, and NGO advocacy. These participants
confirmed that online hate speech is a frequent and growing issue in their work with young
people, particularly affecting migrants, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ youth.

Professionals described online hate speech as underreported and normalised, with many
young people seeking informal support rather than institutional help. They observed that
repeated low-level incidents often go unnoticed but have cumulative effects on wellbeing,
confidence, and participation. Emotional withdrawal, anxiety, and disengagement were
identified as common indicators of harm.

Participants highlighted peer dynamics as a major driver of online hate, noting that young
people often engage in harmful behaviour to gain acceptance or visibility rather than due to
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ideological conviction. They also emphasised the influence of broader societal and political
narratives, which young people absorb and reproduce online. Platform design, anonymity, and
algorithmic amplification were identified as factors that lower barriers to hateful expression.

From an institutional perspective, professionals identified several structural challenges. Legal
frameworks exist, but clarity about what is actionable online is limited, even among
professionals. Schools often lack clear procedures for responding to online incidents,
especially when they occur outside school hours. Training on digital hate speech was
described as inconsistent and insufficiently embedded.

Civil society actors emphasised their role as intermediaries, providing trusted support and
guidance where institutions fall short. However, they also highlighted issues of sustainability,
underfunding, and burnout. Cooperation between institutions was described as ad hoc and
dependent on personal networks rather than systematic structures.

Participants were particularly critical of engagement with social media platforms, describing
moderation as slow, opaque, and poorly adapted to local contexts. They stressed the need for
clearer guidelines, better training, and stronger accountability mechanisms.

Shared Themes and Cross-Cutting Insights

Across both focus groups, several shared themes emerged. Online hate speech is widely
perceived as persistent, emotionally damaging, and insufficiently addressed. Both young
people and professionals identified underreporting, lack of trust, and limited institutional
capacity as key barriers. There was strong consensus that prevention should be embedded in
everyday education and youth work rather than relying on reactive or punitive approaches.

Both groups emphasised the importance of youth participation, peer support, and safe spaces
for dialogue. While young people highlighted lived experience and emotional impact,
professionals underscored structural and systemic constraints. Together, these perspectives
reveal a gap between policy frameworks and lived realities, underscoring the need for
coordinated, youth-centred, and sustainable responses.

Concluding Reflections

The focus groups provide a rich qualitative foundation for understanding online hate speech
affecting young people in Belgium. They reveal not only the depth of harm experienced but
also the resilience and agency of young people when supported appropriately. At the same
time, they expose institutional fragmentation and unmet needs that limit effective prevention
and response.

These insights reinforce the conclusions and recommendations of the country study and
highlight the importance of combining youth voices with professional expertise to develop
meaningful, inclusive, and effective strategies against online hate speech and hate crimes.
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