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RESUMEN
Introducción: Algunos expertos coinciden en el papel fundamental que tienen las redes sociales 
en el aumento de los delitos de odio en los últimos años, sobre todo entre la población más joven. 
Conscientes de dicha realidad, estas plataformas toman continuamente medidas para evitar que los 
discursos de odio se propaguen por la red. Sin embargo, también es necesaria la colaboración del resto 
de implicados en el proceso comunicativo. Uno de ellos son los medios de comunicación. La presente 
investigación se centró en analizar los comentarios realizados en las publicaciones de Instagram de los 
principales diarios españoles de tirada nacional (El País, El Mundo, ABC, La Vanguardia y 20Minutos) 
relacionadas con la conocida como “Semana del Orgullo”. Metodología: La metodología empleada 
fue el análisis de contenido cuantitativo y empírico de todos los comentarios que se hicieron en las 
publicaciones (N=20) de las cuentas de Instagram pertenecientes a dichos periódicos. Resultados: El 
corpus obtenido resultó ser de 6.013 comentarios: 41,8% clasificados como “otros”, 32,6% “a favor”, 
16% “críticas”, 4,9% “burlas”, 3,1% “menosprecio”, 1,5% “insultos” y 0,1% “amenazas”. Discusión: 
Los resultados coinciden con otros trabajos en que los filtros establecidos por Instagram reducen los 
discursos de odio en esta red, a diferencia de otras como Twitter. Conclusiones: La mayoría de los 
mensajes respecto al colectivo LGTBIQ+ están a favor, y, aunque la mayor parte de los mensajes en 
contra pueden clasificarse como críticas, existe un pequeño porcentaje de mensajes que pueden ser 
considerados discursos de odio.
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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Some experts agree on the fundamental role that social networks have in the increase 
in hate crimes in recent years, especially among the younger population. Aware of this reality, these 
platforms continuously take measures to prevent hate speech from spreading through the internet. 
However, the collaboration of the rest of those involved in the communication process is also necessary. 
One of them is the media. This research focused on analyzing the comments made on the Instagram 
posts of the main Spanish newspapers of national circulation (El País, El Mundo, ABC, La Vanguardia 
and 20Minutos) related to what is known as “Pride Week”. Methodology: The methodology used was 
the quantitative and empirical content analysis of all the comments made in the publications (N = 20) 
of the Instagram accounts belonging to those newspapers. Results: The corpus obtained turned out to 
be 6,013 comments: 41.8% classified as "other", 32.6% "in favor", 16% “critics”, 4.9% "teasing", 3.1% 
"contempt", 1.5% "insults" and 0.1% "threats". Discussion: The results coincide with other studies in 
which the filters established by Instagram reduce hate speech on this network, unlike others such as 
Twitter. Conclusions: Most of the messages regarding the LGTBIQ + group are in favor, and, although 
most of the messages against can be classified as critics, there is a small percentage of messages that 
can be considered hate speech.

KEYWORDS: Hate messages; Hate speech; LGTBIQ+; Social media; Instagram; Homophobia; 
Spanish press.
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Translation by Paula González (Universidad Católica Andrés Bello, Venezuela)

1. Introduction

The increased visibility of hate speech and other forms of offensive communication online is proving 
to be a challenge for connected societies. The fact that the internet is being used to spread messages 
of hate and violence has become a social concern due to the capacity attributed to it to disperse, 
generate, and enhance the effects of these messages (Ardèvol, 2016; Gualda et al., 2015; Miró 2016). 
The concern has increased after the appearance of studies that have confirmed the relationship between 
what happens in the online and offline worlds (Olmos et al., 2020). In fact, some research proposes to 
predict social behavior based on the messages published on social networks (Congosto and Aragón, 
2012; Congosto, 2014), such as hate messages.

According to the United Nations, hate speech is “any form of verbal, written, or behavioral communication 
that attacks or uses pejorative or discriminatory language concerning a person or a group based on who 
they are or, in other words, because of their religion, ethnic origin, nationality, race, color, descent, 
gender, or another identity factor” (UN, 2019). The events that occurred throughout the summer of 
2021 in Spain, such as verbal and physical attacks (even resulting in death) against members of the 
LGTBIQ+ community, have put homophobia at the center of hate speech.
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In 2012, the European Parliament defined the term "homophobia" as "the irrational fear and aversion to 
male and female homosexuality, which is based on prejudice and is comparable to racism, xenophobia, 
anti-Semitism, and sexism, and which is manifested in the public and private spheres in different ways, 
such as incitement to hatred and discrimination, mockery, and verbal, psychological, and physical 
violence, as well as persecution and murder, discrimination in violation of the principle of equality, 
and unjustified and unreasonable limitations of rights, often hidden behind justifications of public 
order, religious freedom, and the right to conscientious objection” (Resolution (2012/2657(RSP)) of 
the European Parliament, of May 24, 2012). These demonstrations are carried out today through social 
networks such as Instagram.

In its terms and conditions, the social network ensures that it removes “any content that includes 
credible threats or language that incites hatred, content directed at individuals to humiliate or embarrass 
them, personal information used to blackmail or harass someone, and repeated unwanted messages” 
(Instagram, 2021). For the platform, "it is unacceptable to encourage the use of violence or attack 
someone for reasons of race, ethnicity, national origin, sex, sexual identity, sexual orientation, religious 
beliefs, disability, or illness" (Instagram, 2021). Despite the limitations in the conditions of use of this 
social network, the mechanism is not well explained to users (Heins, 2014), or its implementation is 
carried out in a somewhat dysfunctional way (Cabo and García, 2016).

This fact makes the collaboration of the rest of those involved in the communicative process necessary. 
One of them is the media. They are not only in charge of giving visibility to the reality that the LGTBIQ+ 
community sometimes suffers but also of monitoring their contents and what is said in them both on 
their web pages and their social network profiles. Although they cannot be responsible for the opinions 
expressed by readers, they have committed to trying to prevent hate speech from spreading. Therefore, 
offensive, insulting, hurtful, derogatory, or obscene language directed at a person or group on social 
networks has fueled the debate on content moderation. In conflict situations, such as the dissemination 
of hate speech, the role of the media is key and will influence how it ends (Aguiló, 2020).

As in most spheres of society, social networks have had a strong impact on journalism (Viner, 2016). 
As Pérez-Soler (2017) points out, these platforms place the user at the center of the business strategy, 
encouraging participation. This supposes a change of mentality above a technological change. This 
change supposes, among other aspects, that the events most likely to be commented on and shared on 
social networks are those that journalists will choose to turn into news (Pérez-Soler, 2017) because the 
disclosure of the content is one of the strategic factors of the media today (González, 2020).

Newspapers, televisions, and radios began to create profiles on social networks to expand and improve 
the distribution of their content. Beyond reaching the audience, they also want the audience to interact 
with the content by sharing it and/or through comments (Arréguez and Merlo, 2020). One of the most 
used social networks for this purpose is Instagram. The media are taking advantage of its ability to create 
content and interact with the public. However, although there is a great deal of research on Facebook or 
Twitter, studies on the use of Instagram by the media are scarce (Lirola et al., 2015).

1.1. Literature review

Unlike other social networks like Twitter and Facebook, there are not many empirical studies examining 
news on Instagram. This could be due to the technical difficulty of extracting data from this platform 
and/or as a consequence of the nature of Instagram and the fact that it is still seen primarily as a place 
for entertainment, mainly aimed at young people (Al-Rawi et al., 2021). Most of the studies  conducted 
so far have focused on user engagement through surveys, while a smaller number of studies have 
offered a textual content analysis of news and audiences’ comments.
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Research on Instagram in recent years has mainly focused on key topics (Figuereo et al., 2021) such 
as education (Ruiz-San-Miguel et al., 2020; Carpenter et al., 2020); marketing (Góngora and Lavilla, 
2020a; Casaló et al., 2021; Velar-Lera et al., 2020; Djafarova and Bowes, 2021); political communication 
(Parmelee and Roman, 2020; García et al., 2020; Lindholm et al., 2021); the analysis of gastronomic 
influencers (Allué, 2013; González and Martínez, 2020; Herrero and Navarro-Beltrá, 2021; Marauri et 
al., 2021), fashion influencers (Ribeiro-Cardoso et al., 2016), or athletes (Segarra-Saavedra and Hidalgo-
Marí, 2020; Lobillo and Aja, 2020); and, finally, psychological problems such as anxiety (Senín-Calderón 
et al., 2020; Wallace & Buil, 2020), depression (McCosker & Gerrard, 2020), or addiction (Chávez & 
Vallejos-Flores, 2021).

Despite not being the majority, since 2019 there is interest in hate messages through Instagram. Some 
works have been focused on the 2019 general elections (Losada et al., 2021), others on the language 
used in them, whether in Portuguese (Vargas et al., 2021), Italian (Corazza et al., 2019), to carry 
out body-shaming (Hamid et al., 2018), or to detect cyberbullying (Cheng et al., 2019). Likewise, 
research can be found on racism (Rajan and Venkatraman, 2021; Civila et al., 2020), hate messages 
directed at influencers (Martínez and Mayagoitia, 2021), and how adolescents behave in the face of 
such comments (Astuti, 2019). The specific study of hate speech against the LGTBIQ+ community 
has not been addressed on Instagram, although it has been addressed on other social networks such 
as Twitter (Sorigó, 2020), Facebook (Vega, 2019; Avellaneda, 2020; Dantas and Pereira, 2015), or on 
social networks in general (Costa-Marques and García, 2018).

From the point of view of communication, beyond politics, it has been studied how young 
people communicate through Instagram (Candale, 2017), the gender differences that exist in their 
communicative uses (Cuenca et al., 2020), how it has modified visual communication (Sarmiento-
Guede and Rodríguez-Terceño, 2019), or how it is used by celebrities to create their media discourse 
(Mattei, 2015). Profiles of newspapers (Aguiló, 2020; González, 2020; Góngora and Lavilla, 2020a; 
Góngora and Lavilla, 2020b), television programs (Torrego et al., 2021), sports press (Rojas and Panal, 
2017), and radio stations (De-Sola-Pueyo et al., 2021) have also been analyzed in this social network.

Some studies have been more focused on the news shared by the media on this social network. Borges-
Rey (2015); Greer and Ferguson (2017), and Holiday et al., (2019) have made references in their 
research to news values theory, while Al Nashmi (2018) used the element of newsworthiness in his 
qualitative study. In terms of user engagement, Larsson (2018) carried out a comparative analysis 
of the use of Facebook and Instagram by the four largest media outlets in Norway and how users 
interacted with their content. She concluded that users prefer Facebook to interact and that they do so 
through interactions that require little effort, which became more evident on Instagram.

The visual component of this social network plays a fundamental role when relating to the content 
published by the media on it. According to research by Nee (2019), adolescents and young people 
prefer visual platforms such as Instagram to consult news. It coincides with the results offered by 
Arceneaux and Dinu (2018), who compared the effectiveness in terms of information of university 
students who used Twitter and Instagram, the latter being more effective. Because its visual content is 
more attractive to new generations and is a platform that allows interaction, Thomson and Greenwood 
(2017) confirmed that it is also one of the Internet sites preferred by young people for information and 
entertainment.
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Content analysis has been chosen by Vázquez-Herrero et al. (2019) to study the publications of 60 
media outlets in the Instagram Stories format. The images are the main content, almost half of them 
were edited on purpose before being shared, and most presented limited information as an introduction 
to the news to which the inserted link led. In fact, Greer and Ferguson (2017) found that the content that 
introduces news is the one that generates the most participation among users, more than lifestyle content 
or even more than promotions.

Previous studies have outlined important lines of research, but there remains a significant gap in the 
literature related to the empirical examination of Instagram feeds in terms of audience engagement 
through comments. As a social media platform, Instagram is different from Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube in that more emphasis is placed on the aesthetic qualities of images and videos, which can 
potentially enhance user engagement (Thomson and Greenwood, 2017). Regarding Instagram news, 
the media select the most attractive stories that have certain characteristics to generate controversy and 
generate even more audience participation.

2. Objectives

The objective of this work is to describe and quantify the presence of hate speech directed at the 
LGTBIQ+ community in the comments on Instagram posts of the main Spanish newspapers with 
national circulation.

It is based on the hypothesis that, although the publications about the group arouse negative comments 
that can be recognized as hate speech in its different manifestations, the visual nature of Instagram, 
together with the filters of both the social network itself and the specific to each media outlet, prevent hate 
speech against the community from being the majority discourse.

3. Methodology

Descriptive research allows a critical review and in-depth analysis of the research line to review the 
conditions that caused its appearance, as well as the most relevant results achieved by the various 
studies on the subject, in addition to pointing out the existing conceptual problems and methodological 
limitations (Tinto, 2013). This is the case of this work, which, based on empirical content analysis, 
aims to extract a set of variables with which to establish relationships and interpretations of the reality 
under study. 

The present research worked on a case study analyzing all the comments made in the publications of the 
Instagram accounts belonging to the five main Spanish newspapers with national circulation (El País, 
El Mundo, ABC, La Vanguardia, and 20Minutos) related to what is known as "Pride Week". The study 
period comprised from June 21st to July 4th, 2021, two weeks between which the celebrations are framed. 
The final sample comprised the analysis of the comments generated (N=6,013) from a total of N=20 
publications, which became the analysis units of the study (Table 1). A quantitative content analysis was 
chosen, considered as a technique that allows objective and systematic knowledge of the content of the 
analyzed messages (Piñuel, 2002; Igartua, 2006) from the collection of information after the automatic 
download of the comments using the Export Comments tool. Downloaded comments were supplemented 
manually because the software does not download the contents of private accounts (10%-30%).
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The coding protocol of each unit of analysis included the registration, in each post published by each 
newspaper, of the number and type of comments generated. For the classification of comments, a 
classificatory variable proposed by Losada-Díaz et al. (2021) aimed to measure "the numerical 
presence, among all the comments generated in each publication, of six parameters that include all 
the options on which hate speech is based: criticism, insults, contempt, threats, mockery, and others" 
(p.200) was used. To these, the category “in favor” has been added. Table 2 explains how each of these 
parameters was interpreted in the coding process:

Table 1. Newspapers, Instagram accounts, and the number of posts analyzed

Source:  own elaboration
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In this way, the study combines quantitative methods, focusing on counting the values established 
for each variable, and qualitative methods aimed at a deeper understanding of the comments for a 
critical and constructive perspective. To minimize subjective bias, the classification was made twice 
by the author and a third time by an external party, with the three reviews coinciding in 94.8% of the 
cases. Subsequently, the SPSS version 20 computer program was used to proceed with the statistical 
treatment of the data. The descriptive analysis included carrying out the frequencies of the variables 
included in the study, as well as the elaboration of contingency tables.

4. Results

The total number of comments analyzed from the 20 posts studied (see Annexes) amounts to 6,013 
comments. El País and La Vanguardia are the newspapers that register the greatest interaction by their 
users if we compare the posts in which the different newspapers coincide (Table 3). P2 of El País is the 
same as P1 of ABC and P2 of La Vanguardia and P1 of El Mundo. However, the number of comments 
is much higher in the case of the Prisa group newspaper. In the case of the Catalan newspaper, its P3 
is the same as P3 of ABC and P1 of El País, which it exceeds in comments. Although ABC is one of 
the newspapers that published the most content related to Pride Week, most of its publications do not 
reach 100 comments. In the case of 20Minutos, it is the one that published the least content related to 
the studied subject.
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Of the total number of comments, 41.8% were registered as “Others”. This high percentage is because, 
on many occasions, users start discussions that end up being unrelated to the topic of the publication. 
Furthermore, as can be seen in the examples in Table 2, the use of emoticons is also frequent; Sometimes, 
it is impossible to elucidate the meaning that the user wanted to give, for example, to a face with closed eyes 
and sticking out the tongue. Finally, regarding this category, it is worth mentioning that those publications 
with the highest number of comments classified as “Others” are those that generated discussions among 
some users. As already mentioned, these discussions usually end up addressing issues totally unrelated to 
the subject being studied and the arguments are fundamentally based on personal disqualification. 

Leaving aside this category, the majority of the comments are in favor of the LGTBIQ+ community 
(32.6%). "Criticism" represents 16%, leaving far behind " Mockery" (4.9%), "Contempt" (3.1%), 
"Insults" (1.5%), and "Threats” (0.1%). The small percentage of comments that can directly be 
considered hate speech (mockery, contempt, insults, and threats) reveals that, contrary to what might 
be expected, the presence of hate speech on Instagram is not very significant, unlike what can happen 
in other social networks like Twitter. 

The publication that received the highest number of comments was P3 of El Mundo (Image 1). It is a video 
in which members of the Civil Guard appear acknowledging that they are homosexual or transsexual. 
It was the only newspaper of those analyzed that echoed the video broadcast by the meritorious on its 
profile on the TikTok social network. Of the 1,357 comments, 470 (34.6%) were classified as “Others”, 
453 (33.4%) were “In Favor”, and 297 (21.9%) were “Criticism”. As for hate messages, it received 67 
(4.9%) "Mockery", 59 (4.3%) "Contempt" messages, eight (0.6%) "Insults", and it is the publication in 
which a greater number of threats, three (0.2%), were detected.

Image 1: Post 2 of El Mundo
Source: @elmundo_es on Instagram

In contrast, the publication that received the fewest comments was ABC's P3. Of the 37 comments, 
11 (29.7%) are "Criticism", seven (18.9%) are "In favor", seven (18.9%) also deal with "Others", five 
(13.5%) are “Insults”, the same number of “Mockery”, and two (5.4%) are “Contempt” comments. 
The content of this publication, the jump of a spontaneous fan with the flag of the community to the 
soccer field in a match of the European Championship that faced Germany vs. Hungary, is the same 
as P1 of El País and P3 of La Vanguardia (Image 2). In the case of the publication of El País, and
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contrary to what happens with that of ABC, it is the content that received the most comments. Of the 
628 comments, 335 (53.3%) were “In favor”, 86 (13.7%) were “Criticism”, 22 (3.5%) “Mocking”, 19 
(3%) “Contempt” comments, seven (1.1%) “Insults”, and one (0.1%) “Threat”. In the publication of 
La Vanguardia, also the one that received the most comments, the majority of the comments are about 
“Other” (52.5%) topics, followed by the comments “In favor” (22.8%), “Criticism” (12%), “Mockery” 
(8.7%), “Contempt” (2.5%), “Insults” (1%), and it is the only publication of this newspaper in which 
“Threats” were detected (0.3%).

Image 2: Post 3 of La Vanguardia
Source: @lavanguardia on Instagram

The other content shared by several newspapers is related to the lighting of the Allianz Arena in 
Munich with the colors of the LGTBIQ+ flag during the same match of the content analyzed above. 
These are ABC's P1, El Mundo's P1, El País's P2 (Image 3), and La Vanguardia's P2. The media outlet 
in which it generated the fewest comments was ABC (89 comments), the majority of them (59.5%) 
being “Criticism” and only 15.7% “In favor”. Where more comments were produced (533) was in El 
País. 45.3% of them were classified as "Others", 39.8% as "In Favor", 11.8% as "Criticisms", 1.3% as 
"Contempt" and "Mockery", and 0. 4% as “Insults”. A similar number of comments were received in 
El Mundo and La Vanguardia (256 and 239 respectively). In the first case, the majority were classified 
as "Other" (49.6%) and then "In favor" (29.7%), while in the second the majority were comments "In 
favor" (50.6%).
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Image 3: Post 2 of El País
Source: @el_pais on Instagram

The category “Other” is the majority in the accounts of El Mundo, La Vanguardia, and ABC (Chart 
1). In the case of El Mundo, it is the predominant category in all its publications. In general terms, 
this is because its users hold debates that, as indicated before, move away from the main theme of 
the publication. The case of La Vanguardia is different since the total of “Other” is due to a single 
publication (P3, analyzed above); In the other four publications, the category with the highest number 
of comments is “In favor” (33%). They follow the same line as 20minutos (30%) and El País (42.3%), 
newspapers whose majority of comments fall into this category. In ABC, only in P5 (Image 4) is “Other” 
the majority. It is the publication of the newspaper that has the highest number of comments (254), 
being more “Insults” than “Mockery” or “Contempt”, although practically all of them are addressed to 
the Minister of Equality and not to the community; It is also the only case in this newspaper in which 
a threat was found, also directed at Montero. In the rest of the publications, the majority is “Criticism” 
(28.1%).

Image 4: Post 5 of ABC
Source: @abc_diario on Instagram
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Chart 1. Total comments per category on each post
Source: own elaboration

When specifying how hate materializes in negative comments, in each case a fairly similar pattern 
is observed in all the newspapers, since a clear predominance of negative comments centered on the 
"Criticism" typology is detected, followed by the “Mockery” option. Although, as mentioned before, 
the presence of comments that can be considered hate speech in the global count of comments is not 
very evident, the fact that “Insults” and “Contempt” are recorded in all the accounts analyzed, shows 
that Instagram users also use this social network destructively. However, the most worrying typology, 
“Threats”, is almost non-existent in all the publications.

5. Discussion and conclusions

There is no doubt that the internet, and social networks, in particular, have given greater diffusion to 
the hate speech present in society. The different characteristics of these platforms, such as interaction, 
instantaneity, and anonymity, allow hate speech to be carried out more impulsively. In fact, since the 
reform of the Criminal Code carried out in 2015, the penalties for hate crimes are greater when they 
are carried out through media that allows the message to reach a large number of people. Likewise, and 
also as of that year, the Ministry of the Interior registers the presence of hate speech in Spain, taking 
into account any event in which the medium used for its commission is the internet, social media, 
streaming pages, shared file networks, direct download pages, blogs, emails, etc., and is related to any 
of the areas described for hate crimes (Carratalá and Herrero-Jiménez, 2019).

Even though there are automatic language detection tools for the study of hate speech, this work has 
highlighted the difficulty of classifying content, especially if it is done exclusively through software. As 
mentioned and exemplified, there are a large number of comments that use emoticons that even for a 
person are difficult to interpret. Added to this use of language are the ironic intention with which some 
users write, so a comment that is actually in favor could be classified as against and vice versa. With this 
work, we want to record the need to continue working on methodologies that use both technological 
advances in linguistic analysis and human knowledge.
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The objective of this research was to describe and quantify the presence of hate speech directed at the 
LGTBIQ+ community in the comments to the Instagram posts of the main Spanish newspapers with 
national circulation. After analyzing 6,013 comments, it is concluded that hate speech, although present in 
publications related to the group, appears in its least harmful form on the scale of possible manifestations 
of hate speech, where criticism is the protagonist and threats have a residual presence in all the studied 
cases. In fact, the general tone is one of support for the community because, leaving aside the category 
"Other", the comments "In favor" are the majority. The only exception is the ABC newspaper. Taking into 
account the conservative editorial line of this newspaper, the result was predictable and coincides with the 
results of the research by Vega (2019) on Facebook.

There may be several reasons why extreme forms of hate speech have not been found in the analyzed 
sample. The first of these can be found in Spanish society itself, in which members of the LGTBIQ+ 
collective have recognized rights and are widely accepted. Another reason is found in the limits imposed 
by Instagram and discussed in the first section of this work. As Sorigó (2020) comments, unlike other 
social networks such as Twitter, Instagram has a series of filters that prevent the publication of certain 
types of messages, so homophobia is more present on the microblogging network. It can also happen, 
as in Martínez and Mayagoitia (2021), that hate messages are sent privately.

Finally, there is the mediation of the social network managers of the analyzed newspapers, who can 
moderate the comments by adding filters to those already established by default by the platform or 
even delete those that they consider offensive. They were contacted on four different occasions (July, 
August, September, and October) to ask about this management, and in no case did they respond. Even 
so, and as users have stated in some comments, these managers do filter content, being one more reason 
why the most aggressive hate speech does not appear published. This confirms the initial hypothesis 
that proposed that, although the publications about the community arouse negative comments that can 
be recognized as hate speech in its different manifestations, the visual nature of Instagram, together 
with the filters of both the network itself like those specific to each media outlet, prevent hate speech 
against the community from being the majority discourse.

This exploratory work on the presence of hate speech in social networks in which young people have 
a greater presence could be completed in the future with the use of other qualitative methodologies 
such as the discussion group. Likewise, a comparison of the comments and reactions to the same 
publications studied here, but published on the Twitter accounts of the newspapers, could be carried 
out; even compare them with the comments left by readers on the media website. Furthermore, it 
would be essential and enriching to have in-depth interviews with the managers of the newspapers' 
social networks, as well as interviews with members of the LGTBIQ+ community to learn how these 
messages affect the victims.
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