DEMCS

THE  UTRAGE
ELECTION

A CASM INVESTIGATION
CONDUCTED WITH BBC
CLICK

JOSH SMITH

DECEMBER 2019



Open Access. Some rights reserved.

As the publisher of this work, Demos wants to
encourage the circulation of our work as widely as
possible while retaining the copyright. We therefore
have an open access policy which enables anyone
to access our content online without charge.
Anyone can download, save, perform or distribute
this work in any format, including translation,
without written permission. This is subject to the
terms of the Demos licence found at the back of
this publication. Its main conditions are:

* Demos and the author(s) are credited

* This summary and the address www.demos.co.uk
are displayed

* The text is not altered and is used in full
* The work is not resold

* A copy of the work or link to its use online is sent
to Demos.

You are welcome to ask for permission to use this
work for purposes other than those covered by the
licence. Demos gratefully acknowledges the work
of Creative Commons in inspiring our approach to
copyright. To find out more go to
www.creativecommons.org

@creative
commons

Published by Demos December 2019
© Demos. Some rights reserved.

76 Vincent Square, London, SW1P 2PD
T: 020 3878 3955

hello@demos.co.uk

www.demos.co.uk
Charity number 1042046



SOCIAL MED
A CONUNDR

A PRESENTS
UM FOR

POLITICIANS...

On one hand, it offers parliamentarians and
their supporters to get the party line out,

talk to voters and reply to opponents in real
time, at scale, and cheaply. The true price of
climbing onto the internet’s great soapbox,
however, is measured not in resources saved
by campaigns, but in the human cost of an
endless stream of personal attacks, from
scoffing insults to outright threats of violence.

Being abused online has long been a
recognised part of public life on social media.
In 2017, the Committee of Standards in
Public Life commissioned a report, to which
Demos contributed, which concluded that
“the widespread use of social media has
been the most significant factor accelerating
and enabling intimidatory behaviour in
recent years.”" All of this ramps up during
election campaigns which provide the perfect
conditions for abuse to flourish.

In part, this is because the stakes are higher.
We still don’t know what effect, if any, social
media campaigning has on vote share. It's
difficult, however, to shake the suspicion that if
you can convince a wavering constituent that
your opponent is dishonest or incompetent,
it might just make all the difference. This rise
is also to do with exposure. Social media, and
particularly Twitter, is a reactive medium, and
in the last few weeks, politicians have been in
the public eye to an unusual degree - making
announcements, taking stands, often courting
controversy.

Working with BBC Click, CASM wanted to
study how abuse, insults and personal attacks
broke down over the 2019 general election
campaign. You can watch the results of this

1 See "Intimidation in Public Life: A Review by the Committee on Standards in Public Life” - available from https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/intimidation-in-public-life-a-review-by-the-committee-on-standards-in-public-life
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/m000c8cz/click-the-outrage-election

METHODOLOGY

We used Twitter's public API to collect just over

5 million Tweets, sent between 7th and 29th
November, which mention the username of 541
candidates who had been an MP in the recently
dissolved parliament. This is a staggering number of
messages - 222,000 tweets mentioning a candidate
per day, or, on average, just over two and a half
every single second.? Under standard settings for
the Twitter app, each one of these Tweets would
have sent a little red notification to wherever that
candidate, or their team, were monitoring their
accounts.

We wanted to find out how much of this discussion
involved personal attacks on candidates - tweets
which attacked people, rather than policies or
events. In doing so, we also wanted to keep an
open mind as to the types of abuse being flung

at candidates; we wanted to capture not only the
most extreme threats, but also to get a wide view
of the negative messages which politicians regularly
receive.

To this end, a random sample of Tweets was first
coded up to establish whether they could be
considered personally insulting or abusive. 17% of
the Tweets in this sample were judged to be abusive
or insulting, and the Tweets labelled as such were
used to generate nine sets of keywords related

to the following categories of abuse. These were
expanded and refined as the analysis progressed.

‘Appearance’

Tweets attacking the way a candidate looks, or their
age

‘Brexit’

Insults using a derogatory term related to a
candidate’s position on Brexit - e.g. the imaginative

‘Brexshitter’
‘Gendered’

Insults using a derogatory term related to a
candidate’s gender

‘Generic’

Insults using terms or emoji commonly used to attack
someone’s character, such as ‘rat’, ‘crook’ or ‘nasty’.

‘Honesty’

Tweets claiming that candidates themselves were
intrinsically dishonest, or incapable of telling the
truth.

‘Intelligence’

Messages insulting a candidate’s intelligence;
suggesting they aren't fit for the job.

‘Profanity’

Insults containing profanity - either uncensored or
censored with stars (e.g. ‘f**cker’)

‘Silence’

Tweets aiming to silence candidates, telling them to
‘be quiet’, ‘shut up” etc.

"Treachery’

Tweets calling MPs ‘traitors’, or accusing them of
betraying their country, party or ideology.

This approach naturally returned a lot of irrelevant
material. It is clearly possible to use terms like ‘ugly’
or ‘fat’ without abusing anyone. To tackle this, we
used Method52, a piece of software developed

by CASM with Sussex University, to train an NLP
classifier designed to determine whether relevant

2 In total, 5,094,978 Tweets were collected during the 23 day period between 7th and 29th November, using Twitter’s search API. Note
that we don’t think this was every Tweet sent during this period - issues implementing the collection, as well as the fact that we will be missing

deleted Tweets, as outlined above, mean this will be a lower bound.



terms were being used as a form of insult ("you
fat cow’) or otherwise ('fat lot of good,” etc).? In
particular, we were keen to divide attacks levelled
at a candidate’s character from those which talked
about a recent action; the difference between saying
that a recent announcement was a lie, which we
weren't classing as a personal attack, and calling
someone a conman, which we were. The classifier
trained to for this purpose was eventually able

to identify insulting and abusive Tweets with an
accuracy of 71%.

3 The process followed here has been employed in numerous Demos papers - for a detailed explanation of how it all works, see, for
example, the first appendix of our 2018 paper on Russian misinformation - https://demosuk.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Rus-
sian-Influence-Operations-on-Twitter.pdf#.
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FINDINGS

Once we had trained an algorithm, we were able
to use it at scale - to find abusive Tweets within the
5 million strong dataset. These tweets were then
labelled according to the candidate mentioned, to
show who was being insulted, and how.

Our first finding was unsurprising - the people who
are insulted most are the people who are talked
about most, particularly if they are making the
political weather: our top three candidates by overall
mentions were Johnson, Corbyn and Hancock. To
take a candidates’ online notoriety into account, we
looked not at the sheer number of insults received
by a candidate (or group of candidates) but by the
number of insults they received as a proportion

of their total mentions - what proportion of their
timeline was likely to be abusive.

We found the following:

As a percentage of all mentions received on Twitter
by a candidate:

British South Asian candidates are more likely than
any other group to be accused of being dishonest.

This type of insult represented 2.5% of all mentions
received by candidates, compared to 2.1% for white
candidates, the next highest group. British South
Asian candidates are also four times more likely to be
told to ‘be quiet’ or ‘shut up’ than White candidates
(0.46% of mentions against 0.11%)

Black British candidates are most likely to be insulted
for their intelligence

1% of all mentions of Black British candidates

accused them of being unintelligent - 25% higher
than the equivalent figure for White candidates of
0.8%. This corresponds with a long-standing racist

stereotype of black people lacking intellectual
capacity.*

White candidates are most likely to be sworn at, and
called ‘traitors’

As a proportion of their mentions, white candidates
were four times more likely to be accused of
treachery than minority candidates, and slightly more
likely to be mentioned in tweets including some kind
of profanity.

We built a network map to show the connections
between candidates and the people insulting them
on Twitter.® In the graph in Figure 1, labelled dots
represent candidates,coloured by party. The larger

a candidate’s blob is, the more abuse they have
received. Grey dots represent Twitter accounts which
have insulted a candidate. It's difficult to make out,
but every abusive tweet is represented by a small
grey line connecting users and candidates. The
more people you insult, the more people you will

be connected to. These lines want to be as short as
possible, meaning that users will end up closer to
the candidates they abuse, and those candidates will
tend to group together.

To reduce the complexity of this graph, we have
filtered it in three ways:

* The graph in Figure 1 only shows those tweets
classified as abusive by our algorithm

e It only shows tweets which @mention no more
than one candidate

* |t only shows Tweets from accounts which sent
more than 3 insults during our three week
collection period.

4 See e.g. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stereotypes_of_African_Americans#Unintelligent
5 This graph was constructed using the excellent, open source software Gephi: https://gephi.org/



FIGURE 1.

ABUSE TOWARDS CANDIDATES
ON TWITTER

Jeremy Corbyn.:@-.

Boris dohnson

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Figure 1 shows a clear

split between the parties - people who dislike the
Conservatives on the right, those who dislike Labour
on the left. Other parties, and independents, tend to
end up squeezed between these two spheres.

Notably, the graph is also highly centralised; the
vast majority of users sit in the middle of parties of
all stripes. This is partly to do with the dominance
of, and connections between, Corbyn, Swinson and
Johnson.

As edges represent Tweets, we can colour them
according to the type of insult they fall into. Figure
2 shows tweets which discuss a lack of honesty in
candidates. This lights the whole graph up - almost
no candidate is spared this accusation.

Michagl Gove

This even distribution isn’t seen with other types of
abuse. Figure 3 shows tweets, in red, which accuse
politicians of being ‘traitors’ - to their country, for
example, or Brexit. Clearly this is much more sparse,
and tends to centre on the lower and leftmost sides
of the graph, picking up independent, Lib Dem and
Labour candidates.®

This predominance of discussion of candidates as
mendacious reflects also on the state of our political
system, and public trust in our representatives. It also
paints a grim picture of the current political debate.
Throughout the 2019 election campaign, we have
seen extreme cases of those at the very top of our
political establishments sharing verifiable mistruths,
or cynically misleading those who follow them on
social media. In this light, many of the tweets which
attack politicians, and not their behaviour, could be
understood as howls of protest; people going for the
representatives of a system they do not trust to tell
them the truth.



FIGURE 2.

TWEETS ATTACKING THE
HONESTY OF CANDIDATES
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FIGURE 3.

INSULTS MENTIONING
‘TREACHERY’ ON TWITTER
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FIGURE 4.

ACCOUNTS COLOURED BY
MODULARITY CLASS

4 JeremySiCorbyn-
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Figure 4 shows a version of the original network with
nodes coloured into ‘modularity classes.” In brief,
coloured nodes are more likely to be connected

to other nodes of that colour than they are to be
connected to nodes of any other colour. A green
node will be more likely to insult candidates coloured
green than any other.

Two things stand out about this graph. Firstly, the
coloured clusters in Figure 4 do not stand alone,
but tend to be highly intermixed; many accounts
primarily insulting a cluster of one colour will also be
connected to candidates of another. This suggests
that abuse is generally widespread rather than
focused. However, several high profile candidates -
Johnson, Corbyn, Gove and Hancock, for example,
are also surrounded by visible ‘plumes’ of focussed
abuse, rising from their nodes like smoke signals.
These represent users who have only attacked that
candidate, often multiple times.

Some of this abuse splits along party lines, and

tend to centre around a few notable candidates. For
example, the two largest groups, as expected, do so
around Johnson and Corbyn. On the right, the green
cluster contains members of the Conservative ex-
front bench. On the left, Corbyn and major players
in the Labour party sit in the centre of a large purple
cluster. Candidates here have been coloured by

party.

Some of the smaller clusters in this graph, however,
focus their abuse on candidates across parties. This
is shown in Figure 6. The cluster in gold, on the left
of the graph, centres around two high-profile black
British Labour candidates - Diane Abbott and David
Lammy. Alongside them sit Green Party candidate
Caroline Lucas, Anna Soubry, Rory Stewart and

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan. Many of the candidates in
this cluster have taken some kind of public stance;
against racism, misogyny and homophobia - for
the environment or their personal political beliefs.
The fact that there is a group of people who target
these candidates more often than others is not proof
of a concerted effort to target those who speak up,
but it is striking that such outspoken candidates are
connected in this way.



FIGURE 5.

LABOUR / CONSERVATIVE
PRIMARY CLUSTERS
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FIGURE 6.
CROSS-PARTY CLUSTER (LEFT)
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Licence to publish

Demos - License to Publish

The work (as defined below) is provided under the terms of this licence ('licence’). The work is protected
by copyright and/or other applicable law. Any use of the work other than as authorized under this licence
is prohibited. By exercising any rights to the work provided here, you accept and agree to be bound by
the terms of this licence. Demos grants you the rights contained here in consideration of your acceptance
of such terms and conditions.

1 Definitions

a 'Collective Work’ means a work, such as a periodical issue, anthology or encyclopedia, in which the Work
in its entirety in unmodified form, along with a number of other contributions, constituting separate and
independent works in themselves, are assembled into a collective whole. A work that constitutes a Collective
Work will not be considered a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this License.

b ‘Derivative Work’ means a work based upon the Work or upon the Work and other pre-existing works,
such as a musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture version, sound recording, art
reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any other form in which the Work may be recast, transformed,
or adapted, except that a work that constitutes a Collective Work or a translation from English into another
language will not be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License.

c 'Licensor’ means the individual or entity that offers the Work under the terms of this License.

d ‘Original Author’ means the individual or entity who created the Work.

e ‘Work’ means the copyrightable work of authorship offered under the terms of this License.

f "You' means an individual or entity exercising rights under this License who has not

previously violated the terms of this License with respect to the Work, or who has received

express permission from Demos to exercise rights under this License despite a previous

violation.

2 Fair Use Rights

Nothing in this licence is intended to reduce, limit, or restrict any rights arising from fair use,
first sale or other limitations on the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law
or other applicable laws.

3 License Grant

Subject to the terms and conditions of this License, Licensor hereby grants You a worldwide, royalty-free,
non-exclusive, perpetual (for the duration of the applicable copyright) licence to exercise the rights in the
Work as stated below:

a to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective Works, and to

reproduce the Work as incorporated in the Collective Works;

b to distribute copies or phono-records of, display publicly, perform publicly, and perform publicly by means
of a digital audio transmission the Work including as incorporated in Collective Works; The above rights may
be exercised in all media and formats whether now known or hereafter devised. The above rights include
the right to make such modifications as are technically necessary to exercise the rights in other media and
formats. All rights not expressly granted by Licensor are hereby reserved.

4 Restrictions

The licence granted in Section 3 above is expressly made subject to and limited by the following restrictions:
a You may distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work only under
the terms of this License, and You must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this License
with every copy or phono-record of the Work You distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly
digitally perform. You may not offer or impose any terms on the Work that alter or restrict the terms of
this License or the recipients’ exercise of the rights granted hereunder. You may not sublicence the Work.
You must keep intact all notices that refer to this License and to the disclaimer of warranties. You may not
distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work with any technological
measures that control access or use of the Work in a manner inconsistent with the terms of this License
Agreement. The above applies to the Work as incorporated in a Collective Work, but this does not require
the Collective Work apart from the Work itself to be made subject to the terms of this License. If You create
a Collective Work, upon notice from any Licensor You must, to the extent practicable, remove from the
Collective Work any reference to such Licensor or the Original Author, as requested.
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b You may not exercise any of the rights granted to You in Section 3 above in any manner that is primarily
intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary compensation. The exchange of
the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital file sharing or otherwise shall not be considered
to be intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary compensation, provided
there is no payment of any monetary compensation in connection with the exchange of copyrighted works.
c If you distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work or any Collective
Works, you must keep intact all copyright notices for the Work and give the Original Author credit reasonable
to the medium or means You are utilizing by conveying the name (or pseudonym if applicable) of the Original
Author if supplied; the title of the Work if supplied. Such credit may be implemented in any reasonable
manner; provided, however, that in the case of a Collective Work, at a minimum such credit will appear
where any other comparable authorship credit appears and in a manner at least as prominent as such other
comparable authorship credit.

5 Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

a By offering the Work for public release under this License, Licensor represents and warrants that, to the
best of Licensor’s knowledge after reasonable inquiry:

i Licensor has secured all rights in the Work necessary to grant the licence rights hereunder

and to permit the lawful exercise of the rights granted hereunder without You having any obligation to pay
any royalties, compulsory licence fees, residuals or any other payments;

i The Work does not infringe the copyright, trademark, publicity rights, common law rights or any other
right of any third party or constitute defamation, invasion of privacy or other tortious injury to any third party.
b Except as expressly stated in this licence or otherwise agreed in writing or required by applicable law,
the work is licenced on an ‘as is’ basis, without warranties of any kind, either express or implied including,
without limitation, any warranties regarding the contents or accuracy of the work.

6 Limitation on Liability

Except to the extent required by applicable law, and except for damages arising from liability to a third party
resulting from breach of the warranties in section 5, in no event will licensor be liable to you on any legal
theory for any special, incidental, consequential, punitive or exemplary damages arising out of this licence
or the use of the work, even if licensor has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

7 Termination

a This License and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automatically upon any breach by You of
the terms of this License. Individuals or entities who have received Collective Works from You under this
License, however, will not have their licences terminated provided such individuals or entities remain in
full compliance with those licences. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of this License.
b Subject to the above terms and conditions, the licence granted here is perpetual (for the duration of the
applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reserves the right to release the
Work under different licence terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time; provided, however that
any such election will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other licence that has been, or is required
to be, granted under the terms of this License), and this License will continue in full force and effect unless
terminated as stated above.

8 Miscellaneous

a Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, Demos offers to the
recipient a licence to the Work on the same terms and conditions as the licence granted to You under this
License.

b If any provision of this License is invalid or unenforceable under applicable law, it shall not affect the validity
or enforceability of the remainder of the terms of this License, and without further action by the parties to
this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minimum extent necessary to make such provision
valid and enforceable.

c No term or provision of this License shall be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless such
waiver or consent shall be in writing and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.

d This License constitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work licensed here.
There are no understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified here.
Licensor shall not be bound by any additional provisions that may appear in any communication from You.
This License may not be modified without the mutual written agreement of Demos and You.
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DEMOS

Demos is a champion of people, ideas and
democracy. We bring people together. We bridge
divides. We listen and we understand. We are
practical about the problems we face, but endlessly
optimistic and ambitious about our capacity,
together, to overcome them.

At a crossroads in Britain’s history, we need ideas
for renewal, reconnection and the restoration of
hope. Challenges from populism to climate change
remain unsolved, and a technological revolution
dawns, but the centre of politics has been
intellectually paralysed. Demos will change that. We
can counter the impossible promises of the political
extremes, and challenge despair — by bringing to
life an aspirational narrative about the future of
Britain that is rooted in the hopes and ambitions of
people from across our country.

Demos is an independent, educational charity,
registered in England and Wales. (Charity
Registration no. 1042046)

Find out more at www.demos.co.uk
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