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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Hate speech finds fertile ground for spreading online. The difficulty of identifying the perpetrators, coupled with how quickly messages spread on social media, contributes to the persistence and normalization of this form of violence. Young people are of particular interest for analysis given their high level of exposure and active role in online spaces for interaction. Methodology: This study consisted of a nationally representative survey of 1,205 young people aged 16 to 29. Data were collected between March and April of 2023 through computer-assisted web interviews (CAWI). Results: More than half of the participants reported receiving negative comments related to their physical appearance or clothing. Women are more vulnerable to attacks related to gender and aesthetics. A high prevalence was also observed among those who identify with left-wing ideologies. Eighty-three percent of respondents admitted to practicing self-censorship as a preventive measure to avoid conflicts on social media. Discussion and Conclusions: The study reveals the troubling normalization of hate speech online, where attacks primarily target gender and political ideology. It is urgent to develop prevention strategies and promote critical digital literacy aimed at protecting vulnerable groups and fostering safe participation in the digital space.
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INTRODUCTION


Definition and Classification of Hate Speech

The United Nations (UN, 2019) defines hate speech as any form of communication —oral, written, or behavioral— that attacks a person or group because of their religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, color, ancestry, gender, or other identity factors (p. 3). This definition focuses on elements of symbolic aggression related to a person's identity.

From a more analytical perspective, Kaufman (2015, cited in Bustos Martínez et al., 2019) proposes that speech can be considered hate speech if it meets the following four criteria: (1) it is directed at a historically vulnerable or discriminated group; (2) it humiliates symbols representing that group; (3) it incites the denigration of its members; and (4) it explicitly intends to exclude. This characterization adds an intentional and contextual component to the concept.

However, recent research has shown that these approaches, which focus exclusively on vulnerable groups, are insufficient. Fuentes Osorio (2024) demonstrates that, in about half of the cases examined, hate speech is not directed at traditionally discriminated groups and that ideology is the main driver of its production. This finding suggests that the phenomenon is broader than classic frameworks of discrimination and is articulated around political or ideological conflicts.

In turn, Sponholz (2022) cautions that hate speech should not be understood solely by the vocabulary it uses, but rather by the discriminatory meaning it takes on in a given context. In other words, the words' symbolic weight, the social effect of the communicative action, and their capacity to stigmatize or exclude are all relevant.

Other authors have made contributions in the form of classification proposals that allow for a better understanding of the complexity of the phenomenon. For example, Miró Llinares (2016) distinguishes between discourses with discriminatory aims and those that contain symbolic violence without seeking exclusion, thus considering the origin and motivation of the discourse. Furthermore, they identify the most frequent reasons for criminalization: attacks on a person's honor or dignity, denigration for belonging to a particular group, and collective humiliation.

Similarly, Esquivel Alonso (2016) classifies hate speech into three categories: (1) hate based on race or ethnicity, (2) hate based on nationality or religion, and (3) hate based on gender or sexual orientation. Pahor de Maiti et al. (2023) offer a similar classification, analyzing haters —those who generate hate speech— who are primarily motivated by ethnicity, religion, or sexual orientation. Assimakopoulos (2017) and Moreno López and Morales Calvo (2022), on the other hand, argue that cultural or ethnic affiliation and sexual orientation are the main triggers of hate speech. However, they also highlight a significant factor: physical appearance. Within this category, elements that are visually perceptible stand out, such as body features, clothing style, and personal style. These elements influence the social perception of individuals and can make them potential targets of hostility.

These forms of visual and symbolic discrimination are closely related to slut-shaming, which stigmatizes individuals who do not adhere to traditional standards of femininity, especially with regard to sexual behavior. How someone dresses or expresses their sexuality may be seen as a violation of gender norms, leading to social sanctions such as moral judgment, exclusion, or public humiliation. Thus, slut-shaming operates as both a form of control over the body and behavior and a specific manifestation of gender-based hate speech. A recent review based on the PRISMA protocol analyzed 19 studies selected from 585 articles retrieved from the Scopus and Web of Science databases (Miano & Urone, 2023). The qualitative analysis revealed that rigid gender norms and the existence of a double standard are key factors in exposure to slut-shaming. Adolescent girls, young women, and LGBTQI+ individuals are the most vulnerable and experience the most severe consequences. In this context, slut-shaming functions as a mechanism of social control that punishes individuals for adopting sexual behaviors deemed inappropriate for women, such as having multiple partners or displaying an active sexual attitude. This reinforces traditional gender roles and norms. Other studies confirm the impact of slut-shaming on the physical and psychological well-being of girls from adolescence onward (Goblet & Glowacz, 2021).



Channels for the Dissemination and Normalization of Hate Speech

Hate speech has spread rapidly and effectively via the internet, particularly social media (Igareda González, 2022). This phenomenon is closely linked to the rise of information and communication technologies (ICTs) and, more specifically, to the consolidation of social media as spaces for communication, interaction, and community building over the last decade (Ramírez-García et al., 2022).

Factors that facilitate the spread of hate speech in digital environments include anonymity, which can lead to impunity (Moreno López & Arroyo-López, 2022), and other characteristics inherent to online communication. For instance, disconnection from physical space creates a sense of emotional distance, reducing empathy and encouraging the posting of offensive comments without fully considering the consequences. This psychological distance and the apparent absence of risk make digital platforms seem like safe environments for expressing hate speech (Falxa, 2014). Additionally, the legal complexity of regulating these behaviors in an ethereal, transnational medium like the Internet poses a challenge. As Jubany and Roiha (2018) point out, the lack of clear borders and defined timeframes hinders the application of effective legal norms, thus limiting the ability to address these practices.

Furthermore, support and validation within online communities contribute to the legitimization of these discourses, especially when they are promoted or endorsed by institutional entities. This occurs in Spain and other European countries with far-right or radical right-wing parties regarding racist or xenophobic ideas (Camargo Fernández, 2021; Said-Hung et al., 2023). This phenomenon resembles group cohesion dynamics, wherein the explicit support of certain political forces reduces the perceived severity of these discourses and facilitates their circulation without symbolic penalty (Bustos Martínez et al., 2019, pp. 38-39).

Digital platforms play a key role in the spread of hate speech as distribution channels, especially those with a high level of interaction and little content moderation. These networks amplify discriminatory messages and create environments that normalize and reproduce them systematically. Piñeiro-Otero and Martínez-Rolán (2021) point out that platforms like X (formerly Twitter) have become toxic spaces used by aggressors who intensify their attacks when victims are exposed publicly, generating a more humiliating and public form of violence.

Similarly, according to García-Prieto et al. (2024), TikTok has become another channel most prone to disseminating discriminatory content. The lack of effective regulation and the immaturity of the predominant audience on this platform contribute to its transformation into a space where symbolic violence easily circulates. In this context, even individuals who reject physical violence may tolerate and internalize verbal or symbolic violence, particularly that directed toward physical appearance, cultural identity, or sexual orientation (Moreno López & Arroyo López, 2022). Thus, social networks not only facilitate the circulation of hate speech technically, but also shape the social and emotional frameworks that allow for its acceptance or trivialization. This generates an ecosystem in which symbolic violence is presented as a normalized part of digital exchange.



Vulnerability Factors Related to Hate Speech


Age: Young People and Adolescents as a Vulnerable and Active Group in the Dissemination of Digital Hate

Age is one of the factors that most affects vulnerability to hate speech. Young people and adolescents are among the most exposed groups. Their exposure is directly related to how much time they spend online and how intensely they use social media. Today, social media is their primary environment for interaction. According to the IAB Spain (2025) study, young people are the main users of these platforms. Meanwhile, the Save the Children report (2024) indicates that nearly 90% of adolescents access the internet several times a day and that 20% are almost constantly connected.

This high digital presence translates into a greater likelihood of experiencing online risks. The Microsoft Online Safety Survey (2025) shows that 66% of young people have experienced some form of digital risk and ranks hate speech as the second most frequent type of risk, surpassed only by disinformation. Teenage girls and LGBTQ+ youth are particularly affected by this type of symbolic violence, as they have higher levels of exposure and are frequent targets of attacks.

However, young people's role in hate speech is not limited to being victims. Several studies also highlight their role in disseminating these messages. Wachs et al. (2022) emphasize that peer pressure is one of the most decisive factors in this behavior. This pressure is particularly intense during adolescence when the desire for recognition or acceptance can prompt young individuals to perpetuate hate speech to fit in socially and avoid isolation. A sense of belonging to a group reinforces these dynamics by justifying behaviors that would otherwise be considered socially unacceptable. In this context, collective action acts as a validation mechanism; those who disseminate hate speech perceive it as generating impact, visibility, and debate, which reinforces their motivation to continue this practice. Adding to this scenario is a limited capacity to manage negative emotions, such as frustration, which often stems from a lack of emotional education. This deficiency can lead to impulsive, aggressive, or vengeful reactions, thus facilitating the spread of hate speech among young people. This highlights the need to address the phenomenon comprehensively, combining digital literacy, emotional education, and promoting a culture of respect and coexistence, especially in spaces where young people develop their identities and social relationships.



Gender and Sexual Orientation: Women and Non-Heterosexual People as Preferred Targets of Online Hate Speech

Gender is another key factor in differential exposure to hate speech. As Esquivel Alonso (2016) pointed out, a specific category of this discourse targets gender and sexual orientation issues. Several studies support this assertion. According to Pew Research Center data (Duggan, 2017), 20% of women between 18 and 29 years old experienced online harassment, compared to 9% of men in the same age group. The report also reveals that 53% of these women received unsolicited sexually explicit images, compared to 37% of men who reported similar experiences. These practices constitute specific forms of symbolic violence that affect young women disproportionately. One example is the use of intimidating language against women simply because of their physical appearance or clothing choices (Romo Parra et al., 2023). This reality is particularly evident in the online gaming sphere. De Lima-Vélez et al. (2023) found that hate speech is frequent against female gamers due to their appearance and clothing choices while playing.

Victims of this type of harassment often experience psychological consequences or resort to self-censorship; these effects have been documented by Vázquez Barrio et al. (2020) and Martínez-Valerio and Mayagoitia Soria (2021). Self-censorship intensifies in a digital environment dominated by horizontal surveillance, which is exercised by platform users themselves. According to Correcher Mira (2020), this phenomenon, combined with cancel culture, reinforces social control over online self-expression.

In these scenarios, the aggressors' impunity contrasts sharply with the victims' vulnerability. Often, the victims choose to remain silent to avoid social or personal consequences. This dynamic relates directly to the spiral of silence theory, which Noelle-Neumann (1993) formulated to explain how people tend to suppress their opinions when they perceive that these do not align with those of the dominant majority.

According to Hernández Prados et al. (2024), women are more aware of hate speech on social media and the platforms where it proliferates. This heightened awareness is likely due to their historical status as primary targets of discriminatory discourse related to their sexuality, public image, or conformity to contemporary beauty standards.

Esteban-Ramiro and Moreno-López (2023) assert that women and non-heterosexual individuals are far more exposed to hate speech than heterosexual men. This difference may be related to how they engage with digital spaces. Torrecillas-Lacave et al. (2022) point out that women tend to use communication services that allow them to interact, share content, and express themselves publicly. This increases their visibility and, consequently, their exposure to symbolic attacks.

Taken together, these data demonstrate that gender and sexual orientation influence not only the likelihood of being targeted by online hate speech but also how these attacks are experienced, perceived, and managed. Addressing this structural vulnerability requires public policies, regulatory frameworks, and educational strategies that recognize symbolic violence as a real form of harm and promote equitable, safe, and inclusive digital environments for all identities.



Digital Racism as a Tool of Exclusion

Ethnic origin and migrant status are key factors that shape hate speech on social media. Following Elon Musk's acquisition of X (formerly Twitter), Hickey et al. (2025) observed a substantial surge in discriminatory content, particularly racist, homophobic, and transphobic messages. This positioned the LGBTQ+ community and migrants as the primary targets of symbolic aggression. As Rivera-Martín et al. (2022) point out, these aggressions against the LGBTQ+ community manifest not only as insults and threats, but also as rejection of non-normative gender identities. This gives rise to a type of LGBTQ+phobia that delegitimizes their existence under the guise of personal opinion. In line with this, Unlu et al.'s (2025) study focuses on online hate speech in Finland and analyzes messages targeting the LGBTQ+ community on X. The results show that the LGBTQ+ community is portrayed as a threat to traditional norms and values, which reinforces stigmas and promotes exclusionary narratives.

In the case of migrants, data from the Spanish Observatory on Racism and Xenophobia (2024) reveals a similarly troubling situation. The First Annual Report on Monitoring Hate Speech on Social Media revealed that major digital platforms (X, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube) failed to remove over half of the reported hate speech content, even when it was identified as potentially criminal. The report also revealed that people of North African origin and the Muslim community in general were the main groups targeted, with Islamophobia being one of the most frequent forms of aggression. These discourses dehumanize migrants, particularly those of Moroccan origin, associating them with public insecurity and generating a constant threat perception that fosters social polarization.

Hate speech against migrants is not only expressed by anonymous users but also by organized virtual communities that receive institutional validation and support. Contrary to Fluck's (2017) assertion that ideology plays a minor role in shaping hate speech, Wachs et al. (2022) affirm that political and ideological currents influence the perpetration of this discourse. Camargo Fernández (2021), Said-Hung et al. (2023), Matarín Rodríguez-Peral et al. (2025), and Pérez-Escolar et al. (2025) warn of the role of far-right political groups in Spain and Europe in normalizing and disseminating racist and xenophobic messages. These dynamics resemble group cohesion mechanisms where political leaders' explicit support diminishes the seriousness of hate speech and favors its public legitimization (Bustos Martínez et al., 2019, pp. 38-39).

Parties like Vox actively use social media platforms such as X, YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram to portray migrants as a threat to the welfare state. They employ fear as a political mobilization strategy (González-Castro, 2023). According to García González (2022), this narrative dehumanizes migrants by presenting them as responsible for their situation and as a potential burden on receiving countries. Furthermore, these discourses are not uniformly directed at the entire migrant population. As Aranda (2023) explains, Vox primarily directs its hostility toward migrants who do not fit into its concept of the "Hispanosphere," centered on Latin American countries. This allows Vox to construct a specific enemy —Muslim-majority countries and communities— and focus its attacks in a particular direction without openly rejecting migration altogether. Within this framework, religion acts as a filter for acceptance or rejection, becoming the primary criterion for defining the "other."

Fuentes-Lara and Arcila-Calderón (2023) conclude that, in Spain, social acceptance of Islamophobic discourse on social media is often accompanied by other forms of hatred that deepen social polarization. According to the authors, this reality is not reproduced with the same intensity in other European countries, such as France. This phenomenon reflects the specificity of the Spanish context, where digital racism, especially when disguised as concern for security or national identity, enjoys a worrying degree of public legitimacy.

These data show that ethnic origin and migrant status increase vulnerability to hate speech on social media and have become central themes in polarizing narratives with strong ideological overtones. The political exploitation of racism and xenophobia, coupled with the inaction or complicity of certain digital platforms, contributes to the normalization of these messages and reinforces the symbolic exclusion of marginalized groups.

The analyzed theoretical framework allows for the understanding that hate speech on social media does not affect all groups equally. Rather, it is primarily directed against historically marginalized groups, including women, LGBTQ+ individuals, young people, migrants, and individuals of non-majority ethnic origin. These symbolic attacks occur in a digital environment that amplifies their reach and, in many cases, legitimizes and normalizes them due to a lack of effective regulation, social validation among users, or their usage for political purposes. Therefore, it is crucial to adopt a comprehensive approach combining public policies, emotional education, digital literacy, and coordinated institutional actions to create safer, more inclusive, and respectful digital spaces.





OBJECTIVES

This research has one general objective and four specific objectives, outlined below:


	To analyze how hate speech manifests on social media toward young Spaniards in order to identify the reasons behind it and the individual factors that increase the vulnerability of certain groups and the measures adopted to prevent their victimization.




The specific objectives guiding this research are as follows:


	SO1. To determine the extent to which young users have been victims of hostile or discriminatory comments on social media.


	SO2. To identify the main reasons that motivate the attacks, such as gender, sexual orientation, political ideology, physical appearance, ethnic origin, or personal beliefs.


	SO3. To determine which individual factors increase the likelihood of receiving negative comments in order to identify which social groups are most vulnerable to hate speech in the digital environment.


	SO4. To investigate the precautions that young users take on social media to prevent becoming victims of online hate speech.






METHODOLOGY

This study employed a nationally representative survey of young people aged 16 to 29 who reside in Spain. Fieldwork was outsourced to the specialized company GAD3, which was responsible for the technical execution of data collection. The sample size was 1,205 and was constructed using quotas for sex and age based on updated July 2021 data from the National Institute of Statistics (INE, in Spanish) to ensure representativeness of the analyzed population.

The sample was balanced in terms of gender (48.7% women and 51.3% men) and age. Thirty-three percent of respondents were between 16 and 19 years old, 32.6% were between 20 and 24 years old, and 34.1% were between 25 and 29 years old. The survey's margin of error is 2.9%, with a 95.5% confidence level (two sigmas) under the assumption of simple random sampling and maximum indeterminacy (P = Q = 0.5).

Fieldwork was conducted in March and April 2023 using self-administered online interviews via CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interviewing). The questionnaire included 45 closed-ended questions, and each interview averaged 15 to 20 minutes.

To measure the degree to which the variables (1) age, (2) ideology, and (3) gender influenced the dependent variables, binary logistic regressions were performed. Due to the qualitative and dichotomous nature of the dependent variables, which were reduced to "Yes/No" categories with the "I Don't Know/No Answer" (NS/NC, in Spanish) category assumed as missing, logistic regression calculations were deemed most appropriate. To do so, all independent variables were also converted into dichotomous (Yes/No) variables. The following new variables were created as a result of this process:


	
To be between 16 and 19 years old




	
To be between 20 and 24 years old




	
To be between 25 and 29 years old




	
To be left-wing




	
To be center-left




	
To be center-right




	
To be right-wing






The variable relating to the respondent's sex was not modified because it was originally established as a dichotomy (male or female).

In the final drafting phase, a generative artificial intelligence tool based on language models (LLM) was used to improve the clarity, coherence, and readability of the text (ChatGPT, GPT-4 model, used in March 2025). This tool was used similarly to spelling and grammar checkers that are already part of editorial processes. Work was done exclusively on material previously written by the authors. No new content was generated. The authors of the article bear full responsibility for the content, its analysis, and its conclusions.



RESULTS


Incidence of Hate Speech

For the purposes of this research, hate speech is defined as written, verbal, or visual expressions that denigrate, insult, threaten, or attack a person because of their sex, gender, physical appearance, clothing, religious beliefs, ethnic or racial origin, sexual orientation, economic status, opinions on gender equality, or political ideas.

Overall, the data show that nearly 8 out of 10 respondents (79.6%) report having experienced hate speech for at least one of the ten reasons included in the survey (Table 1).

When the data are broken down by sex, it is observed that 76.8% of men acknowledge receiving this type of comment, while 82.5% of women report the same. The 6% difference between the two groups indicates that women are more exposed to hate speech in digital environments.

Regarding age, the results reveal that the incidence of hate speech increases as the user's age decreases. Young people between 16 and 19 years old are the most affected group, with 81.6% reporting receiving hate messages. This is followed by the 20-24 age group (80.5%) and finally the 25–29 age group (76.9%).

Table 1. General data based on gender and age.










	
Descriptive statistics. Hate speech









	General
	Yes: 959 (79.6%)
	No: 229 (19%)
	NS/NC: 46 (1.4%)



	Gender
	Man
	Yes: 76.8%

No: 21.1%

NS/NC: 2.1%





	Woman
	Yes: 82.5%

No: 16.8%

NS/NC: 0.7%





	Age
	16-19
	Yes: 81.6%

No: 16.4%

NS/NC: 2%





	20-24
	Yes: 80.5%

No: 18.2%

NS/NC: 1.3%





	25-29
	Yes: 76.9%

No: 22.1%

NS/NC: 0.9%







Source: Elaborated by the authors.



Main Reasons Motivating Hate Speech in Digital Environments

Young people primarily identify two reasons for receiving negative comments: physical appearance and clothing. Over half of those surveyed reported being attacked because of their appearance, and 45.5% cited clothing as a reason for aggression. Other reasons of an ideological and identity-related nature follow, with views on gender equality, gender identity, and political beliefs accounting for over 30% of the responses (Figure 1). These data highlight the widespread presence of hate speech and reveal that its main targets are the physical appearance and personal opinions and identities of those who experience it.

Other motivations, such as sexual orientation, religious beliefs, having had multiple partners, or belonging to a particular ethnicity or race, are cited less frequently. This finding is particularly striking when considering that previous research indicates immigrant groups and the LGBTQ+ community are often among the most targeted in digital environments (Hickey et al., 2025). This apparent contradiction could be due to factors such as the underrepresentation of certain groups in the sample or the normalization of certain forms of discrimination, making it difficult for respondents to identify them as hate speech.

Figure 1. Reasons for receiving negative feedback

[image: Figure1]
Source: Elaborated by the authors.



Individual Factors That Increase the Probability of Receiving Negative Comments

Being a woman is a clear vulnerability factor for hate speech in digital environments. According to the collected data, women report being targeted by offensive comments more often than men in all situations considered in the survey, except for three: economic status, sexual orientation, and ethnic or racial origin (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Conditioning factors based on gender

[image: Figure2]
Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Table 2. Binary logistic regression.









	Dependent Variables

Have you ever received negative comments for these reasons?


	Predictive Factors
	Statistics





	Because of my sexual orientation
	To be left-wing
	B=.913

Exp (B)=2.491

p<.001





	Gender (being a man)
	B=.439

Exp (B)=1.551

p=.004





	Because of my ethnic or racial origin
	Gender (being a man)
	B=.381

Exp (B)=1.463

p=.018





	Because of my political views
	To be center-left
	B= -.523

Exp (B)=.593

p=.014





	To be center-right
	B= -1.224

Exp (B)=.294

p<.001





	Because of the way I dress
	To be between 16 and 19 years old
	B=.434

Exp (B)=1.544

p=.003





	To be left-wing
	B=.447

Exp (B)=1.563

p=.022





	Gender (being a woman)
	B= -.425

Exp (B)=.653

p<.001





	Because of my physical appearance
	To be between 16 and 19 years old
	B=.349

Exp (B)=1.418

p=.018





	To be left-wing
	B=.622

Exp (B)=1.862

p=.002





	To be center-left
	B=.559

Exp (B)=1.749

p=.009





	Gender (being a woman)
	B= -.514

Exp (B)=.598

p<.001





	Because of my religious/spiritual beliefs
	To be between 16 and 19 years old
	B=.377

Exp (B)=1.458

p=.036





	To be center-right
	B= -.572

Exp (B)=.564

p=.004





	Because of my way of thinking about equality between women and men
	To be between 16 and 19 years old
	B=.548

Exp (B)=1.730

p<.001





	To be center-right
	B= -.573

Exp (B)=.564

p=.001





	Gender (being a woman)
	B= -.351

Exp (B)=.704

p=.006





	Because of being a woman or a man
	To be between 16 and 19 years old
	B=.469

Exp (B)=1.598

p=.003





	To be left-wing
	B=.713

Exp (B)=2.041

p=.001





	To be center-left
	B=.603

Exp (B)=1.827

p=.009





	Gender (being a woman)
	B= -1.271

Exp (B)=.280

p<.001







Source: Elaborated by the authors.

As shown in Figure 2, both men and women most frequently cite physical appearance and clothing as reasons for being victims of hate attacks in digital environments. However, there are significant gender differences. For example, 64% of women report receiving negative comments about their appearance, compared to 49% of men. Similarly, 52% of women report being criticized for their clothing, compared to 39% of men.

Logistic regression tests (Table 2) support this trend and confirm the significant influence of sex on the likelihood of receiving negative comments about physical appearance. Women are more exposed to this type of aggression than men. These findings reinforce the idea that the female body continues to be subject to scrutiny and social control, a dynamic closely related to body shaming. However, to a lesser extent, this social pressure has also extended to men, who are beginning to experience criticism about their physical appearance. This suggests a broadening of the normative body ideal and the mechanisms of aesthetic policing toward men.

Gender also influences the likelihood of receiving negative comments about clothing. The most significant difference, however, is being a woman being used as a motive for attack, demonstrating a clear component of gender discrimination. More specifically, 47.2% of women have been targeted for this reason, compared to 19.6% of men. This data can be interpreted as a manifestation of misogyny, in which female identity itself becomes a target of symbolic aggression.

The results also show that sex significantly influences the likelihood of receiving negative comments when expressing opinions about equality between women and men. Women are more likely to be questioned or attacked for their ideas in this area, revealing social resistance to feminist discourse when it is expressed by women. However, a relevant trend was also observed among men. Their views on gender equality were the third most frequent reason they were victims of hate speech. This suggests that expressing egalitarian positions can generate rejection and trigger hostile responses in the public sphere, even for men.

As previously noted, the survey data indicate three reasons why men are attacked more than women: economic status, sexual orientation, and ethnic or racial origin. However, the statistical analysis challenges this perception regarding economic status, as none of the factors related to age, ideology, or sex predict receiving negative comments. Regarding ethnic or racial origin, the results show that being male increases the likelihood of receiving negative comments: men are 46.3% more likely than women. Finally, with respect to sexual orientation, being male increases the likelihood of receiving negative comments by 55.1%.

Ideology is the second most significant factor influencing exposure to hate speech. The data show that those who identify with the left are the most affected group in several sensitive categories. According to the frequency data (Figure 3), the main reasons these young people report receiving negative comments are related to their sexual orientation (43.2%), political views (41%), and views on equality (38.2%). Logistic regression tests confirm this trend. The results show that being left-wing increases the likelihood of receiving negative comments based on sexual orientation by 2.5 times and doubles the likelihood of receiving hate messages for being female or male.

Conversely, people who identify as right-wing report receiving fewer negative comments than those in the center or on the left. Among respondents who reported being targeted, the most frequent reasons cited were religious beliefs (29.4%), political views (29.1%), and economic situation (24.5%). However, in all three cases, these figures were lower than those among center-left or left-leaning respondents.

Analyzing the data with logistic regression confirms that identifying as right-wing significantly reduces the likelihood of being a victim of hate speech for religious or gender-related reasons. The lower level of perceived or reported hostility toward those who identify with right-wing ideological positions could be due to their discourse aligning with traditional normative frameworks that retain legitimacy in various social and political contexts. Additionally, it is worth considering whether this trend is reinforced by emerging institutional discourses and the algorithmic logic of digital platforms, which may favor content that does not openly challenge the status quo. However, these interpretations require empirical verification through research that delves deeper into the role of these variables.

In summary, the data reveal an asymmetry in exposure to hate speech: ideological positioning directly influences the intensity and type of symbolic violence young people experience on social media. Further analysis shows that young people who identify as centrist receive the most negative comments in all scenarios, except when criticism is more intensely directed toward those who identify as left-wing. This apparent paradox in the context of current polarization can be explained, in part, by their intermediate position, which exposes them to criticism from both ideological extremes. Their lack of definition can be interpreted as lukewarmness, opportunism, equidistance, or a lack of commitment by both sides, leading to a high volume of negative interactions.

This scenario suggests that ideological polarization manifests as digital discrimination, where expressing political ideas, social positions, and sexual identity becomes grounds for symbolic aggression. Thus, social networks are not neutral spaces for debate; rather, they reproduce dynamics of ideological exclusion that affect young people differently depending on their political stance and level of exposure.

Figure 3. Conditioning factors based on ideological identities

[image: Figure3]
Source: Elaborated by the authors

A third variable that appears to be significant in several of the cases analyzed is age. The results indicate that younger people are more likely to receive negative comments about their dress, their opinions on gender equality, and are 45.8% more likely to receive hate for their religious or spiritual beliefs. In addition, younger people are also more likely to be targeted simply for being male or female —being between 16 and 19 years old increases the chances of receiving this type of message by 60%—. These data reflect greater vulnerability among younger people, who seem to be more exposed to judgment, criticism, and hate speech about their identity, appearance, and ideas.



Adopted Measures to Prevent Hate Speech

Self-censorship is one of the most widespread behaviors among young people to avoid tense or controversial situations on social media. An overwhelming 83.3% of respondents admitted to preferring to remain silent or avoid certain topics to avoid controversy, relating directly to Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann's (1993) spiral of silence theory. According to this theory, people tend to silence their opinions when they perceive themselves to be in the minority, fearing isolation or social rejection. Digital environments seem to reproduce this same pattern. Thus, social networks, initially conceived as spaces for free expression, can function as mechanisms of social pressure that reinforce conformity.

Self-censorship manifests not only in the omission of opinions but also in the way people present themselves. Nearly half of the respondents (47.3%) say they think twice before posting a photo of themselves, fearing the comments they might receive. 36% percent directly state that they do not post what they truly think. Faced with this climate, many young people choose to create closed, trusted spaces. 50% report sharing content only in private chats with friends where they feel freer to express themselves.

Other behaviors deviate from self-censorship, showing more strategic or defensive responses. For example, 16.6% use anonymous profiles to express themselves more freely without exposing their identities, and 10.9% adopt a provocative attitude by posting comments contrary to the majority in order to generate controversy. Some respondents choose to conform to the dominant discourse by publishing content they know will be socially accepted, even if it doesn't truly reflect their thoughts. This extends the spiral of silence beyond literal silence to include strategically adapted forms of expression.

Figure 4 clearly shows gender differences in self-censorship behaviors and digital identity management. Compared to men, women tend to think carefully before posting a picture of themselves or expressing their opinion on social media. In contrast, men more frequently exhibit two behaviors that deviate from this more restrained pattern. They are more likely to report using anonymous profiles to express themselves on social media and more likely to say they feel comfortable generating controversy or contradicting the dominant discourse. These two behaviors, in which male participation surpasses female participation, could be related to a perception of lower social or personal risk in digital conflict or to socialization that tolerates and sometimes rewards public confrontation as a form of self-affirmation.

Figure 4. Attitudes toward posting on social media based on gender

[image: Figure4]
Source: Elaborated by the authors.




DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The results of this research allow for the achievement of the overall objective by offering a detailed view of how hate speech manifests on social media among young Spanish individuals, the factors that provoke it, the most vulnerable groups, and the strategies that users adopt to protect themselves.

Regarding objective 1 (SO1), the data confirm the high prevalence of symbolic aggression in the digital environment, indicating an alarming normalization of hate speech online. A significant proportion of young people report having experienced hostile or discriminatory comments, reflecting the prevalence of this issue.

Regarding objective 2 (SO2), the study identified the most common motivations for the attacks. Physical appearance and ideology were the most prevalent, though cases related to gender, sexual orientation, and identity were also observed. However, it is notable that categories typically linked to hate speech, such as sexual orientation and ethnic origin, were mentioned less frequently by participants. This apparent contradiction with previous studies (Fuentes-Lara & Arcila-Calderón, 2023) could be explained by several factors, including the underrepresentation of vulnerable groups in the sample and the difficulty of recognizing subtle or daily discrimination. In this sense, the data invite us to reflect on the limits of individual perception of the phenomenon of online hate and the need to broaden the methodological approach to capture its full complexity.

The third objective (SO3) is addressed by identifying the groups most vulnerable to hate speech. Being a woman significantly increases the likelihood of experiencing aggression. This conclusion coincides with previous research (Hernández Prados et al., 2024), particularly with regard to physical appearance and clothing. This pattern reproduces historical dynamics of social control that have positioned the female body as an object of public scrutiny. In the digital environment, these dynamics manifest as body shaming and slut-shaming. Beyond aesthetics, women are attacked simply for being women or for defending or expressing egalitarian ideas, revealing the existence of misogynistic and antifeminist discourses that are especially hostile toward egalitarian voices from women.

Alongside this observation, another interesting fact emerges: aesthetic pressure no longer affects women exclusively. There has been an increase in criticism of men for reasons related to their appearance. This indicates a broadening of the normative body ideal and the mechanisms of symbolic surveillance toward the male gender.

Additionally, being male is associated with a greater likelihood of receiving negative comments related to sexual orientation, placing non-heterosexual individuals among the most vulnerable groups. This finding aligns with the reviewed literature (Esteban-Ramiro & Moreno-López, 2023).

Finally, age emerges as a significant variable. Younger individuals are more frequently reported to be victims of offensive comments. Their high presence and participation in digital spaces (Save the Children, 2024) can partly explain this greater exposure to hate speech, where they interact with greater intensity and visibility.

Together, these findings help define the precise profile of audiences vulnerable to online hate speech. They also provide a solid empirical basis for designing policies that raise awareness, prevent hate speech, and protect vulnerable groups.

Ideology is the second most influential factor in exposure to hate speech in digital environments. The data show that individuals who identify with the left are more likely to receive negative comments about sensitive topics, such as sexual orientation, physical appearance, and gender identity. This greater vulnerability may be associated with greater public exposure or more active participation in social debates, which often generate polarization.

Conversely, respondents who identify with the conservative spectrum report receiving fewer attacks. When they have been the target of offensive comments, the main reasons are related to their religious beliefs, political opinions, and, to a lesser extent, economic situation. This reduced perception of vulnerability may be due to the greater public acceptance of discourses that were previously socially penalized. The rise of discourses aligned with radical right-wing positions has contributed to the normalization of messages that were previously considered disruptive, marginal, or politically incorrect regarding immigration, feminism, and gender violence (Said-Hung et al., 2023). This has reduced the self-censorship that, according to the spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1993), inhibited the expression of non-majority opinions. Recent research (Velasco & Rodríguez-Alarcón, 2020; Rosenberg, 2022; Fuentes-Lara & Arcila-Calderón, 2023) highlights a reconfiguration of the public sphere, in which some conservative voices have gained discursive ground and legitimacy.

This new communicative context explains the situation of those who position themselves ideologically in the center. Despite their apparent neutrality, this group reports the highest frequency of negative comments in most scenarios, except when criticism is most intensely directed toward young leftists. This finding suggests that centrist discourse may be vulnerable in an increasingly polarized environment where intermediate positions may be criticized from both ideological sides.

Regarding SO4, the analysis reveals the various self-protective strategies adopted by young people. The most common strategy is self-censorship, which does not always manifest as overt silence but rather takes more subtle and complex forms. Some young people choose to withhold controversial opinions and also moderate how they present themselves on social media. This includes publishing content designed to conform to socially acceptable norms, even if it does not accurately reflect one's own ideas or values. Thus, the concept of the spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1993) expands beyond literal silence to include adaptive expressive strategies where public expression is adjusted according to the prevailing opinion. This conclusion aligns with other recent research demonstrating that members of online communities not only remain silent when prevailing opinions on controversial topics differ from their own but also argue against their own ideas (Haug et al., 2025). This behavior is more common among women and has been identified in previous studies (Vázquez Barrio et al., 2021; Torrecillas-Lacave et al., 2022), which point to greater social pressure on women regarding their physical appearance and online behavior. In this context, female self-censorship emerges as a form of self-protection against potential judgment, unwanted comments, or even harassment.

In contrast, a minority —mostly men— adopts more defensive or strategic responses. Some resort to anonymity so they can freely express controversial opinions without exposing themselves. Others adopt an openly provocative stance. They publish messages that are contrary to the prevailing opinion in an attempt to challenge it or generate controversy. This divergence in attitudes can be interpreted through the spiral of silence theory. While women tend to internalize the fear of social rejection and moderate their outreach, some men react with confrontation or a search for visibility, even if it means hiding their identity.

Overall, the findings allow for a more precise mapping of the impact of hate speech on Spanish youth and demonstrate how digital environments reproduce —and sometimes intensify— structural inequalities. Thus, the research provides a solid empirical basis for designing preventative interventions, digital literacy programs, and public policies aimed at protecting the most vulnerable groups in the virtual world.
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