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ABSTRACT  
Social media’s attention-based economy and subsequent design, 
allegedly, spur mistrust and attacks against media workers. X 
(formerly “Twitter”) facilitates a discursive climate that is divisive 
and polarized. Within this context, we present research on 
platform-afforded tagging practices as infrastructures that enact 
“subtle” underminings of journalistic authority through 
piggybacking on benign expressions of press-critique. X does not 
allow effective “untagging” of oneself from other people’s tweets. 
We showcase how this creates a material addressability, 
amplifying harassment. The case zooms in on the repetitive 
questioning of whether or not BBC journalist Laura Kuenssberg 
was “at the party”, alluding to Partygate, a scandal about 
meetings held at 10 Downing Street during Covid-19 lockdowns. 
Repurposing linkages between hashtagged and @-tagged tweets 
allowed us to map a network of critique that assembles a 
community of so-called “supercharged critical thinkers”. While the 
“repetitive drum of suspicion” might seem benign, the tagged 
tweets, asking whether Kuenssberg was at the party, are 
embedded within a networked ecology of vitriol and misogyny 
through hashtags that connect creators to a wider network of 
distrust. While one can exert some control over tagging by 
segmenting one’s audience, such options are too rudimentary for 
journalists who have to fulfill a public role.
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Introduction

Academic research into online violence and harassment of journalists often focuses on 
severe cases of hate speech, such as those that emerge in cases of so-called “dogpiling”, 
where a coordinated attack materializes in “a barrage of threats, slurs, insults, and other 
abusive tactics”.1 A report by UNESCO (Posetti et al. 2022) outlines the so-called chilling 
effects of social media harassment on journalists’ work. News workers share cases of 
them withdrawing from reporting on sensitive issues, or even leaving the profession 
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altogether. Harassment turned out to be gendered with, across various studies world
wide, 73% of women reporting having experienced online harassment (Cinnamon 
2024; Posetti et al. 2022).2 Solutions center on tools for journalists’ safety, which can, 
for example, safeguard a journalist’s personal details. However, once a dogpile begins, 
controlling the damage becomes nearly impossible (Cinnamon 2024). The focus of 
many tools is on developing mitigation or damage control. However, such tools result 
from blind spots for the role that the design of the platform and its subsequent 
tagging architecture plays in the sustenance of violent behavior. The design of commu
nicative features of the platform, such as the options a user has for effectively untagging 
themselves at scale, sustains networked entanglements between hate and violence on 
the one hand and more benign expressions of legitimate critique on the other hand. 
Our case study will show the intricate connections between critique and violence, as 
well as the role of the communicative tagging architecture of X in maintaining such con
nections. By conducting a network analysis between replies (@ tagged tweets) and hash
tags, as well as a temporal analysis of persistent and recurring accounts engaging in 
harassment, we render legible how harassment unfolds both as an extension of wider col
lective distrust and as a product of the design of social media platforms such as 
X. Visualizing the materialities of a journalist’s digital environment, lays bare the imper
ceptible routes of connection that platforms afford and that entangle suspicion with 
hateful comments in platform-specific ways (Hendrickx and Opgenhaffen 2024). We 
aim to enhance our understanding of digital environmentality as well as platform- 
specific logics that deeply influence how journalists engage with news, news commen
tary, and audiences on social media.

Cases of dogpiling and their “chilling effects” no doubt require urgent scholarly atten
tion; however, the wider networked environments that host severe attacks require our 
attention as well. What is not sufficiently understood is the role of social media’s use 
design in channeling harassment. Arguably, the user affordances of many social plat
forms, such as hashtags and @-tags, create a material addressability of journalists that 
is difficult to escape. Once someone is dogpiled on X (formerly known as Twitter), this 
person can, in principle, untag themselves from these posts; however, one would need 
to do that post per post. Another “option” is to allow tagging only to accounts that the 
journalist follows. However, in light of the public function of journalists, as well as the pro
fessional dependencies that many journalists have on platforms, this is merely a “faux 
choice”. We stress that the current premise underlying safety measures for journalists is 
insufficient by default as the communicative design of platforms prioritizes engagement 
over user empowerment and well-being (Christin et al. 2024).

Given the difficulties of untagging from social media posts, it is also important to 
explore how seemingly benign or even positive and constructive forms of critique 
directed at journalists can quickly get connected to potential dogpilers and to more 
vile kinds of content. As soon as someone is addressed through the @-tag with a critical 
remark, this remark can be mimicked, recontextualized, and connected to much more 
toxic content. Adding hashtags such as #scummedia renders a question directed at a jour
nalist, such as a sincere “Were you at the party?”, less innocent. In this study, we investi
gate how legitimate critique on platforms, such as X, serves as an easy vector for 
harassment, collapsing legitimate critique with violent behavior. We investigate a case 
study that displays particular dynamics of press critique that are exemplary of social 
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media collective effervescence channeled by a critical question directed at BBC journalist 
Laura Kuenssberg: “Were you at the party?” referencing so-called Partygate. The latter was 
a scandal in the United Kingdom about (festive) government staff gatherings during the 
COVID-19 pandemic when health restrictions were in place.3

We gathered @-tagged replies to the prominent UK journalists between November 25 
and December 26, 2021, when the scandal was brought to light by the Daily Mirror. The 
temporalities of hashtags were mapped to analyze the overall discourse and the perti
nence of hashtags that connected tweets to allegations of bias and partiality. Most 
notable were hashtags that emerged from the replies to the then political editor of the 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Laura Kuenssberg. From a close reading of more 
than 118,727 tweets, we found an interesting pattern wherein users (N = 1,510 posts) 
would ask Laura Kuenssberg the question “Were you at the party?” or some close variation 
of this question. We then charted how this seemingly benign question is connected or net
worked to downright toxic or violent messages through situating the questions in their 
wider hashtagged environment using the method of network analysis.

Literature Review

In the literature, the role of journalists as gatekeepers of news both online and offline (Bro 
and Wallberg 2014; Janowitz 1975; Shoemaker 1991; Shoemaker, Vos, and Reese 2008) is 
well researched. Less clear is their role in spotlighting specific content and authors of 
posts (Zhou et al. 2023) and what happens in the amplification process. Journalists are 
influenced by the commercial logic of social media and by influential actors and collectiv
ities, who intentionally or unintentionally destabilize their position (Nieborg and Poell 
2018; Van Dijck, Poell, and Waal 2018). It is, unfortunately, reasonable to expect that 
high-profile journalists’ very public role would invite harassment and attacks of the sort 
expected of public personalities. In the attention economy, journalists may be pushed 
to maximize engagement, which may expose them to harassment (Wischerath et al. 
2022). Online violence against journalists has also increased (Barton and Storm 2014; 
Miller 2021; Waisbord 2020a). Although digital violence or defamation of journalists 
does not equate to media criticism, it occurs beyond the end of the spectrum of critique.

The decline of public confidence in news media (Hanitzsch, Van Dalen, and Steindl 2018) 
has multiple societal causes, not all of them related to mediatization. However, it is safe to 
say that social media not only made journalists more visible but also their errors and depen
dencies more noticeable (Davies 2009; Marwick 2021). Following Phillips and Milner (2021), 
we consider social platforms as part of an ecology in which journalistic outlets are forced to 
compete with influencers and campaigners while being subject to algorithmic amplifica
tion or subluxation. Journalists must navigate this online ecology while, to a degree, 
being undermined in various ways and by different actors (Ong and Tapsell 2022), who, 
as our study shows, are not always intentionally contributing to wider harassment but 
are nonetheless paving the way for harassment through merely outing critique. Influencers 
or campaigners explicitly challenge legacy media by destabilizing their role in shaping 
social discourse, questioning production processes, or even initiating hate campaigns 
against journalists (Cheruiyot 2022; Pintak, Bowe, and Albright 2021). Some of these cam
paigns push narratives of perceived personal fallacies against media workers or accusations 
based on normative critiques using traditional journalistic concepts, such as objectivity and 
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neutrality (Miller 2021; Waisbord 2020a). Within this influence ecology, journalists’ legiti
macy is continuously contested, even, or especially so, when they try to lean into social 
media logic through elements like clickbait (Petre 2021).

The infrastructure of press criticism coming from news audiences was revolutionized 
by the affordances of the Web 2.0, which enlarged the realms of critique from “letters 
to the editor” to an interactive space hosting a much more comprehensive range of dis
courses and voices (Cheruiyot 2022). Praised for its democratizing potential, the web 
brought hopes of a participatory culture in journalism, positioning citizens as the “fifth 
estate” (Hayes 2008). All of these tools and practices are continuously being modified 
or newly created, making it rather difficult to define what constitutes “more established” 
cultural techniques or practices.

However, the steep power asymmetries built into contemporary social media plat
forms have hampered the realization of this democratic ideal (Leavitt 2013). Hopes of 
citizen-empowered journalism have been dashed as the web scaled up and got monopo
lized by tech companies that thrive on “sticky news” and upheaval; their business model is 
built on the exploitation of free affective labor (Berry and Sobieraj 2013; Rathje, Van Bavel, 
and van der Linden 2021). Like most social media platforms, X’s business model is based 
on an attention economy that places emotion at the forefront of journalistic practices. 
Berry and Sobieraj (2013) argue for considering the economic underpinnings of what 
they dub an “outrage industry”.

X is market-driven and dependent on the stickiness of content circulating on its plat
form. In other words, content must first and foremost grab users’ eyeballs and prolong the 
time they spend on the platform. What makes them stick? In the context of problematic 
and (hyper-)partisan news media, Berger and Milkman’s study into viral news content 
(2012) defines what activates users to share content by assessing the emotive com
ponents of more or less shared content. They found that content that evokes high- 
arousal positive emotions (awe) or high-arousal negative emotions (anger or anxiety) is 
more engaging. Content that produces low arousal, or deactivating, emotions (e.g., 
sadness) is less so. Thus, outrage is engaging, which sheds light on how news on X 
becomes “engaging” when it is: “meant to cause outrage, cue partisan emotions, and 
get clicks (i.e., make money)”. Even though almost all journalistic artifacts hold emotion
ality to some extent (Wahl-Jorgensen 2019), the affordances of X facilitate a discursive 
climate that is more extreme, divisive, and polarized (Shepherd et al. 2015) compared 
to traditional news spaces. This dynamic constitutes a “turbulent space” in Waisbord’s 
(2020b) words, wherein normative and personal attacks have become rife to the point 
where several news organizations have left the platform altogether (see the announce
ment from The Guardian in November 2024 to refrain from posting to X). However, 
due to the specific dependencies on social platforms for distribution and dissemination 
(i.e., revenue), journalists continue to be present on social media in active ways, using 
diverging strategies to cope with and respond to criticisms.

The Analytical Value of Centering Platform Affordances

Platform-embedded methods of connection—i.e., the hashtag and the @-tag in particular 
—and the communicative architecture they construct hold analytical value for the study 
of networked harassment. Adopting a “digital methods approach” (Rogers 2018), we 

4 M. GEBOERS ET AL.



repurposed the networked infrastructure that emerges from hashtagging and @-tagging 
practices, which organize platform users around a shared sentiment or commonality vis-á- 
vis “the press”. Tagging as a founding feature of the participatory web was hailed for its 
democratizing potential in terms of information organization. Nicola Bozzi (2023, 71) 
frames tagging—in its broader definition—as “an operational form of identity labeling 
that contributes to naturalizing historically grounded practices of social classification” 
and, in so doing, can widen or narrow meaning. Introduced in the mid-2000s by the book
marking site del.icio.us, tags allowed users to share links and label them individually 
through the use of textual keywords that made them easily searchable and accessible 
through the website (Bozzi 2020, 72). Functioning as linguistic markers, hashtags can 
be understood as metadata or labels signifying the intent with which one uploads 
content to platforms (Zappavigna 2015). As previously mentioned, X does not allow for 
feasible ways of “untagging” yourself from other people’s tweets, resulting in a material 
addressability (Honey and Herring 2009) that allows anyone to “link up” to anyone else by 
mentioning their Twitter handle. This function can facilitate forms of harassment (Phillips 
and Milner 2018), which tends to exert heavier effects on users whose social identity is 
defined by intersectional markers, including gender, race, or sexual identity/orientation, 
but also profession (Chen et al. 2020; Miller and Lewis 2022; Posetti et al. 2022).

We explore the various ways in which tagging features are a practice that is central to 
the exchange of social value. Aligning with news and sharing or associating yourself with 
news on social platforms is, first and foremost, normatively valuable as an act of demo
cratic participation and as political self-representation in relation to others. Information 
transmission and perhaps coercion or persuasion are then secondary. Within this social- 
ritualistic context, hashtags serve to affiliate with or distance oneself from a certain 
stance or issue (Zappavigna 2015). The @-tag then establishes a communicative connec
tion in the shape of a “reply or a response to”. Following the premise that social exchange 
value exceeds the value of information transmission (Dean 2021; Lewis, Marwick, and 
Partin 2021), this sought-after connection is first and foremost a performance of belong
ing or affiliation.

Ritualistic Environments and the Intertwinement of Critique and Hate Speech

Both hashtagging as well as @-tagging can be understood as participatory practices of 
identity-formation (Bozzi 2023). Within this social context, the study of hashtagging or 
“@-tagging” journalists can be understood as a networked practice, which can revolve 
around critiquing the so-called “mainstream press”. We understand this critique as 
being part of an interaction ritual (Collins 2014) that establishes membership to a commu
nity that is, in this case, consisting of what boyd once called “supercharged critical 
publics” in a public talk on misinformation (2018). Phillips and Milner (2021) link the emer
gence of such publics to the polluted information flows of networked ecologies of 
influence that co-opt doubt and suspicion; thereby leveraging uncertainty as part of a 
business model. In adopting the lens of the interaction “ritual” (Collins 2014) we take 
on a Durkheimian perspective on online communities, where the exchange of arguments 
in discussions should not be primarily viewed as the rational exchange of thoughts, but 
also as content that serves the role of symbolic markers of identity and belonging (Törn
berg and Törnberg 2024).
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Approaching social media commenting practices and tagging through this lens, con
tentious engagements, such as press critique, can potentially spill over into harassment as 
part of a contagious process (Song et al. 2022). In such fundamentally social processes of 
networked bonding, connections are inherently made on the basis of in- and outgroup 
communication that needs to draw on vernacular language to exclude the outgroup. 
This need for “exclusive language” leads to an increased interpretive flexibility of hate 
speech (Ganesh 2018). Many scholars focus on the ways in which memes, irony, and in- 
jokes, oftentimes ambiguous, make it difficult for moderators to determine when they 
cross the line into hate speech. What is oftentimes overlooked is that it is not merely 
the ambiguous nature of borderline memetic behaviors that poses problems, it is also 
the ways in which blatant hate “thrives and survives” because of its entangled connec
tions to seemingly “innocent” formations of content.

Another point that Ganesh (2018, 46) makes in his work on the “ungovernability of hate 
speech” centers the weaponization of the Twitter purge of 2017 by those who were 
deplatformed. The lack of clarity on the selection criteria for banning extremist accounts 
by Twitter only 

enraged the swarm and mobilized it to encourage users to move to a more extreme space, 
Gab.ai. In a similar vein, any attempts at censoring or using legal action against these individ
uals must contend with their response, which identifies any use of power against them as 
further evidence of the allegedly repressive liberal establishment.

In social media commentary cultures, somewhat similar dispositions against mainstream 
media have taken hold, and while healthy critique of the press is an inherent part of a 
functioning democracy in spaces where doubt and uncertainty are commodified, insti
tutions can easily find themselves painted as “the enemy of the people”. This is a particu
lar kind of tension that arises in interactive spaces that was aptly foreseen in the findings 
of a survey by Downes and McMillan (2000) in the early days of the web. Some respon
dents speculated about interactivity as a threat (to authorial control), empowerment (of 
audiences or users), and opposition to media industries (as controllers). One of their 
respondents: “Because I have a voice now, I think the threat is to existing institutions 
and the old ways of doing things (164)”. Conflating institutions with top-down control 
of narratives seems to have bolstered this suspicion, which now materializes in a wide
spread presence of conspiracy theories that more often than not also host distrust 
against legacy media. Indeed, the societal benefits of some of the speech that can be 
found online often appear unclear; however, unsavory online language cannot uniformly 
be deemed as simply “bad” as it can serve positive, even necessary, societal and demo
cratic functions.

Evidence from multi-country surveys has demonstrated that using social media as a 
main source of news reduces citizens’ trust in the news (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2019) 
and increases general mistrust in the news (Park et al. 2020). There are various expla
nations for this. For example, many people consume the mainstream news on social 
media; however, while doing so they often do not recognize the journalistic organization 
that has produced it. So, even if they found it credible or enjoyable, many will not realize 
that the news stories they had read originated from a regular news medium (Kalogero
poulos, Fletcher, and Nielsen (2018) 2019). Besides this lack of a positive effect, social 
media users are likely to be exposed to media bias accusations (Strömbäck and Åkerlund 
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2025) or claims of “fake news” (Meeks 2020). Reading such social media comments may, 
therefore, negatively influence the public’s trust in the media and public opinion toward 
media or individual journalists (Dobber and Hameleers 2025). Such effects of social media 
commentary cultures are often found in survey-based studies or ethnographies probing 
news audiences, but the erosion of trust in legacy news media is also spurred by social 
platforms’ commercial constructs of commodification.

Social media use design is tailored for the optimization of engagement contingent on 
affective labor and the already mentioned “outrage industry” (Berry and Sobieraj 2013). In 
this context, Robertson, Del Rosario, and Van Bavel (2024) found how a small group of 
commenters creates a dynamic they dub “false polarization” and “pluralistic ignorance”. 
The authors link these phenomena to a number of problems, including intergroup hosti
lity, support for authoritarian regimes, and, by extension, we argue, a supercharged 
cynical form of anti-press hostility. The distorted representation of norms in the online 
surroundings of hate and harassment—i.e., social media’s use design disproportionately 
“visibilizes” extreme ideas and expressions—more nuanced or moderate takes tend to risk 
hostility from more extreme ingroup and outgroup members, especially since such hos
tility has little cost for the aggressor due to the social distance that the online environ
ment affords (Robertson, Del Rosario, and Van Bavel 2024).

The material features of social media environments clearly shape the conditions under 
which journalists and their audiences interact; this inspired us to shift focus to the materi
alities of X and map out how platform-afforded connections undergird harassment that 
collapses critique and hate speech, and that is dominated by in-group and out-group ani
mosities, demarcating a desire to belong to “supercharged critical publics”.

Methods

The project commenced with setting up the collection of tweet metadata, based on a 
compiled query consisting of the social media handle of BBC’s political editor, Laura 
Kuenssberg (i.e.,@bbclaurak).4 This effectively assembles a tweet using her handle, with 
or without added hashtags. For data collection, we used the Twitter Research API v2, 
which was then widely accessible for researchers. Currently, a similar collection could 
be conducted through browser-based scraping tools such as the DMI Zeeschuimer 
Firefox extension tool (Peeters 2021). At that time, toward the end of 2021, Kuenssberg 
covered the allegations of a government party being held during COVID-19 lockdowns. 
Her reporting on this scandal attracted not merely attention to Partygate, but also regis
tered in tweets conveying distrust against her professional integrity, questioning her 
impartiality. We decided to hone in on @-tagged tweets at her address, published 
between November 25 and December 21, 2021. This time frame spans points in time 
that were relevant both to the unfolding of the scandal and to the parallel critique (spil
ling over into harassment) aimed at Kuenssberg personally. This dataset comprised a total 
of 118,727 tweets tagging her account @bbclaurak. The number of tweets, on average, is 
more than 4.5 thousand a day, demonstrating the momentum that this case attracted on 
the platform.

The first analytical step was to chart the hashtags present in the tweets that were 
tagging Kuenssberg (Figure 2), using the DMI 4CAT capture and analysis tool (Peeters 
and Hagen 2022) that, among many other things, allows for mapping out hashtags and 
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their frequencies over time. The time span includes Partygate, explaining many of the 
most frequent hashtags, which also makes sense as Kuenssberg was among the journal
ists who were actively reporting about this scandal. These hashtags are accompanied by 
several anti-press hashtags, some pertaining to Kuenssberg specifically. Inspired by the 
most frequently used hashtag #downingstreetparty in week 49, boasting the highest fre
quency number, we then proceeded by querying the dataset using “the party” as a search 
string, and filtering out said tweets.

This led us to detect the substantial repetition of the question Were you at the party 
Laura? (n = 1,510). We mapped the question-tweets over time, identifying upticks in pres
ence that coincided with news reports relating to the scandal (Figure 3). Alongside this, 
we mapped the persistence of active users (Figure 4) who were engaging multiple 
times in asking the same rhetorical question, exemplifying how repetition is a technique 
for the prolongation and consolidation of media critique in a dynamic environment. From 
there, a hashtag-mentions network (Figure 5) was made with the Gephi spatialization tool 
(Bastian, Heymann, and Jacomy 2009). This renders visible how the tweets asking the 
“party-question” are connected to more toxic harassment.

Findings

The first reporting of Partygate was on 30 November 2021 by the Daily Mirror. Allegedly, 
Downing Street 10 staff gatherings had taken place during the 2020 Christmas season. 
This unleashed wide critique of not merely politicians, but also of those reporting on it. 
On December 1, an account with a significant following (10.3 K followers) reflected on 
the news by @-tagging Kuenssberg and highlighted how Kuenssberg refused to 
answer the question of whether she was at the party or not. As mentioned, healthy cri
tique coming from news audiences is an inherent part of a functioning press in democ
racies; however, within the volatile and highly emotive spaces of X, such tweets quickly 
tease out responses that not only amplify critique but also connect suspicion and distrust 
to sheer vitriol and misogyny.

In the time span of three weeks following December 1, Kuenssberg was asked the 
question of whether she was at the party 1510 times. These questions were embedded 
in threads that host various textual and visual messages that frame her not only as (poten
tially) impartial, but that also leverage more vile messages that are networked through the 
infrastructure of # and @ linkages. Networked connections between critique, bullying, and 
misogyny emerge from the indexing capacities of hashtags that are used in tandem with 
the tagging of Kuenssberg’s account. In this way, Kuenssberg’s persona (@-tagged) col
lapses with accusations of the Tory party as being corrupt (#torylies, #torylaura). Such 
conflations also unfold in multimodal trajectories where images appear in reply threads 
to tagged tweets. Although these multimodal trajectories were not our main focus of 
analysis, we include some examples for illustration in Figure 1. A returning example is 
the highly polished image depicting Laura as “Secretary of State Propaganda”. Another 
is a photograph of Kuenssberg and Boris Johnson sitting on a bench, overlaid with text 
balloons that state how Kuenssberg would ask him how she can be of help.

When mapping hashtag frequencies from November 25 to December 21 (weeks 47– 
51) (Figure 2), we see how Kuenssberg gets discursively contextualized with hashtags 
that are anti-establishment (#toryscum, #torycorruption) as well as anti-press 
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(#scummedia, #defundthebbc). The underlying data is, as mentioned in the previous 
section, consisting of tweets and quote tweets that tag Laura Kuenssberg’s account 
(@bbclaurak).

The most frequently used hashtag, in tweets tagging Kuenssberg, is #downingstreet
party in week 49. This hashtag assembles many innocent tweets, as Kuenssberg reports 
quite actively on Partygate. However, in the wake of her professional presence on X, 
Kuenssberg also receives critique of impartiality and insincerity (#torylaura, N = 13) that 
extends to her employer (#defundthebbc, N = 69) or even to “the media in general” 
(#scummedia, N = 105). These point to tweets that instrumentalize the raised suspicion 
of Kuenssberg being at the party and of her alleged conservative bias, in order to weap
onize their wider anti-media and anti-BBC campaigns. From the hashtags #whoatten
dedthepary and #whowasattheparty (accumulating 299 tweets), we can derive that her 
name is discursively connected to the party allegations.

In Figure 3 we see how the repetitive, rhetorical asking of the party-question, is rather 
contingent on events. Spiking intensity occurs around December 8, coinciding with the 
publishing of a video of a “mock” press conference where staffers are seen joking 
about a party. Downing Street Press Secretary Allegra Stratton resigned shortly after 
the video surfaced. While not mentioning Laura Kuenssberg, let alone insinuating her 
alleged attendance, the appearance of the video does ignite an intensification of suspi
cion. Kuenssberg’s reporting on it, and the further dissemination of her journalistic 
item, is enough for “critical” X-users to veer up.

When we visualize the accounts involved in the spike of occurrences of the rhetorical 
question (Figure 3), we can see in Figure 4 that some accounts display “inauthentic” or at 

Figure 1. Assembles some examples of tweets targeting Kuenssberg, purposefully leaving out more 
severe derogatory posts, such as those with highly sexist takes such as the journalist having a “milk 
shower”.
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least persistent behavior. The accounts seem not to be automated, but, for example, 
account 3 (purple in Figure 4) repeated the question 10 times in a timespan of about 
seven hours. This suggests great arousal, presumably outrage, or perhaps, to a lesser 
extent, mockery. It can point to a more coordinated organic effort. In this context, it is 
interesting to note that one of the top three persistent users, as outlined in Figure 4
asks the question seven times and uses the hashtag #whoattendedtheparty in an effort 
to enhance visibility. At the time of writing, these accounts were still up and active in a 
seemingly organic manner (not automated).

Guilt by Association

The network analysis in Figure 5 depicts the wider discursive and networked environment 
wherein the question “Were you at the party Laura?” is embedded. A small sum of these 
questions intersect with hashtags, such as #torylaura. This shows how the subtle but 

Figure 2. Represents frequent hashtags (with use numbers) over a time span of five weeks, for the 
118,727 tweets that @-tag Laura Kuenssberg.
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pervasive repetitions of “critique” in the shape of a seemingly benign question is con
nected to, and leveraged by wider distrust of legacy media “as mouthpieces of the 
corrupt establishment”. Some examples of these @-replies that collapse the “benign” 
question with more straightforward harassment, include: “@bbclaurak Laura were you 
at the Downing Street xmas party on December 18th last year? Just asking for a friend. 
#torysleaze #oneruleforthem”.5 And, also: “@bbclaurak @PippaCrerar @danbloom1 Shit 
reporting as per the norm! Your ‘source’ (and who knows it could have been you at the 
party) could have leaked this last year but no  …  as usual silence from the British Bullshit 
Corporation #BBCBias #ToryScum”. And: “@bbclaurak @DoreJayne Hey #ToryLaura were 
YOU at the party? If you were jilted, even more reason to let us know who was. Obviously 
#LiarJohnson but which other ministers?” One of the earliest tweets: “@bbclaurak @Pip
paCrerar @danbloom1 It’s not a scoop @bbclaurak if you were at the party! #torylaura, 
#ToryCriminals, #ToryLies, #ToryCorruption”. Note how the hashtags in these tweets col
lapse the journalist’s name and the party where she is supposedly a mouthpiece for.

Reflecting on the entanglements between the question raising doubt about the pro
fessional integrity of Kuenssberg on the one hand and its connections to anti-media hash
tags partly resonates with what has been conceptualized as context collapse (Marwick 
and boyd 2011). When journalists get tagged, entanglements with other layers of 
expression or other digital artifacts such as news items about PartyGate that as stand- 
alone artifacts do not evidence nor imply Kuenssberg being involved in the illegal 

Figure 3. Depicts the temporal distribution of tweets asking the question: Laura, were you at the 
party?
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parties at Downing Street 10, but that through assembly (Parry 2022) contribute to a ritua
listic display of “guilt by association”. The rhetorical question and variations thereof recon
textualize and weaponize news headlines and items so as to bolster this shared suspicion 
(Brandtzaeg and Lüders 2018; Phillips and Milner 2021).

Discussion

Our study furthers an understanding of how specific platform affordances, such as (hash)
tagging, facilitate the connection between seemingly benign jokes and healthy public cri
tique on the one hand, and more extreme content on the other hand. From our study, the 
critical but also largely rhetorical question of “Laura, were you at the party?” found a wider 
audience through Kuenssberg’s handle as @-tag as well as via hashtags. Alongside this 
networked act of contagious suspicion, it is also a way for individual users to latch 
onto a perceived crowd that exerts affective allure through its simulation of “being 
with many”. The use of hashtags and the @-tag, thus, opens up “the stage” for anti- 
press sentiment and enhances wider visibility of public distrust of journalists and the 
media in general.

In this context, it is important to point out the skewed constituency of active “commen
ters” on social media. Recent research (Robertson, Del Rosario, and Van Bavel 2024) found 
that online discussions are dominated by a small, extremely vocal, and non-representative 
minority. While only 3% of active accounts are toxic, they produce 33% of all content. This 
minority not only disseminates hateful content, but they also bias meta-perceptions of 

Figure 4. Displays a stream graph where the colors represent the three most persistent users and the 
extent to which they repeated the question.
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users who passively lurk. These so-called lurkers create distorted representations that dis
proportionately “visibilize” extreme ideas and expressions. Some of our findings exemplify 
this; in the time span of seven hours, just one user was responsible for ten party-question 
tweets.

Tags and their indexing capacities establish an infrastructure for social bonding and 
boundary work, assembling supercharged critical publics. While seemingly innocent, 
the party’s question-tweets, when they are put on repeat, become pivotal to the 
entrenchment of particular ideas about a fraudulent press. They are also part of a 
wider discursive network that connects users to more vile content. Repetitive networked 
associations between journalists and politicians-under-scrutiny, and between insincere 
behaviors or characteristics (biased) and particular professions (media), are quintessential 

Figure 5. Represents the networked connections (at least two connections) that @-tag the account of 
Laura Kuenssberg (@bbclaurak at the center of the network). Accounts that are tagging her account 
are displayed as green nodes and hashtags that were used in these tweets are depicted as blue nodes. 
The blue nodes clearly include those that emerge from public distrust in news media, such as #tor
yenablers, #BBCBias, #bbcpropaganda, and #torylaura.
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for ideas to solidify. In such a communicative environment, “nuance takes too long”, 
according to Jodi Dean (2021, ix). Ambiguous or nuanced positions struggle to gain atten
tion; anything more intricate than simple rhetorical statements like “Were you at the party 
Laura, Y/N?” cannot gain traction. Dean (2021, X) summarizes this dynamic as “your emoji 
defeated my argument”. Logical reasoning is, by default, defeated by short messages that 
travel faster because they conflate and collapse complexities and particularities.

In the context of social media images, Jodi Dean (2021) conceptualized visual content 
as having transformed from artifacts holding exhibition value to artifacts that are available 
by way of their commonality. This can be expanded to our case study, wherein a critical 
question directed at a journalist of the BBC became a rhetorical tool for bonding among 
people generally cynical about the media. The communicative environment is likewise 
one of a generalized discursivity that is characterized by multiplicity, repetition, and 
association; in this case, the association is with a belonging to super critical audiences 
who “do their own research”. In a ritualistic display of belonging, aligning oneself with 
others who are “also super critical” then becomes a matter of mimicry, where in the 
case of our study 1,240 distinct accounts engaged in repeating the same question in a 
time span of three weeks, signaling their belonging to a group who “dares to ask”. 
More or less tactically using the @-tag and several anti-press hashtags, these users estab
lish visibility within a much wider community of supercharged critical thinkers.

Accounting for Ecology

Research into criticism and harassment directed at journalists tends to gloss over the eco
logical logic of social media, wherein every individual act can culminate in harassment on 
a wider scale (Phillips and Milner 2021). This phenomenon is contingent on the network
ing affordances of said platforms and, more specifically, on the design on which these 
affordances hinge. Within this context, the role of a platform’s communicative design 
and its subsequent consequences for user agency are as yet understudied. Users have 
options to exert some control over who is tagging you; however, within X, this is 
merely an option for tagging you in photos. Blocked accounts can still @-tag a journalist, 
although the journalist themselves cannot see that particular tweet. In short, user options 
are highly rigid and constrained, leaving journalists with little to no feasible tools to 
address interactions that spiral into, or connect to, downright toxic attacks. Allowing a 
user to disable tagging at scale, or preventing blocked accounts from tagging (not 
merely for photos), would at least dampen the visibility of malign actors and repeated 
associations that these actors construct between the journalist and certain wider anti- 
press vernaculars.

Our research exemplifies how hash- and @-tagging not only channels violent language 
but is also complicit in the perpetuation of “subtle” and ambient modes of undermining 
journalistic authority (Siapera 2019). It is imperative to understand that even with the 
most intricate moderation, the networked ecology of platforms (Marwick 2021) makes 
sure that short routes to toxic content remain intact. The rather innocent @-tagged 
tweets of our case study exemplify how such tweets are connected to vitriol and miso
gyny by way of hashtags that connect content and creators to a wider network of 
public distrust, where the path to conspiracy theories and harassment is short. In other 
words, people engaging by sharing or participating in bully memes, such as the one in 
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our case study, intentionally or unintentionally connect themselves and others to misogy
nist and downright violent content.

In the wider context of mapping and interpreting hate speech, scholarly attention 
often centers on memes, irony, and in-jokes, as the ambiguous modes of social boundary 
work online render moderation notoriously difficult (Ganesh 2018). Our approach–center
ing the networked paths between content formations afforded by various tagging strat
egies–acknowledges the intertwinement between healthy critique of the press and 
downright malicious actors whose only aim is to destabilize public trust. Getting a 
grasp of these platformed dynamics is the first step to more effectively anticipating 
how particular news items might be weaponized and transformed into tools that gener
ate backlash against journalists. Furthermore, the role of repetition to solidify ideas and 
the human desire for commonality as a central prerequisite for the dissemination of har
assment is pertinent and deserves further scholarly attention.

Notes

1. From the PEN online harassment field manual. Available at: https://onlineharassmentfieldm 
anual.pen.org/defining-online-harassment-a-glossary-of-terms/.

2. The UNESCO-ICFJ survey (2020) recorded that 73% (n = 456) of women journalists surveyed at 
the global level who answered a specific question regarding incidence said they had experi
enced online violence in the course of their work.

3. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Partygate.
4. Initially queried were also the handles (user names) of Owen Jones, Julia Hartley-Brewer, 

Amelia Gentleman, Paul Brand, Ashley Cowburn, Vicki Young.
5. This tweet was deleted by the time of writing, however, we could still retrieve the caption text 

as collected metadata through the Twitter V2 API, that was at that time still available.
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