Countering Hate Speech and Misinformation in the

International Reporting of Refugees and Migrants

Abstract

Journalists play a crucial role shaping public attitudes towards refugees and migrants. Too
often reporting on this topic can reproduce negative stereotypes, mis- and disinformation and
even hate speech (UNHCR 2019). Our four-person team of lecturers at a UK journalism school
partnered with the Media Diversity Institute, the European Commission and the Ethical
Journalism Network to run highly interactive, half-day workshops for final year journalism
students on the reporting of migration and refugees. This focused on how students could
ethically report on migration and refugee issues, and how they could counter hate speech
and mis- and disinformation in their journalism. The workshop was followed by a public
symposium featuring a panel of refugee journalists who offered practical tips on accessing
and engaging with refugees and asylum seekers while reporting. Surveys showed the students

were inspired by these sessions and would make use of the knowledge they gained.

Description of the activity including the Learning Objectives

We ran a series of intensive, interactive, half-day workshop about international reporting on
refugees and migrants for undergraduate and graduate journalism students. These
workshops focused on the challenges posed by hate speech, disinformation and
misinformation within reporting about refugee and migration issues — and how journalists
could counter these in their own reporting. After the workshop, students attended a public
symposium which starred a panel of refugee journalists. We ran these activities in
collaboration with the Media Diversity Institute, the European Commission and the Ethical

Journalism Network.



We had multiple learning objectives. On completion of the learning activities, we wanted
students to:
e Understand the challenges of reporting on refugee and migration issues and the
importance of ethical reporting on this topic
e Understand the concepts of disinformation, misinformation and hate speech and be
able to distinguish between them
e Be able to report on migration and refugee issues without reproducing harmful hate
speech or mis and dis-information.
e Understand the importance of including refugee and migrant voices within news

reports

The workshop was broken into three sessions. The first, contextual session provided an
overview of research on the shortcomings of current reporting on refugees and migrants. It
also introduced students to the concepts of hate speech, disinformation, and misinformation.

Students were given resources including Claire Wardle’s 7 types of Mis- and Disinformation

and the Ethical Journalism Network’s 5-point hate speech test.

In session two, students worked in small groups to analyse media content: searching through
populist news coverage and social media comments about refugees and migrants, and
identifying hate speech and mis- and disinformation. This activity helped students understand
the various ways in which hate speech can manifest, and the role that mis- and disinformation

can play in this phenomena.

In the third and final session, students did some reporting. They were given a set of real-life
press releases that had been disseminated by human rights NGOs as well as statements by
UK and US political elites. This included some contradictory and inflammatory statements.
Students had to run fact checks and write a news story and decide whether to include - and
how to frame — misinformation spoken by political elites about migrants. And they had to

justify these decisions to their peers, making reference to the hate speech toolkit.



We ran this workshop four times, in intensive, small group teaching. After completing the
workshop, all students were then invited to a public symposium at the end of the week about
refugee journalism, which was held in partnership with the UK’s Economic and Social
Research Council. At this event, students heard directly from journalists who were refugees
in the UK, who talked about their experiences of reporting and being reported on. This
included powerful testimony about how they had been treated after misleading and negative
news stories were published. It also included helpful, practical tips on how to access and
centre refugee and migrant sources when reporting, and how this could help counter negative
narratives. This event was recorded and disseminated as an episode of a high-quality

media/academic podcast (details redacted).

The teaching activities were innovative because:

- We partnered with external NGOs, journalists and refugees in the UK. This helped
students appreciate the pressing, real world nature of the issues

- The workshops combined knowledge acquisition, research and journalism practice.

- We ran the sessions as a teaching team; students worked with academics with
experience in a range of regions including Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa

- The public symposium was solutions focused. It reinforced the workshop content and
gave students the opportunity to ask professional journalists questions, based on what

they had learnt.

Rationale

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees has shown that refugees and migrants are
often depicted as a “threat” to Western values (UNHCR, 2019). This news coverage is
particularly concerning when it includes hate speech and mis- and disinformation; this
content can have a profound and negative impact on the quality of life of refugees and
migrants (IPI 2004). The relentless derogatory, negative messages in the United Kingdom
tabloid press, in particular, has coincided with hardening of attitudes around asylum (Berry et
al 2016), and can create and reinforce stereotypes that link asylum seekers with violence and
terrorism (Cooper et al 2021). Inaccurate reporting and continued lack of voice for refugees

can then tip this journalism into hate speech, where those seeking a new life are dehumanised



and spoken of in terms of ‘swarms’ and floods (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski 2017). There is a
pressing need for media organisations to recognise their role in combatting hate speech and
intolerance against vulnerable people including refugees and asylum seekers (Article 19,
2018).

We wanted to challenge journalism students to analyse current reporting to
understand these issues; to critically reflect on their own reporting; and to develop practical
solutions for situation that they might face in a newsroom in their future professional lives.

The Media Diversity Institute (MDI) is an independent media development
organisation based in London and Brussels, dedicated to promoting diverse, inclusive and
accurate media internationally. In collaboration with the European Commission, the MDI ran
a project on Silence Hate to combat hate speech in media. We teamed up with MDI to run

these workshops as an integral part of the Silence Hate project.

Learning Outcomes

The students were highly engaged throughout the workshops. They successfully identified
and distinguished hate speech, mis- and dis-information. And they demonstrated that they
could write accurate stories that countered hate speech; they were able to articulate the
ethical decision-making process they had followed. We surveyed the 41 attendees of the
symposium. 89% of respondents said they “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statement
“I will use/share things learnt today”. 97% said they were inspired to learn more about the
topic. The qualitative feedback comments described the session as powerful and thought-
provoking, particularly the fact that students were able to hear directly from refugee
journalists about their experiences. The Media Diversity Institute praised the design and

content and of the workshops and symposium.
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