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1 INTRODUCTION

The roles of journalists and recipients have changed, especially since the emergence of social net-
working sites (SNS). The publication of content on SNS and the supervision of the subsequent online
discussions have become an integral part of everyday editorial work, and the new journalistic role of
community mangers has emerged. Online discussions offer promising benefits as they promote de-
liberation between users and foster participatory journalism (Quandt, 2018; Ruiz etal., 2011). How-
ever, there are major concerns about the low quality of these discussions and an increase of uncivil
behavior such as insults, vulgarity, discriminatory language and lies (e.g., Coe, Kenski & Rains, 2014;
Diakopoulos & Naamann, 2011). Consequently, community managers, single users and different ac-
tivist groups have started to engage in comment sections and counter behavior they perceive asun-
civil, sanction users and improve the discussion atmosphere (e.g., Friess, Ziegele & Heinbach, 2020;
Kalch & Naab, 2017; Ziegele etal., 2018).

However, the scientific debate over what exactly constitutes incivility is still ongoing: While scholars
agree that incivility is a violation of norms, they disagree which norms constitute incivility (e.g.,
Muddiman, 2017; Stryker, Conway & Silver, 2016). Recent research further suggests that incivility
is highly subjective and lies in the eye of the beholder (e.g., Herbst, 2010; Kenski, Coe, & Rains,
2017). Such considerations imply a perceptual construct of incivility. Approaching such a construct
requires asking the actors involved in online discussions about what they perceive as uncivil. How-
ever, only few studies have addressed incivility perceptions of different online actors, namely com-
munity managers, users and activists. Studies in this field typically focused on one type of incivility
(Chen et al., 2018), or on one group of actors such as activists (Ziegele etal., 2019). Moreover, most
of the studies defined a priori types of incivility (e.g., Kenski, Coe, & Rains, 2017; Muddiman, 2017)
rather than exploratively inquiring what the participants perceive as uncivil. Therefore, we brought
together community managers, users, and activists to address the following research question:

What do different actors of public online discussions perceive as unciviland where do they agree and
differ in their perceptions of incivility?

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

In recent years, incivility in public online discussions has increasingly gained scholarly attention.
However, definitions and operationalizations of incivility vary widely: While scholars largely agree
that mcivility is a violation of norms, they disagree regarding which norms constitute incivility. The
majority of studies conceptualized incivility either as a violation of politeness norms (e.g., Chen &
Lu, 2017; Mutz, 2007), deliberative respect norms (e.g., Anderson etal., 2014; Coe et al, 2014), or
democratic norms (e.g., Papacharissi, 2004). Additionally, recent studies have approached incivility
as a violation of multiple norms and empirical findings suggest that incivility is highly subjectively
shaped (e.g., Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016). We follow these extended approaches and con-
ceptualize incivility as a perceptual construct that includes violations of multiple norms. More spe-
cifically, we build on a new approach of Bormann and colleagues (under review) who developed an
mtegrative framework that incorporates previous incivility concepts. They suggest a multidimen-
sional concept consisting of five injunctive communication norms that participants of online discus-
sions can disapprove of violating. The information normis about the substance (i.e., quality, quantity,
relevance) of the information provided in a discussion. The modality norm refers to the formal aspect



of communication and asks participants to communicate clearly. The process normrefers to the rec-
iprocity of contributions. The relation norm asks participants to be respectful and polite with each
other. Finally, the political contextnormrefers to liberal democratic norms. According to the authors,
violations of one or several of these five norms potentially constitute mcivility.

3 METHOD

To answer the research question, we employed a qualitative semi-structured focus group methodol-
ogy and composed five heterogeneous focus groups with representatives of the three types of actors:
(1) Community managers of public, private, regional, and national news media, including broadcast-
ing and print, (2) ordinary users, and (3) members of the largest German activist groups #lamhere
and No Hate Speech Movement. The sample comprised a total of 25 participants. The focus groups
were conducted face-to-face in November 2019 in five different German cities. Two researchers mod-
erated the focus groups and the approximate duration was two hours. The interview guide included
open questions and stimuli on perceptions and evaluations of norm violations in public online discus-
sions. The focus groups were audio-recorded, transcribed and analyzed with a thematic qualitative
content analysis (Kuckartz, 2014).

4  RESULTS

In general, all actors perceived a lack of empathy and humanity in public online discussions and
expressed concerns about this development. They reported various violations of all five communica-
tion norms, and there appears to be a large common ground which communication acts are perceived
and condemned as uncivil: All three types of actors most frequently mentioned violations of the po-
litical context norm, followed by violations of the relation norm, the information norm, and the pro-
cessnorm. Overall, violations of the modality norm are mentioned less often. Nevertheless, violations
of all five norms are more or less perceived as uncivil. In terms of severity, differences between the
norms can be identified: Violations of the context and relation norm tend to be perceived as more
severe than other norm violations.

Violations of the political context norm that were frequently reported and perceived as uncivil were
hate speech, incitement and discrimination of margmalized groups, attacks against individual and
collective liberty rights, and attacks against democratic and constitutional principles. Perceived vio-
lations of the relation norm were, among others, insults, swearing, vulgarity, threats, and slurs. Un-
civil violations of the information norm were, for example, spreading dis- and misinformation such
as lies or conspiracy theories, as well as referring to unreliable sources and dubious or unsubstantiated
claims. In addition, users reported specific violations of the information norm caused by community
managers: A lack of transparency regarding sanctions, and the deletion of comments containing me-
dia-related criticism, which the users perceived as censorship and deception. Regarding the process
norm, the most frequently reported violations were topic deviation and ignorance of other partici-
pants’ contributions. Violations of the modality norm were reported less often and some of them were
contentious between different actors, for example, sarcasm or ambiguous communication. Whereas
some participants perceived irony and sarcasm asuncivil, others found ironic and sarcastic comments
in public online discussions to be entertaining.

The results and its implications will be discussed in more detail in the presentation.



5

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was supported by the Digital Society research program funded by the Ministry of Cul-
ture and Science of the German State of North Rhine-Westphalia.

6

L.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

REFERENCES

Quandt, T. (2018). Dark Participation. Media and Communication, 6(4), 36-48.
http://dx.doi.org/10.17645/mac.v6i4.1519

Ruiz, C., Domingo, D., Mic0, J. L., Diaz-Noci, J., Meso, C., & Masip, P. (2011). Public Sphere 2.0? The Demo-
cratic Qualities of Citizen Debates in Online Newspapers. The International Journal of Press/Politics, 16, 463—487.

Coe, K., Kenski, K. y Rains, S. A.(2014). Online and uncivil? Patterns and determinants ofincivility in newspaper
website comments. Journal of Communication, 64(4), 658—679. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104

Diakopoulos, N., & Naamann, M. (2011). Towards quality discourse in online news comments. In P.J. Hinds, J. C.
Tang,J. Wang, J. E. Bardram, & N. Ducheneaut (Eds.), Proceedings ofthe ACM 2011 conference on Computer
supported cooperative work (pp. 133—142). New York: ACM Press.

Friess, D., Ziegele, M., & Heinbach, D. (2020). Collective Civic Moderation for Deliberation? Exploring the Links
between Citizens’ Organized Engagement in Comment Sections and the Deliberative Quality of Online Discus-
sions. Political Communication, 1-23.

Kalch, A., & Naab, T. K. (2017). Replying, disliking, flagging: How users engage with uncivil and impolite com-
ments on news sites. Studies in Communicationand Media, 6(4), 395—419. https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-
2017-4-395

Ziegele,M., Jost, P., Bormann, M., & Heinbach, D. (2018). Journalistic counter-voices in comment sections: Pat-

terns, determinants, and potential consequences of interactive moderation ofuncivil user comments. Studies in
Communication and Media, 7(4), 525-554. https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2018-4-525

Muddiman, A. (2017). Personal and public levels ofpolitical incivility. International Journal of Communication,
11, 3182-3202.

Stryker, R., Conway, B. A., & Danielson, J. T. (2016). What is political incivility? Communication Monographs,
83(4), 535-556. https:/doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2016.1201207

Herbst, S. (2010). Rude democracy: Civility and incivility in American politics. Philadelphia: Temple University
Press.

Kenski, K., Coe, K. & Rains, S. A.(2017). Perceptions ofuncivil discourse online: An examination oftypes and
predictors. Communication Research. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650217699933

Chen, G. M., Pain, P., Chen, V. Y., Mekelburg, M., Springer, N., & Troger, F. (2018). ‘You really have to havea
thickskin’: A cross-cultural perspective on how online harassment influences female journalists. Journalism, 21(7),
877-895. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884918768500

Ziegele,M.,Naab, T. K., & Jost, P. (2019). Lonely together? Identifying the determinants of collective corrective
action againstuncivil comments. New Media & Society. Advance online publication. doi:
org/10.1177/1461444819870130

Chen,G. M., & Lu, S. (2017). Online political discourse: Exploring differences in effects of civiland uncivil disa-
greement in news website comments. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 61(1), 108—125.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2016.1273922

Mutz, D. C. (2007). Effects of “In-your-face” television discourse on perceptions ofa legitimate opposition. Amerr
can Political Science Review, 101, 621-635. https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305540707044X

Anderson, A. A., Brossard, D., Scheufele, D. A., Xenos, M. A., & Ladwig, P. (2014). The "nastyeffect:" Online
incivility and risk perceptions of emerging technologies. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 19(3),
373-387. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12009

Papacharissi, Z. (2004). Democracy online: civility, politeness, and the democratic potential of online political dis-
cussion groups. NEW MEDIA & SOCIETY, 6(2), 259-283. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444804041444


https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884918768500
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2016.1273922
https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305540707044X
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444804041444

18. Bormann, M., Tranow, U., Vowe, G., & Ziegele, M. (underreview). Incivility as a Violation of Communication
Norms - A Typology Based on Normative Expectations toward Political Communication.

19. Kuckartz, U. (2014). Qualitative text analysis: A guideto methods, practiceand using. London: Sage.



